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Society  and Branch News

Changes in the Society
In an effort to increase efficiency and reduce expenditure, the Society has divided 

up the duties formerly undertaken by the Secretary and Treasurer.  Rev Andrew 

Coghill has taken over as Treasurer, and Mrs Deborah Coghill has kindly agreed 

to act as Assistant Treasurer and Membership Secretary. Rev Douglas Somerset 

has taken over from Mr James Dickson as Secretary, and Rev John J Murray is the 

Organisation Secretary with responsibility for the arranging of public meetings. 

Mr Dickson will continue to oversee the maintenance of the Magdalen Chapel and 

is also the point of contact for anyone wishing to book the Chapel for a meeting. 

Chapel bookings: (01236) 827 978

The Bulwark
Magazine of the Scottish Reformation Society

cO-OPEraTIOn

In pursuance of its objects, the Society may 

co-operate with Churches and with other 

Societies whose objects are in harmony with 

its own.
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41 Cowgate, Edinburgh 

EH1 1JR
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the contributor and may not necessarily reflect 
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Society Scriptural references are from the A.V. 

except where stated otherwise.

OBJEcTS OF ThE SOcIETy
(a) Propagate the Evangelical Protestant 
Faith and those principles held in common by
those churches and Organisations adhering to 
the reformation;

(b) Diffuse sound and Scriptural teaching on 
the distinctive tenets of Protestantism and
roman catholicism;

(c) carry on missionary work among adherents 
of the latter faith with a view to winning
them to the doctrines of grace and to the 
fellowship of the true Gospel;

(d) To produce and distribute evangelistic, 
religious and other literature in connection with
the promotion of the Protestant religion;

(e) To promote the associating together of men 
and women, and especially young people,
for systematic Bible Study and holding of 
meetings for the above specified purposes.
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 Lewis Branch 

For the present session, the Lewis 
Branch has organised four meetings in 
rural locations in the Western Isles to 
commemorate the Scottish Reformation 
of 1560. These meetings are: in Harris, 
speaker Rev David Blunt (FCC); in North 
Lochs Community Centre, Leurbost on 
Friday 29th October at 7.30 pm, speaker 
Rev Calum MacDonald (FC Callanish); in 
Tolsta, speakers Revs R J Campbell (FC) 
and David Campbell (FPC); and in Borve 
(West-side) on Friday 22nd October at 
7.30 pm, speaker Rev Andrew Coghill. 
Dates and venues for the other meetings 
can be obtained from ministers locally 
(DV). 

In addition there will be a lecture in 
Stornoway on Friday 19th November 
in the Nicolson Institute Assembly Hall 
given by Rev Jeremy Brooks of the 
Protestant Truth Society on ‘The Scottish 
Reformation in its wider European 
Context.’ This meeting will be at 7.30 pm 
(DV).

 Aberdeen Branch 

Meetings are held in the Dunbar St Hall, 
Old Aberdeen, beginning at 7:30 p.m 
(DV).

Friday 29th October
‘John Hus’, James A Dickson

Friday 19th November
‘The Reformation in Aberdeen’, Rev 
Douglas Somerset

Friday 25th February 2011
‘The Second Reformation in Aberdeen’, 
Rev Timothy McGlynn

Friday 25th March 2011
‘The Aberdeen Churches, 1750-1850’, Dr 
Ian Macdonald

 Inverness Branch 

Meetings are held in the Inverness Royal 
Academy, Culduthel Road, Inverness, on 
Mondays, beginning at 7:30 p.m (DV).

1st November 2010
‘Antoine Court and the Huguenots’,
Rev Dr Malcolm Maclean (Inverness)

24th January 2011
‘Black Isle Saints’,
Rev Neil M Ross (Dingwall)

21st February 2011
‘The Ulster-Scottish Connection’,
Rev Gavin Beers (Ayr)

14th March 2011
‘Biblical Evangelism’, Dr Bill Schweitzer 
(Gateshead)

 Edinburgh Branch 

There is currently no Edinburgh branch, 
but the following meetings have been 
arranged in the Magdalen Chapel, on 
Fridays at 7pm (DV). The speaker is Rev 
Sinclair Horne.

22nd October 2010
’The Counter-Reformation and its effects’

19th November 2010
‘Lessons for today—a return to 
Reformation principles’

Soc ie ty  and Branch News Soc iety  and Branch News

these details are correct at the time of 

printing, but please check our 

website for final details: 

www.reformation-scotland.org.uk

New Historical Journal
It is hoped that the first issue of the Society’s new Historical Journal will be 
available in December. The subscription cost is expected to be about £12 per 
issue. Subscription details will be available in due course (DV). The first issue is due 
to include the following articles:

DaviD Hay Fleming
‘Was Knox a Royal Chaplain?’ (reprinted from the Bulwark May 1924)  

mattHew vogan
‘Samuel Rutherford and the theology and practice of preaching’

Douglas somerset
‘Thomas Boston and the Authorship of Queries to the Friendly-Adviser’

JoHn a. smitH
‘Alexander Dyce Davidson (1807-72), Free Church minister in Aberdeen’

Douglas somerset
‘Angus of the Hills (c.1809-c.1854)’

JoHn w. KeDDie
‘Professor James MacGregor: Theological and Practical Writings 1868-
1881’

roy miDDleton
‘David Hay Fleming (1849 –1931), Scottish Church Historian and 
Antiquarian’

norman Campbell
‘Giving out the line: a cross-Atlantic comparison of two Presbyterian 
cultures’
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August is the month for the annual 
Edinburgh International Festival. 
Tourists from all parts of the world 
throng the narrow pavements 
of the Old Town. We made our 
way through the crowds on 24th 
August 2010 as as we headed 
for the historic Magdalen Chapel 
in the Cowgate, a street now 
more noted for its pubs and clubs 
than for its churches. It was in 
this Chapel, now owned by the 
Scottish Reformation Society, 
that some of the earliest General 
Assemblies of the Reformed 
Church of Scotland took place. 
The purpose of our visit was for a 
Thanksgiving Service, arranged by 
the Society, to commemorate the 
day 450 years ago that witnessed 
the abolition of Papal authority in 
Scotland. 

The chairman, the Rev John J 
Murray, welcomed the people, 
some coming from as far away 
as Lancashire, who filled the 
Chapel to capacity. Mr Murray 
began by outlining the events in 
the Scots Parliament leading up 
to the passing of three Acts on 
24 August 1560: 1) the annulling 
all past legislation contrary to 
the new Scots Confession; 2) 
the prohibiting the saying or 
hearing of the Mass; and 3) the  
repudiating of Papal jurisdiction in 
Scotland. He then read the Act re 
'Abolition of Jurisdiction of Pope.' 
He claimed it was part of the 
cunning of Romanism to arrange 

for the first official visit of a Pope 
to Scotland on this Reformation 
anniversary. It was particularly sad 
to hear that the Church of Rome 
and the Church of Scotland had 
arranged a joint commemoration 
on 3rd November. It was as if the 
Reformation had been a mistake.
Mr Murray welcomed as the 
preacher for the service the 
Rev Hugh Cartwright, a highly 
esteemed minister and Church 
historian. Basing his sermon on 
Romans 5:1-2,  Mr Cartwright 
showed how the essence of 
the truth that brought about 
the glorious Reformation was 
contained in the text - it was 
Scripture alone, Christ alone, grace 
alone, faith alone and all to the 
glory of God alone. He went on 
to outline the rich blessings that 
come to us through justification by 
faith. We have a glorious Gospel 
and he warned about the way it 
was under threat by much of the 
false teaching in the Church today. 
He ended with the challenge of 
receiving this truth in personal life.

Although the event passed 
unnoticed by the world around, it 
was fitting that a number met to 
remember a great deliverance in 
the past and to pray for another 
intervention of God's grace and 
power. JJM

ThAnkSgIvIng 
SErvICE on 24Th 

AuguST for ThE 
ABoLITIon of 

PAPAL AuThorITy In 
SCoTLAnd

Society  and Branch News Soc iety  and Branch News
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Part of the ‘celebration’ surrounding the 
Papal visit to Edinburgh involved actors 
dressed up as John Knox, Rob Roy 
Macgregor, Mary Queen of Scots, and 
others. The idea of actors enhancing 
a State visit seems childish, and yet in 
this case, not inappropriate. Several 
politicians, probably, were acting parts 
that day, as they expressed their delight 
in the Papal visit, and the Pope himself 
must have been conscious that he was 
not exactly what he was pretending to 
be.

He was pretending to be a Head of 
State, but he is not really that. There is 
a small part of the city of Rome, called 
the Vatican City, over which the Pope 
was given authority by Mussolini in 

1929, but it is not really a state. There 
are no people whose country is the 
Vatican City. Most, if not all, of the 800-
odd ‘citizens’ are citizens of another 
country, or will be as soon as their term 
of service has finished. The Pope is 
German, the Vatican guards are Swiss, 
and the priests come from all over the 
world. Almost no one is born there. 
Few, if any, women live there. There are 
no schools. ‘In the multitude of people 
is the king’s honour’ (Prov. 14:28), and 
if this tiny religious enclave is a state 
then it is the most despicable one in 
the world. It is certainly not worth the 
expense to Britain of a ‘State Visit’.

But the Pope was also pretending to 
be a miracle-worker, and he is not that 

Bewitched 
By the

either. When he claimed in Bellahouston 
Park to turn the wafer into the body 
of Christ, nothing happened. Whether 
he deceived himself into thinking that 
there was a change, we do not know, 
but happily the vast majority of people 
in Scotland know that the wafer was 
a wafer still. They are not so easily 
persuaded on this point as they were 
before the Reformation. 

But although they know, in one sense, 
that the Pope is a religious fraud, yet 
they are unable to draw the obvious 
conclusion. If they think that the 
Pope was deceiving 65,000 people 
in Glasgow, why were they honouring 
him in Edinburgh? Modern man prides 
himself on his scientific discernment but 

popery is as bewitching as ever. ‘But 
there was a certain man, called Simon, 
which beforetime in the same city used 
sorcery, and bewitched the people of 
Samaria, giving out that himself was 
some great one: To whom they all gave 
heed, from the least to the greatest, 
saying, This man is the Great Power 
of God. And to him they had regard, 
because that of long time he had 
bewitched them with sorceries’ (Acts 
8:9-11).

PoPe
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The following extract is taken 
from the prologue to John 
Knox’s The Reasoning which 
was between the Abbot 
of Crossraguel and John 
Knox concerning the Mass 
published in 1563. John Knox 
is comparing the idols of the 
Gentiles with the ‘god of bread’ 
- the consecrated wafer of the 
Romanists. He has ‘a merry 
time’ in his comparison but 
his argument is perfectly valid 
and applies to the recent Papal 
mass in Bellahouston Park. 

The Prophet in description of [the 
Gentiles’] vanities maketh these gries 
[steps]: ‘The earth bringeth forth the 
tree, it groweth by moisture and natural 
wakness [humidity], it is cutted down by 
the hand of the hewer. A part thereof is 
burnt, a part spent in uses necessary to 
man, another part chosen to be made 
an idol. This is formed to the likeness 
of man or woman, and then set up and 
worshipped as a god.’ 

All these and some more shall we find 
to assist and concur in the making of 
this great god of bread. The wheat is 
sown and nourished in the earth; rain, 
dew, and heat bring it to maturity; the 
reaper or shearer cutteth it down; the 
cart or sled drawn by horse, or some 
other beast, draweth it to the barn or to 
the barnyard; the tasker or the foot of 
the ox treadeth it out; the fan delivereth 
it from the chaff; the miller and the 
millstones, by the help of wind or water, 
maketh it to be meal; the smith maketh 
the irons that gives to that god his 
length and breadth, likeness and form; 

the fine substance of that god is neither 
wood, gold, or silver, but water and 
meal made in manner of a drammock; 
and then must the workmen take good 
heed to their hand; for, if the fire be too 
hot, that god’s skin must be burnt, if the 
irons be evil dight [ill-wiped] his face will 
be blacked, if in making the roundness 
the ring be broken, then must another 
of his fellows receive that honour to 
be made a god, and the creased or 
cracked miserable cake, that once was 
in hope to be made a god, must be 
given to a baby to play him withal. 

And yet is not the danger past; for if 
there be not an anointed priest to play 
his part aright, all the former artificers 
have lost their labour, for without him 
that god cannot be made; yea, if he 
have not intention to consecrate, the 
fashioned god remaineth bread, and so 
the blind people commit idolatry.

These are the artificers and workmen 
that travail in making of this god. I think 
as many in number as the Prophet 
reciteth to have travailed in making 
of the idols; and if the power of both 
shall be compared, I think they shall 
be found in all things equal, except 
that the god of bread is subject to 
more dangers than were the idols of 
the Gentiles. Men made them; men 
make it. They were deaf and dumb; it 
cannot speak, hear, nor see. Briefly, in 
infirmity they wholly agree, except that 
(as I have said) the poor god of bread is 
most miserable of all other idols. 

John Knox 
and the 
mouse

“the fashioned god 
remaineth bread, and so 
the blind people commit 

idolatry.”
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For according to their matter whereof 
they are made, they will remain without 
corruption many years; but within one 
year that god will putrify, and then he 
must be burnt. They can abide the 
vehemency of wind, frost, rain, or snow.  
But the wind will blow that god to the 
sea; the rain or the snow will make it 
dough again—yea, which is most of all 
to be feared, that god is a prey (if he be 
not well kept) to rats and mice, for they 
will desire no better dinner than white, 
round gods enough. But, O, then, what 
becometh of Christ’s natural body? By 
miracle, it flies to the heaven again, if 
the Papists teach truly; for how soon 
soever the mouse takes hold, so soon 
flieth Christ away and letteth her gnaw 
the bread—a bold and puissant mouse, 
but a feeble and miserable god. Yet 
would I ask a question—Whether hath 
the priest or the mouse greater power? 
By his words he made a god; by her 
teeth it ceaseth to be a god; let them 
arise and then answer.
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Christians who study their Bibles prayerfully and intelligently have differing opinions 

on the course which the world will take between the first and second comings of 

Christ. Even those things which have already happened are subject to conflicting 

interpretations! Believers are especially keen of course to know how matters will 

develop from the present hour until that day when our Lord is “revealed from heaven 

with his mighty angels” (2 Thess. 1:7) and time is brought to an end. Will the Lord 

revive His work in the world or not? Will His cause prosper or will it go back?

Attitudes to Avoid

We believe that Scripture gives some 
clear answers to these questions but 
whatever our particular view on the 
subject there are certain extremes 
which ought to be avoided in our 
outlook on the future. On the one 
hand our attitude should not be 
characterised by defeatism. No one 
who knows Jesus Christ to be the 
“King of kings, and Lord of lords” (Rev. 
19:16) and the “heir of all things” (Heb. 

1:2) ought to be a pessimist regarding 

the outcome of this world’s history. On 

the other hand neither should we have 

a complacent sort of optimism. The 

hope of the church is tempered by the 

knowledge that “the whole world lieth 

in wickedness” (1 John 5:19) and that 

therefore it is necessary for us to “fight 

the good fight of faith” (1 Tim. 6:12) 

if we are to see any advance for the 

kingdom of God.

Facing the Future
rev DaviD Blunt
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Another thing to be avoided is a 
dogmatism about eschatological 
details. Christ said to the disciples 
before He was taken up into heaven, 
“It is not for you to know the times or 
the seasons, which the Father hath 
put in his own power” (Acts 1:7). The 
ascended Saviour has shown to His 
servants “things which must shortly 
come to pass” (Rev. 1:1) but He has 
not told us exactly how or when they 
will come to pass. Jesus declared 
emphatically that the time of His 
own return “knoweth no man” (Matt. 
24:36). Having said this, we should 

also be careful of an indifferentism 
about anything beyond the immediate 
moment. Jesus once rebuked the 
Pharisees and Sadducees for their 
failure to discern “the signs of the 
times” (Matt.16:3) and the events to 
which they were pointing.

What is the wise position to adopt? It 
is doubtless along the following lines. 

We ought to be convinced that by 
the grace of God working through the 
preaching of the gospel the different 
kingdoms of this world will eventually 
become “the kingdoms of our Lord 
and of his Christ” (Rev. 11:15). Yet at 
the same time we ought to be aware 
that in those realms where gospel light 
has shone brightly in the past and has 
now grown dim the Lord Jesus will 
fulfil the threat which He once made to 
the church at Ephesus to “remove thy 
candlestick out of his place,” unless 
there is serious repentance (Rev. 2:5).

ChurCh of Christ

Sadly one nation where the gospel has 
waned is the United Kingdom. Over the 
centuries since the Reformation our 
civilisation has been leavened by the 
gospel of Christ. Its major institutions – 
the monarchy, parliament, the judiciary 
and so on – have acknowledged the 
wisdom of the Word of God and the 
superiority of the Christian ethic. Now 
however, although these institutions 
are still in place and outwardly much 
the same as they ever were, it is a quite 
different spirit which activates most of 
their life. 

This is to say nothing yet of the most 
important institution in our land – the 
church of Christ. Without her good 

influence the various organs of state 
will tend only to serve the ends of Satan 
and not the cause of God. It is from 
the church that a healthful light should 
radiate throughout society for she is 
meant to be “holding forth the word 
of life” (Phil. 2:16). But now the light 
that was once in the church has been 
replaced to a great extent by spiritual 
darkness. Crucially the church gave 
heed to the devil’s original deception 
which began with the words, “Yea, 
hath God said?” (Gen. 3:1). It was 
from within her ranks that there arose 
a destructive criticism of the contents 
of Scripture and an attack on their 
trustworthiness. The result is that the 
“leaven of malice and wickedness” 
(1Cor. 5:8) has replaced the leaven of 
grace in large sections of the church. 
This poison is now rapidly permeating 
the life of the nation.

What does the future hold for us? What 
are the signs of our times? It would 
appear that our immediate prospects 
as a country are bleak indeed. Before 
a storm actually breaks dark clouds 
gather in the sky: there seem to be 
many such clouds on our horizon. Let 
us try to identify some of the looming 
threats to our remaining Christian 
heritage.

seCulArism

Secularism is the philosophy that 
the great activities of public life are 
to be conducted independently of 
religion. It is said that belief in God is 
a purely personal matter and therefore 
it belongs to our private lives only. 
Matters such as politics, law, education 
and science are thought to be outside 
the scope of what is proper to religion. 
This philosophy has now advanced 
to such a degree that it is suggested, 
not only that these activities may be 
undertaken apart from the teaching 
of the Bible but that they must be: the 
Christian voice is no longer welcome in 
the public arena.

The evil consequences of this secular 
approach to life are becoming all-too-
apparent. They are seen particularly in 
attitudes towards life and death. The 
sanctity of life, whether it be infant life 
in the womb, aged life in the hospital 
ward or anything in between, is 
disregarded. For all the talk of politicians 
and other professional ‘do-gooders’ 
about creating a ‘compassionate’ and 
‘caring’ society, the reality is that, more 
and more today, life is only deemed to 
have value if it is judged by the ‘experts’ 
to have a sufficient quality or utility to 
others. Otherwise it is expendable. 
Gone is the security which derives 
from the divine declaration, “Whoso 

...the time of 
His own return 
“knoweth no 

man”
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sheddeth man’s blood, by man shall 
his blood be shed: for in the image of 
God made he man” (Gen. 9:6).

PlurAlism

Pluralism is the philosophy which 
acknowledges many different 
principles of being and patterns of 
living. Pluralism is not new of course. 
It has been in the world ever since our 
first parents shut their ears to God, 
hearkened to the devil and ate the 
forbidden fruit in a foolish attempt to 
be wise apart from the wisdom of God. 
What is new is the idea that pluralism 
is a good and enriching thing and to be 
encouraged as much as possible. This 
is seen in government legislation and 
in every branch of state education.

That this state of affairs should exist 
illustrates the madness that descends 
upon any society which abandons the 
teaching of Scripture. When absolute 
truth is rejected the outcome must be 
some form of relativism: what is true or 
false, good or evil, now varies according 
to the individual and according to time. 
Morality is decided by every person 
according to his own conscience and 
by every generation according to its 
own interest.

One aspect of pluralism which 
has been vigorously promoted is 
‘multiculturalism’. No one will object 
to a variety in language, dress, food 
and other customs, for these things 
add a certain spice to life. But when 
it is remembered that the controlling 
influence on any culture is its religion 
then anyone who has a proper regard 
for Jesus Christ and His exclusive 
claims as Lord and Saviour cannot 
be comfortable with the idea of 
multiculturalism. Jesus said: “I am the 
way, the truth, and the life: no man 
cometh unto the Father, but by me” 
(John 14:6). Peter preached: “Neither 
is there salvation in any other: for there 
is none other name under heaven 
given among men, whereby we must 
be saved” (Acts 4:12). Both history 
and our present day are witness to 
conflicts between the great cultures of 
this world: these cultures cannot truly 
be at peace with each other because 
each one has a different religious 
philosophy at its heart.

To speak against a false religion like 
Islam is deemed to be the equivalent 
of expressing hatred for the followers 
of that religion. The same goes for any 
criticism of the sin of Sodom. Why are 
the men and women who govern our 
country unable to see that to warn 
those who are on a wrong path of the 
error of their way is not an act of hatred 

but the very opposite?! If they were not 
so ignorant of the Bible or prejudiced 
against the Christian faith they would 
realise that the Lord Jesus Christ who 
Himself condemned every false way 
also commanded His disciples: “Love 
your enemies, bless them that curse 
you, do good to them that hate you, 
and pray for them which despitefully 
use you, and persecute you” (Matt. 
5:44).

romAnism

We must mention one further threat to 
the Christian character of our land. To 
say that Romanism is a danger to our 
nation will surprise and even offend 
many. After all, is not the Church of 
Rome, constant and dependable as 
she is in her dogma, a great bulwark 
against the moral and spiritual changes 
we see all around us? 

Let us be very careful. The 
‘conservatism’ of Rome does not 
proceed from a hearty commitment 
to that inspired Word which is “true 
from the beginning” and “endureth 
for ever” (Psa. 119:160) but from her 
carnal ambition. Her agenda is more 
political than spiritual and should the 
circumstances require it she would 
adopt a more liberal attitude to many 
things. The genius of Rome is that 

she is able to harness the trends of 
pluralism and even secularism and to 
direct them to her own ends. 

Sadly Britain has chosen new gods. 
The people seem more likely to 
enthrone the Antichrist than the Christ 
of God. There is only one remedy for 
our backslidden land. There must 
be a return to Scripture and the 
restoration of a culture sympathetic to 
it. “Righteousness exalteth a nation: 
but sin is a reproach to any people” 
(Prov. 14:34). May God’s people take 
note and may the Lord hasten it in His 
time.

Rev David Blunt
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Undoing the Reformation: 
II. Schism (Matthew Vogan)
THE FIRST ARTICLE IN THIS SERIES, BY REV ANDREW COGHILL, SHOWED 

HOW SATAN HAS UNDONE THE REFORMATION BY ATTACKING THE 

WORSHIP OF THE REFORMED CHURCH OF SCOTLAND.  THIS ARTICLE 

CONSIDERS SATAN’S ATTACK ON THE UNITY OF THE CHURCH.

The Reformation of 1560 was truly remarkable. James Kirkton wrote 
in The Secret and True History of the Church of Scotland that “in 
Scotland the whole nation was converted by lump; and within ten 
years…there were not ten persons of quality to be found in it who 
did not profess the true reformed religion, and so it was among the 
commons in proportion. Lo! Here a nation born in one day!” In each 
parish, Roman Catholic worship was abolished and the true worship 
of God established. The Scots Confession asserted that there were in 
each district, individual congregations with the true marks of a church. 
“Such kirks, we the inhabitants of the realm of Scotland confessing 
Christ Jesus, do claim to have in our cities, towns, and reformed 
districts because of the doctrine taught in our kirks, contained in the 
written word of God”.  The first General Assembly met, and became 
the “universal kirk”, or “the whole church convened”. 

At the 450th Anniversary, however, of a single Reformed Church 
having been established in Scotland, the visible church in the nation 
has perhaps never been in such a divided state. The visitor to one 
of our Highland villages today cannot perhaps help but notice the 
number of Presbyterian denominations represented there by various 
buildings. In some of our smaller villages up to five competing 
denominations may be witnessed, each one bearing some reference 
to the Reformation Presbyterian Church of Scotland in its name. 
Some may wish to enquire further into the reason for this and 
seek an explanation as to how these separate bodies came about. 
There is a longer answer and a shorter answer to this question. The 
longer answer is historical and concerns the context, arguments and 
personalities involved. The shorter answer is but one word – sin. We 
refer to the sin of Schism. Like divorce, church division is always 
either sinful in itself or else caused by the sin of one or other party.



20 The Bulwark July - September 2010 21

 1. What is schism? 

Although in our own day many people have little time for the unity of 
the Church and do not worry about questions of schism, they are 
vitally important matters. The spectacle of competing denominations 
has become a fact of life to many rather than a scandal. They “are not 
grieved for the affliction of Joseph” (Amos 6:6). In the past in Scotland 
“for the divisions of Reuben there were great searchings of heart” 
(Judges 5:16). At the present time, however, there seem to be very few 
saying, “My brethren, these things ought not so to be” (Jam. 3:10). 

Today, if one is discontented and in pursuit of one's own preference, 
it is an easy thing to flit between denominations without a thought for 
the validity of the new denomination's reasons for existing. It can be an 
easy thing for denominations to exchange greetings on an annual basis 
whilst still drawing away each others' members locally and ignoring the 
fact of schism. Some evangelicals have also run to the opposite extreme 
from the Romeward tendency of the false ecumenical movement and 
claimed that if true Christians are spiritually one in Christ then visible 
unity is not important.

Schism was always viewed in the most serious and solemn light 
by Scottish divines. James Durham writes: “It is most pressingly 
condemned in the Scriptures, even with as great weight as corrupt 
doctrine and heresy are, and it is attributed to that same original, to 
wit, the flesh, with witchcraft, idolatry, heresy, etc. (Gal. 5:20)”. The evil 
effects of schism were also lamented deeply. “It has ever been most 
weighting to faithful ministers, most offensive to people of all sorts, 
most advantageous to the enemies of the truth, and has made the 
church most vile and contemptible before the world, as we may see 
in the sad complaints and writings of the Fathers”. Thomas Boston 
wrote of how the Church's “beauty is marred with division...There is no 
danger from enemies without, like that from divisions within”. 

Thomas McCrie in his book Two Discourses on the Unity of the Church, 
Her Divisions, and Their Removal shows what the word schism means 
in its Scriptural usage. “The original word in the New Testament 
translated schism or division signifies any rent or breach, by which that 
which was formerly one is divided; and when applied to the Church, it 
is always used in a bad sense. Christians are reprehended for giving 
way to schism, and exhorted to avoid those who cause it. It is a relative 
term, and cannot be understood without just views of that unity and 
communion of which it is a violation”. James Durham defines schism 
as “a breaking of the union of the church, and that communion which 

ought to be amongst the members thereof, and is either in government 
or worship”. In order to understand what we mean by schism therefore, 
we also have to consider the nature and unity of the visible church. 

 2. the nature oF the church 

When Scripture uses the word for church it may refer to the Visible 
Church or to the Invisible Church, or to both (although one of them 
is usually foremost). The context in which the word is found makes 
the interpretation clear. As James Durham notes, it is common to find 
references to both together, as “when an epistle is written to a Church, 
some things are said of it, and to it, as visible, some things again are 
peculiarly applicable to believers, who are members of the Invisible 
Church in it”. The Invisible Church is the “the whole number of the elect, 
that have been, are, or shall be gathered into one, under Christ the 
Head thereof; and is the spouse, the body, the fulness of Him that filleth 
all in all”—a number which no man can number and whose members 
are only ultimately known by God. 

The order and government of the Church, as appointed in Scripture 
have nothing to do with the Invisible Church but rather concern the 
Visible Church. The Visible Church, according to the Westminster 
Confession of Faith, “consists of all those throughout the world that 
profess the true religion; and of their children: and is the kingdom of the 
Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family of God”. Christ has entrusted it 
with “the ministry, oracles, and ordinances of God, for the gathering and 
perfecting of the saints, in this life, to the end of the world” (25:3-4). The 
Visible Church involves visible office-bearers administering the visible 
ordinances appointed by Christ to those who have a visible profession 
of the true religion as distinguished from the rest of the world. It is the 
means used to gather the Invisible Church.

The Visible Church is a great house containing vessels of honour and 
dishonour (2 Tim. 2:20). It is Christ's vineyard (Is. 5:1), sheepfold (John 
10:1-16), barn floor (Matt. 3:12), dragnet (Matt 13:47) and wheat field 
(Matt. 13:37-38). The Visible Church is also “the light of the world”. It 
is "the city of truth" and "the righteous nation that keepeth the truth" 
(Zech. 8:3; Is. 26:2). A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid” (Matt. 
5:14). The nineteenth century American Presbyterian Stuart Robinson 
asserts that the Visible Church “is an important, if not a necessary, 
means of revealing to men the whole counsel of God.”  

Thomas McCrie qualifies the distinction between the Visible and Invisible 
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Church: “This does not imply that there are two Churches, but only that 
the same society is considered in a different point of view. It does not 
mean, that one part of the Church is visible and another invisible; but it 
means, that all who make a profession of the faith compose the Church 
considered as visible, while those among them who are endued with 
true faith constitute the Church considered as invisible. The former 
includes the latter; and it is sometimes spoken in Scripture under the 
one and sometimes under the other view”.

 3. the unity oF the visiBle church 

There are clear references to the Visible Church, “the house of God” in 
the New Testament (1 Cor. 10:32; 1 Tim. 3:15). Paul speaks of having 
“persecuted the church of God, and wasted it” (Gal. 1:13, cp. Acts 
8:3). This is evidently the Visible Church since the Invisible Church 
cannot be wasted or persecuted.  Christ “hath set some in the church; 
first, apostles; secondarily, prophets; thirdly, teachers, after that...
helps, governments” (1 Cor. 12:28). This again is the Visible Church 
because the apostles were not office-bearers of any local church but 
of the universal Visible Church. This Visible Church is the body in which 
there is to “be no schism” (1 Cor. 12:25) and government has been set 
in the Church as a means to prevent this. There can be no schism in 
the Invisible Church because it is eternally united to Christ and known 
only to himself. 

Four hundred and fifty years ago the Scots Confession declared “As 
we believe in one God, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, so we firmly 
believe that from the beginning there has been, now is, and to the end 
of the world shall be, one Kirk”. The Westminster Confession teaches 
that “this catholic Church hath been sometimes more, sometimes 
less visible”. The true marks of the Church in right doctrine and the 
right administration of discipline and the sacraments make the Church 
more visible. The unity of the Visible Church under one government 
in particular parts of the world while displaying these marks makes 
the Church yet more visible.  It is evident from the New Testament 
that congregations have a duty as members one of another within the 
body to join together (Acts 11:29, 30; 15:2, 28). McCrie writes that 
“as individual Christians are not at liberty to walk and act singly, so 
neither are particular congregations at liberty to act as independent 
and disjointed societies”.  

McCrie also writes that: “The unity of the Church is implied in the most 
general view that can be taken of its nature, as a society instituted 

for religious purposes. True religion is essentially one, even as God, 
its object, is one.” Scripture always speaks of the Visible Church as 
essentially one and its bond of unity as the true religion.  

This was so in the Old Testament where the seed of Abraham were 
chosen as a Visible Church. There was one people of God, a holy 
nation (Ex. 19:6; Mal. 2:10) and the division of tribes was a scandal that 
must be removed (Ezek. 37:19 & 26). 

The unity of the New Testament Visible Church is prophesied in the Old 
Testament (Zeph. 14:9; Ezek. 37:19-22, 24; Ps. 72:7; Song 6:2, 9).

• The Lord Jesus Christ spoke of only one Church (Matt. 16:18), “the 
Kingdom of God” and prayed for the unity of Church (John 17:21). 
That the unity refers to the Visible Church is evident because it is in 
order “that the world may know that thou hast sent me, and hast loved 
them, as thou hast loved me” (v23). The world must be able to see the 
oneness.

• The apostles repeatedly warned against dividing the Visible Church 
(Rom. 16:17; 2 Tim. 3:5; 2 Thess. 3:6; 1 Cor. 1:10; Eph. 4:1-3; Phil. 
1:27; 2:1-2; Rom. 15:6). 

• There was a common government by Church courts in the apostolic 
church across the regions where the Visible Church was represented 
(Acts 15:22, 28; 16:4). 

• There is only ever acknowledged in the New Testament one Visible 
Church with one king, head, baptism and confessed faith (Eph. 
4:4-6).

• There is a clear uniformity of practice in the apostolic church which 
was emphasised as a bond of unity (1 Cor. 11:1, 16; 14:29, 33, 34, 35, 
40; 1 Cor. 16:1, 2).

 4. PresByterians & unity oF the visiBle church 

Following the early Church emphasis on One, Holy, Catholic, Apostolic 
Church (apostolic relates to the doctrine taught), the Presbyterians of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries maintained that the Universal 
Visible Church should be seen as one and that this oneness should be 
visible with National Churches forming provinces of one large empire 
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across the world. This was particularly confessed in Scotland and at the 
Westminster Assembly. The historian James Walker summarises the 
position well: “True Churches of Christ, side by side with one another, 
forming separate organizations, with separate governments, seemed 
to them utterly inadmissible.”

The doctrine of the unity of the Visible Church and the great sinfulness 
of schism was carefully worked out by our Presbyterian forefathers. 
James Durham believed that the evils of schism could often be worse 
than the evils that those making a division sought to remedy and avoid. 
He noted that the Church Fathers called it the “greatest evil” that 
could befall the Church and outlines fourteen evils that accompany 
schism, referring to James 3:16 “For where envying and strife is, there 
is confusion and every evil work.” It is a real and significant impediment 
to “increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love” (Eph. 4:16).

The Presbyterian view of schism rejected the idea that one could divide 
or separate from a church simply on the basis of individual cases where 
discipline either was not carried out or when carried out did not have a 
satisfactory outcome. They pointed to the fact that discipline was not 
carried out in Corinth at the time Paul wrote his first epistle to them and 
that it was not being applied in several of the seven Churches of Asia 
(Revelation 2-3) but there was no instruction for any to separate from 
those churches as a consequence. Samuel Rutherford warned, “It is a 
fearful sin to make a rent and a hole in Christ's mystical body because 
there is a spot in it.”

The Presbyterian view was that the only reason that could permit 
separation was when one is compelled to sin and there is no possible 
way of avoiding this while maintaining the bond of communion.  In 
this case the sin of schism is made by those who compel to sin rather 
than those who separate. Up until this point any separation would 
be unjust schism since one may still testify against corruptions in the 
church and use all lawful means to have them removed. The Church's 
failure to exercise discipline was never accepted as a reason for lawful 
separation. 

Presbyterianism has drifted very far from the true concern of the 
Westminster Divines and the Second Reformation (represented by 
James Durham, Samuel Rutherford and George Gillespie) for the 
unity of the Visible Church. Merely exchanging greetings amongst 
competing denominations would not have satisfied these men because 
it is a practice that avoids any confrontation with the fact of schism 
and never seems to work towards genuine unity. The Westminster 

Divines were of an entirely different view. As James Walker records, the 
Congregationalists at the Westminster Assembly proposed a friendly 
co-existence and occasional communion with the Presbyterians 
which, while separate in government, would they claimed be “no plain 
and total separation, we shall be working substantially towards the 
same end.”  This was resolutely declined with the explanation: “So, 
might the Donatists and Novatians have pled, and indeed almost 
all the separatists who have figured in the Church's history. Such 
separation was unknown in the apostles' time, unless it were used 
by false teachers: all who professed Christianity then held communion 
together as one Church. If you can join with us occasionally in acts of 
worship, you ought to act with us in joint communion, not in separated 
congregations. God's way of revealing truth to such as are otherwise 
minded, is not by setting men at a distance from each other. That you 
should be a distinct Christian organization, taking members from our 
Churches who may have scruples of conscience, is schism undoubted 
in the body of Christ.” Congregationalism was regarded as a schismatic 
principle.

Thomas McCrie goes so far as to assert that to regard a variety of 
denominations as acceptable is to adopt “a principle of difformity which, 
however congenial to the system of polytheism, is utterly eversive of a 
religion founded on the unity of the divine nature and will, and on a 
revelation which teaches us what we are to believe concerning God 
and what duty he requires of us”. Presbyterianism is antithetical to the 
idea of competing denominations side by side in the same villages, 
towns and cities. Durham spoke of “divers supreme and independent 
governments” side by side as a schismatical situation, “where there 
ought to be one Church, it becometh as it were two”.  Durham further 
notes that the “truth of the unity of the catholic visible church is the 
main ground of all church-union and communion”. It is the foundation 
of Presbyterian government. Those who are comfortable with and 
seek to defend a plurality of denominations base their arguments 
on a Congregational rather than a Presbyterian view of the Church. 
Congregationalists believe that the Visible Church is essentially confined 
to the local congregation and that there is no necessary connection or 
government beyond it. 

 5. mistaken vieWs oF schism 

1Some have sought to justify competing denominations by 
maintaining that schism only applies to the local congregation. 
It is very evident, however, that 1 Corinthians 12:25 and John 
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17:21 refer to the Visible Church beyond the congregation and that the 
Church in the New Testament is always viewed as united in action and 
government within regions and universally. 

2 Others have sought to deny that national churches are biblical 
and thereby avoid the charge of schism against competing 
denominations within a nation. New Testament national churches 

are, however, clearly referred to in Scripture (Is. 55:5; Ps. 22:27; Ps. 
72:11; Ps. 86:9; Matt. 28:19; Rev. 11:15).

3 It is also common to read assertions that the church is more 
spiritual than visible and that a visible unity should not therefore 
be emphasised. This view seeks to blur the Scriptural distinction 

between the Church in its visible and invisible aspects. As we have seen 
already, John 17:21 refers to a unity that can be seen and witnessed 
by the world. John Murray writes that “the unity of the body of Christ 
is not a tenet that may be relegated to the transcendental realm of 
invisible, spiritual relationship, but a truth that governs, regulates and 
conditions the behaviour of the people of God in that communal, 
covenant relationship which they sustain to Christ in the institute of 
the church.” Schism is sometimes incorrectly defined as a breach of 
charity. The Scriptural use of the word is, however, objective and refers 
to a breach of unity in practice, government and worship. Dishonesty 
and uncharitableness are not essential qualities of schism, but things 
that make it far worse when they are associated with it. To make schism 
only a breach of charity leaves it as a matter of individual perception as 
to whether uncharitable behaviour and therefore schism exists. 

4 There is another common view of schism which was most notably 
advanced by Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones. Lloyd-Jones maintained 
that “the sin of schism” occurs when those “who are agreed 

about the fundamental things…are divided and separated” but at the 
same time they “are joined to people who often deny the truth.” He 
made this point against evangelicals who remain in denominations 
that also contain liberals and Anglo-Catholics. It was commendable 
that he considered wider unity necessary but, as a Congregationalist, 
it was only an association of evangelical churches rather than real 
organic unity that he envisaged. Association without embodiment is 
not a biblical idea, however, “to maintain that the unity belonging to 
the church does not entail ecumenical embodiment, is to deny the 
catholicity of the church of Christ. If the church is catholic, then unity is 
catholic” (John Murray). It is hard to justify Lloyd-Jones' definition from 
the New Testament since schism is not always linked to heresy.  



28 The Bulwark July - September 2010 29

5 Schism is also misunderstood by those who are steadfastly 
opposed to uniformity and instead promote “pluriformity”. This 
view is particularly associated with the Dutch leader Abraham 

Kuyper. It maintains that Church differences and competing distinctives 
are a good thing and that divisions based upon differences are not to 
be viewed as negative because diversity is a strength. As we have seen 
the New Testament emphasises uniformity very strongly (1 Cor. 11:1, 
16; 14:29, 33, 34, 35, 40; 1 Cor. 16:1, 2) and exhorts us to “walk by 
the same rule” (Phil. 3:16) and to “stand fast in one spirit, with one mind 
striving together for the faith of the gospel” (Phil. 1:27). “I will give them 
one heart and one way, that they may fear me” (Jer. 32:29). 

 6. the Future unity oF the visiBle church 

There are those who believe that the unity of the Visible Church is 
impossible while we are upon earth. The Scriptures teach otherwise. 
We are to believe that the Scriptures prophesy of a time in the latter 
days when the visible Church shall be entirely united in time “to serve 
him with one consent” (Zeph. 3:9). “Thy watchmen shall lift up the 
voice; with the voice together shall they sing: for they shall see eye to 
eye, when the Lord shall bring again Zion” (Isa. 52:8). George Gillespie 
believed Scripture on this: “Brethren, it is not impossible, pray for it, 
endeavor it, press hard toward the mark of accommodation”. Christ's 
prayer will be answered. “That they all may be one; as thou, Father, 
art in me and I in thee, that they also may be one in us” (John 17:21). 
“They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain: for the earth 
shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD, as the waters cover the 
sea” (Is. 11:9).  

Thomas McCrie writes: “A happy reunion of the divided Church is 
promised in the Word of God. It is implied in those promises which 
secure to the Church the enjoyment of a high degree of prosperity in the 
latter days in which God engages to arise and have mercy on Zion, to 
be favorable to his people, pardon their iniquity and hear their prayers, 
cause their reproach to cease, and make them a praise, a glory, and a 
rejoicing, in all the earth; in a word, in which he promises to pour out 
his Holy Spirit and revive his work. God cannot be duly glorified, religion 
cannot triumph in the world, the Church cannot be prosperous and 
happy, until her internal dissensions are abated, and her children come 
to act in greater unison and concert. But when her God vouchsafes to 
make the light of his countenance to shine upon her, and sheds down 
the enlightening, reviving, restorative and sanctifying influences of his 
Spirit, the long delayed, long wished-for, day will not be far distant. It 

will have already dawned.”

This is something to be looked for indeed by faith: “Thine eyes shall 
see Jerusalem a quiet habitation, a tabernacle that shall not be taken 
down, not one of the stakes thereof shall ever be removed, neither 
shall any of the cords thereof be broken” (Is. 33:20). There shall be 
one people of God even as they have one king. “I will make them one 
nation . . . and David my servant shall be king over them; and they all 
shall have one shepherd” (Ezek. 37:22, 24). “And the Lord shall be king 
over all the earth: in that day shall there be one Lord, and his name 
one” (Zeph. 14:9). Christ as king shall gather his Church into a visible 
unity. “He shall set up an ensign for the nations, and shall assemble 
the outcasts of Israel, and gather together the dispersed of Judah from 
the four corners of the earth. The envy also of Ephraim shall depart, 
and the enmity of Judah shall be cut off: Ephraim shall not envy Judah, 
and Judah shall not vex Ephraim” (Is. 11:12-13). “For then will I turn to 
the people a pure language, that they may all call upon the name of 
the Lord, to serve him with one consent” (Zeph. 3:9). Thomas Boston 
comments on this: “There is a reforming time, and then they will serve 
the Lord with one consent, so we read it; but in the first language, it is 
one shoulder; then shall, as it were, all set one shoulder to the Lord’s 
work, and then the work cannot but prosper”.

 7. some Practical aPPlications 

1 We ought to be humbled on account of the schisms that are all 
too plainly visible in the Church that ought to be united. When 
we enquire as to the cause of them we must confess that there 

is a measure of chastisement in it. “The anger of the Lord hath divided 
them” (Lam. 4:16). If our attitude is in any way characterised by pride 
we have not truly understood the nature of schism. Thomas McCrie 
writes: “What reason have we to humble ourselves under the mighty 
hand of God, whose displeasure they so strongly indicate! To inquire, 
‘What meaneth the heat of this great anger?’ (Deut. 29:24). To smite 
on our breast and say, each for himself, ‘What have I done’ to kindle 
or to keep alive the flame? What a humiliating spectacle of human 
weakness and depravity! To see religion, which is calculated to unite 
men together ‘even as with a band of iron and brass’ (cf. Dan. 4:15, 
23), and Christianity, which breathes nothing but ‘peace and goodwill’ 
(cf. Luke 2:14), and the Bible, expressly given by God as a common 
rule of faith and manners, become the occasion of so much division 
and discord and strife in the world! What matter of triumph to the infidel 
and the idolater! What cause of stumbling and offense to the weak and 
doubting Christian! How much has it contributed to mar the influence 
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of the gospel at home, and to obstruct the propagation of it abroad, or 
to weaken the efforts that are made for this purpose!”

2 We ought to beware of indifference and apathy in relation to the 
state of schism that exists in the visible Church. This indifference 
to the broken and bleeding state of the Church is outrightly 

condemned in Scripture (Amos 6:6). Thomas Boston said that “Division 
is a great plague from the Lord, a stain on the beauty of the church, 
and a dreadful snare to men”. It ought to be a matter of real constant 
pain to us, not merely a topic of conversation. The Puritan Samuel 
Hudson writes: “Division is the Devil's music, but that which makes the 
Devil laugh should make us cry”. 

3 Despite our desire for genuine unity, we ought to beware of the 
danger of schemes of unity which compromise the truth. There 
are various schemes abroad whereby it is proposed to set aside 

aspects of the goodly heritage of the Church in Scotland such as purity 
of worship in order to encourage a degree of union. Scripture will never 
justify us in abandoning truth for the sake of unity. Thomas McCrie 
writes: “Mournful as the divisions of the Church are, and anxious as 
all its genuine friends must be to see them cured...Have nothing to do 
with those plans of agreement in which the cornerstone is not laid in 
a sacred regard to all that is sanctioned by the authority of your Lord. 
Beware of all such coalitions as would require you to desert a faithful 
and necessary testimony for the truths and laws of Christ, would call 
you back from prosecuting a just warfare against any error or sin, 
would involve you in a breach of your lawful engagements, or prevent 
you from paying the vows you have made to God. Keep in mind that 
there are duties incumbent on you beside that of following peace... 
Throw not rashly away a present and known good for the prospect of 
a greater which is uncertain and contingent”. 

4 We should be careful of doing anything ecclesiastically or 
personally that approves of schism or trivialises as indifferent the 
fact of schism. Taking this fact seriously is not adopting a superior 

attitude or being exclusive for its own sake; it is acknowledging that 
schism is so serious that it is highly dangerous to appear to approve 
of it because this hinders rather than helps real union. Those who hold 
to the older and scriptural view of schism are frequently denounced 
as sectarian or separatist. The irony is that the older view maintains a 
higher view of unity and has broader objectives which it will not sacrifice 
for a mere appearance of unity which does not effect union and instead 
ignores schism.  If a minimalist set of relations between denominations 
can exist while remaining separate there is an implicit statement that 

the visible unity of the Church is not important and that the reasons for 
separation do not matter.  

5 At the same time we ought to cherish our friendships and 
fellowship with fellow-believers of whatever denomination they 
may be. We can enjoy fellowship on a personal level as part of 

the communion of saints. Matthew Henry's counsel is most wise and 
appropriate: “In the great things of religion be of one mind, but when 
there is not a unity of sentiment, let there be a union of affections.”

6 Since schism is sinful and we must have genuine reason for lawful 
separation, we must each be persuaded of the reasons as to why 
the denomination to which we may belong has taken a separate 

position and continues to do so. Thomas McCrie observed: “When 
a church once reformed and faithful not only departs from what she 
had professed and received, and persists in this by a series of public 
acts, but ...adopts doctrines inconsistent with her former scriptural 
profession and engagements, and imposes these by the perverted 
exercise of authority and discipline, separation from her communion 
is lawful. When the public profession and administrations of a church 
have been settled conformably to the laws of Christ, and sanctioned 
by the most solemn engagements, if the majority shall set these aside, 
and erect a new constitution sinfully defective, and involving a material 
renunciation of the former, the minority refusing to accede to this, 
adhering to their engagements, and continuing to maintain communion 
on the original terms, cannot justly be charged with schism”.

7   Prayer is the most, not the least that we can do. The petition 
“Thy kingdom come” instructs us in how to pray as we ought. 
Thomas Boston notes that this petition concerns “The removal 

of the impediments out of its way in the world, (2 Thess. 3:1). It is the 
desire of the saints, that Satan's power in the world may be broken. 
And they should all pray for, the downfall of the Turk and Antichrist, 
for the purging of the church of corruptions, scandals, and divisions, 
and whatsoever hinders the progress of the gospel; and that peace 
and truth may be maintained”. We are under the strongest obligations, 
not only to “pray for the peace of Jerusalem” (Ps. 122:6) but also to 
do what we can. Rutherford described David Dickson, one that “both 
prayeth and doeth for our dying kirk”. Blessed are the peacemakers 
who join their prayers with that of the great Head of the Church “That 
they all may be one” (John 17:21). 

Matthew Vogan
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