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One sunny Sabbath morning in June, 
1843, in the city of aberdeen, a weaver sat 
outside his front door smoking his pipe. He 
suddenly became 
aware of the 
solemn sound of 
psalm-singing in 
the nearby corbie 
woods beside the 
Denburn. The man 
tapped on the 
kitchen window 
to summon his 
wife and little 
boy.  “come out 
and hear this!”, 
he cried, “Gavin 
Parker’s folk 
have come out!”.  
The Bon accord 
congregation had 
been forced to 
leave their church 
on Union Terrace, 
following the Disruption of the Established 
church. 

In recalling the preachers he heard during 
his time at aberdeen University, the historian 
David Masson describes Gavin Parker 
as “a resolute High calvinist”. He did not 

intend this as a compliment. Parker’s co-
presbyter, Dr James Kidd of Gilcomston, 
was well known for exercising his Irish 

brand of repartee 
in the pulpit. On 
one occasion 
he stopped in 
the middle of his 
sermon to chastise 
a man who was 
sleeping in church. 
“Why not go to 
Union Terrace 
and listen to that 
sleepy boddie 
Parker?”, he 
suggested, “you’ll 
get  an empty pew 
to lie on and one 
for your hat and 
another for your 
stick!” 

Kidd’s observation 
may have been a little unkind, but it is true 
that his colleague was a quiet and shy 
man whose sermons were “earnest and 
faithful rather than brilliant and popular”. 
Parker admitted that his preaching was 
“without much voice or attempt to produce 
effect from me” and in his posthumously 

“A FAITHFUL  AMBASSADOR”: 
REV. GAVIN PARKER 

OF ABERDEEN
JOHN A. SMITH 

Rev Gavin Parker
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published diary, he constantly laments 
his own perceived inadequacies and 
failings. nevertheless, the Bon accord 
congregation numbered between four and 
five hundred people, including many deeply 
exercised christians. Parker’s people were 
“chiefly remarkable for their intelligence and 
genuine piety” and fiercely loyal to their 
minister whom they regarded as a man 
of rare spiritual discernment and a diligent 
watchman on Zion’s walls.

1. Influence of Dr love

Gavin Parker was born in Port Glasgow. 
although both his parents died when he 
was still a child, “he nevertheless grew up 
among those who directed his attention to 
the Word of God and made him commit 
the Psalms to memory”. When he was at 
the University of Glasgow, Dr John Love 
of anderston chapel exercised a formative 
influence on the young man, so much so 
that, according to David Brown, he was Dr 
Love’s “disciple and child”. Dr Love was one 
of the foremost preachers of his day and was 

“highly regarded for the devotional warmth 
of his preaching”. He was an enthusiast 
for Missions; Lovedale in South africa is 
named after him. Principal John MacLeod 
wrote of Dr. Love, “he was remarkable for 
how he opened up not only the truth with 
regard to God’s glorious Being and name, 
but also in particular the truth in regard to 
the sovereign effectual work of the Holy 
Ghost in the new creation. He believed in 
thoroughness of self examination and he 
practised it.” These words could equally 
have applied to Gavin Parker.  

Parker later recalled of Dr Love: “While 
listening to his able and pious discourses, 
I have reason to think to this day, that I was 
in the school of christ. I acquired a taste 
for faithful preaching and resolved that if 
ever the Great Head of the church should 
honour me to be a preacher of the Gospel, 
it would be my endeavour to preach the 
Word faithfully, although it should bring 
upon me the contempt and hatred of 
those who are lovers of worldly pleasures 
and worldly honours, more than lovers of 

God.” Parker entered the ministry in his 
mid-thirties; he later recorded, “I was never 
permitted to settle down in worldly pursuits 
and enjoyments. God disappointed and 
perplexed me and forced me from 
one project to another, till he opened 
the way to college with a view to the 
Gospel ministry”.  He was ordained 
as assistant minister of St andrew’s 
church, Dundee on 1st October, 
1823.   

2. Move to AberDeen

In 1824, Trinity chapel, aberdeen, 
became vacant following the 
translation of rev. John Murray to 
the East church. Trinity was a large 
congregation, situated in the poorest 
part of the town. “The excitement over 
the election [of a new minister] was intense, 
the supporters of each candidate working 
hard for victory”. Eventually, rev. David 
Simpson was chosen, but those who had 
set their hearts on Gavin Parker were still 
determined to bring him to aberdeen. They 
obtained permission to establish a new 
congregation and purchased a redundant 
Baptist church on Union Terrace. Parker 
was admitted on 16th October 1828. In 
1829, he married Susan Watt (1798-1880), 
a like-minded lady whose father was a 
general merchant. They went on to have 
three children: John, Elizabeth (who died in 
infancy), and Grace. 

Parker preached three times each Sabbath 
as well as at the Tuesday prayer meeting. 
a further prayer meeting, led by the elders, 
was held on Thursdays. Each week, he also 
addressed two outdoor district meetings 

in the poorer parts of the parish and for 
many years held a service at 11 a.m. on 
Fridays for working men which “was taken 
advantage of by not a few, including a 

good many friends from the rural districts”. 
Parker retained a great affection for Dundee 
for the rest of his life and usually invited 
one of his colleagues from his former city, 
revs. William reid, John Baxter, or charles 
Mcallister, to come up to aberdeen to 
assist at his communions.

The young evangelist William chalmers 
Burns visited aberdeen in the spring 
of 1840. Under his ministry, the city 
experienced times of revival. although the 
Evangelical clergy welcomed Burns into 
their pulpits they were opposed to street-
preaching with the single exception of 
Gavin Parker. Together with his elders, he 
went down to support Burns’ meetings at 
the Market cross in castle Street. Burns 
also held prayer meetings every morning 
in Bon accord church. Parker said, “O, he 
had often witnessed the hard faces of the 

Bon Accord Free Church

The manse at 52 Skene Terrace where the Parker family lived for nearly a century
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people of aberdeen, and few of them could 
he bring to common sense; but his young 
friend had a penetrating voice, or something 
or other about him that stole into the young 
heart, and, along with that, the Spirit of 
God!” Parker hoped that “many such men 
would go out to seek the many sons and 
daughters sleeping in their sins. Then the 
people who think themselves christians 
would begin to see their need of christ, and 
then the church would be the glory of the 
land. The godless shepherds and elders, 
instead of talking on Sabbath of weekday 
business, would turn to the conversion of 
the city, and all would be brought in.”  

3. HIs MInIstry

Gavin Parker refused to soften any biblical 
doctrine to make it more acceptable to 
non-christians. He strongly emphasised 
the total depravity of man. Because of this, 
some thought him “morose and narrow 
minded”. James Bruce, a contemporary 
journalist who was notoriously anti-
Evangelical, wrote, “Mr. Parker deals 
considerably in denunciations of his flock. 
Sometimes, when he considers that he has 
not sufficiently abused them in the sermon, 
he gives them a postscript after the psalm, 
in which he makes amends for his previous 
leniency”. Parker emphasised the doctrine 
of particular redemption and never forgot 
that in any congregation there were both 
sheep and goats. He strongly deplored the 
tendency of many preachers to address 
their hearers as if they were all the Lord’s 
people and believed that it allowed the 
careless to continue neglecting their souls. 
He was careful to avoid the use of terms 
like “my christian friends” or even “Our 

Saviour”. When he read a chapter such as 
I John 2, he would state to his hearers that 
“the whole world” meant “the whole elect 
world”. In speaking of the privileges of the 
children of God, he would never finish his 
sermon without making it clear that those 
who were “none of His” would know no 
blessing, nor properly understand his 
doctrine, unless they came to christ.

He often expressed his aversion to “the 
general religion” which, though clothed in 
Evangelical vocabulary, was not the work 
of God’s Spirit. “Everything is not faith 
which gets the name. It is not by faith of the 
sinner’s own producing, but by faith from 
God Himself, that justification arises”. 

Parker once defined “the general religion” 
as follows: 

“Its principles: christ is the general 
redeemer; all can pray; all can repent; all 
can believe; all can obey. Its deficiencies: 
There is no complete acknowledgment 
of universal depravity; no fair admission 
of human inability; no avowed necessity 
for the agency of the Holy Spirit in every 
good action; no effort made to humble the 
sinner; no consistent acknowledgement 
that salvation is only from Jehovah. 
Its consequences: Sinners are never 
awakened to concern or alarm. The theory 
may be understood or believed without 
Divine teaching. Sinners are never humbled 
or emptied of themselves. no need is felt 
for regeneration and sanctification by the 
Holy Spirit. There is no serious heart-work 
in religion.”

By contrast, “in the ministry of one spiritually 

enlightened, the people are not addressed 
as though they were christians. Jesus christ 
is not spoken of as a general Saviour. Faith 
is not regarded as an attainment of man, 
but as a gift from God. The sovereignty 
of God is frequently and intelligently 
stated. The difference between believers 
and others is viewed as immense. Great 
activity is held to be requisite in attending 
on the means of grace. also much humility 
and self-abasement are declared to be 
necessary. Holiness is wrought in the soul 
and perfected by Divine influence. Sinners 
are shown to have in them no good thing. 
The good in saints is shown not to be from 
themselves, but from the Holy Spirit”. 

Gavin Parker was conscious that even 
many Evangelicals considered his position 
to be too narrow. However his concern 
was for his fellow sinners who were, in his 
opinion, building on a foundation of sand.  
“It is a hateful thing to molest any. Far rather 
would I be the messenger of gladness, 
and contentment, and of approbation. But, 
as Jeremiah, ‘Woe is me, my mother that 
thou hast borne me, a man of contention 
and strife: yet his word was in my heart as 
a burning fire shut up in my bones; I was 
weary with forbearance and could not 
stay’.”

4. HIs DIscrIMInAtIon

as a student, John ‘rabbi’ Duncan, 
attended Bon accord church for several 
years. Parker and Dr. Kidd were most 
kind and supportive to the young man 
during his spiritual trials. “Mr. Parker taught 
me what sin was”, Duncan later recalled. 
“your ministry tried me”, he told Parker; 

“it made me see that I must part with my 
faith; but I would not lay it at your feet, 
but at the feet of the Lord Jesus christ”. 
Parker replied “That’s just what I wanted”. 
Like Parker, Duncan was concerned 
about the state of religion in Scotland. at 
the 1844 Free church assembly he said, 
“since Evangelicalism had become more 
fashionable it had become more indefinite 
and diluted; and if this did not amount to 
arminianism, it was a rubbing off of the 
rough corners for the sake of refining what 
was called calvinism, but which he believed 
to be the system of doctrine contained in 
the Word of God ... now this was just the 
beginning of this evil—it was the dilution 
of the Gospel [which] would soon slide 
into the perversion of the Gospel”. rev. 
Jonathan rankin anderson, another friend 
of Parker, subsequently became embroiled 
in controversy over this issue and because 
of his public criticism of other ministers was 
suspended sine die from the Free church 
ministry in 1853. 

One obituarist of Parker wrote, “Jealous was 
he of his master’s honour and discriminating 
in his statements of Divine Truth. afraid 
of putting the creature, creature work, or 
human agency in the place which belonged 
not to them, he would say, ‘Salvation is of 
the Lord’. He emphasised that belief in this 
truth would prepare the way for the other 
doctrines which, in the Word of God, follow 
thereon.” 

While he saw it as his duty to witness against 
error, Gavin Parker was an exceptionally 
humble man. In 1841 he wrote, “My sins 
and sinfulness have been great and much 
aggravated. Sin is my own; a real evil; 
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dreadful; dangerous. I have been a slave of 
sin, an idolater of the world’s trinity, a lover of 
pleasure, of gain and of fame; all three have 
reigned in me. alienated in heart from God, 
I could not serve two masters. Prayer has 
been a heartless work, seldom engaged in, 
and that with wandering mind. I have far too 
little concern for spiritual good to others. I 
have not done justice to the people either in 
Dundee or in aberdeen; I am a debtor. My 
repentance is very deficient. O, for the Holy 
Spirit, and more life, and grace.”        

He also expressed anxiety over his “reigning 
selfishness” which “cooled my affection for 
kindred and friends, and left no heart to love 
others; stimulated me to almost incessant 
planning about the world, even on Sabbath; 
to study for the ministry to gain fame; to 
studies at college to get a name for ability; 
to preparations for the pulpit that I might be 
popular; to efforts, even till lately, to keep 
out what would or might be unpopular”.  
  
5. HIs wItness

When James Durham’s Exposition of the 
Song of Solomon was republished in 1840, 
Parker expressed his admiration of the work 
in a preface. He wrote: “The unrenewed, or 
those not taught by the Spirit of God, but still 
of the carnal mind...have in great numbers, 
and for a long time, made light of [the Song] 
... Many who profess to love christ see little 
in it to admire”. However, he believed that it 
“shall be brought from obscurity and shall 
shine as a brighter light in the world during 
the millennial ages. Then this Song—the 
Song that describes the glory and grace 
of the Lamb’s person—shall be much read 
and studied and sung by living christians 

in the church of God. after the shaking of 
nations and of churches; and when the 
sincere followers of Jesus shall have got 
liberty to break away from the abominations 
of corrupted christianity, when the God of 
salvation shall have given them fortitude to 
keep by themselves as a people distinct 
from the other religious peoples of the 
world, they shall be seen by the inhabitants 
of heaven as so many conquering heroes, 
who through grace had obtained ‘the 
victory over the beast, and over his image, 
and over his mark, and over the number of 
his name’.”  

at the time of the Disruption, Parker was 
outspoken in his support for the Free 
church. He reportedly said, “Thousands on 
thousands will bless the day when they left 
an unchristian Erastianised establishment, 
for the pure Scriptural church of the Living 
God. They will look on their communion 
with it as the regeneration, the second 
birth to their souls, their deliverance from 
the dominion of Satan and the bonds 
of iniquity.” We mentioned how the Bon 
accord congregation was forced to vacate 
its church at the time of the Disruption. 
Because the church building was burdened 
with debt and the people were virtually 
unanimous in adhering to the Free church, 
the Established Presbytery was hesitant 
in pressing its claim upon it. Eventually, 
the office-bearers put the property on the 
market, and being the sole bidders, secured 
it at the reserve price.    

In March 1845, a meeting in support of 
Sir andrew agnew’s campaign against 
Sabbath railway trains was held in the East 
church, aberdeen. Gavin Parker spoke 

with characteristic forthrightness: “those 
who deny the perpetual obligation of the 
Sabbath are guilty of rebellion against 
Heaven’s King. They kick the true God out 
of His throne and set themselves up in His 
place. Oh, it may be pleasant to people in 
London to ride and jaunt about in carriages 
on the Lord’s Day, and to appear in gay 
clothing, but it is terrible to think that all 
these thousands are hurrying onwards to 
perdition in defiance of God.”

6. HIs DeAtH

In the spring of 1845, Parker’s health rapidly 
declined. On Sabbath 11th May, he was so 
ill that he lacked the strength to preach, but 
was able to baptise a child. a member of his 
congregation, William robbie, recalled: “On 
going into the pulpit for this purpose, it was 
painfully evident that he was weak and ill. 
His face was thin and pale, his eyes hollow, 
his voice had lost its wonted vigour, and for 
the first time, his people began to realise 
that they were about to lose their beloved 
pastor. after the baptism, he addressed the 
congregation in a few earnest and solemn 
words, exhorting them to improve the 
present day of grace, as none could tell how 
near they might be to death and judgment, 
when worlds would not bring back to them 
one such gracious opportunity as they then 
enjoyed. He concluded the service by giving 
out part of the 62nd Psalm to be sung, and 
as he read the words 

“He only my salvation is,
And my strong rock is He;

He only is my sure defence;
I shall not moved be”

       

his voice assumed something of its former 
strength and earnestness. It was evident 
that, in the fullest sense, he could use these 
noble words as the expression of his own 
faith and trust in an unchanging God; and 
having pronounced the benediction, his 
public work was done.”

His last days were characterised by “a calm 
resting on the mercy of God”, and he died 
on 5th June 1845. He was originally buried 
outside his church on Union Terrace but 
when the building was extended in 1875, 
his remains were removed to Old Machar 
churchyard. His wife Susan and their three 
children are also interred there.

His son John became a highly respected 
advocate in aberdeen and was a devoted 
supporter of the aberdeen Deaf and Dumb 
Institution where he regularly conducted 
Sabbath services. When Jonathan r. 
anderson separated from the Free church 
in 1852, the Parker family supported his 
stand and frequently brought him to preach 
in aberdeen. although they resided in the 
family home at 52 Skene Terrace, aberdeen, 
they were members of his congregation in 
Glasgow. In 1896, John and his sister Grace 
joined the John Knox Free Presbyterian 
church in Glasgow.

7. HIs legAcy

On one occasion Gavin Parker asked his 
hearers, “consider seriously what you 
have been doing in religion. Have you 
been seeking the kingdom of God or only 
pleasing yourselves? are you within the 
kingdom of God, or are you still in the world 
which lieth in wickedness? are you guided 
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by the laws of this kingdom, or by your own propensities, 
or by the maxims of the world, or by more direct Satanic 
influence?

“Let those who are in this kingdom be concerned to walk 
worthy of God who hath called them to His heavenly 
kingdom and glory. ye are not of the world, even as christ 
was not of the world; let your citizenship be in heaven; let 
your hearts be where your treasure is. Have compassion 
on your brethren perishing around you. They are ignorant, 
guilty, polluted men; yet despise them not. It is God who 
hath made you to differ; He can also change them. Let your 
pity and compassion for them bring you to God on their 
behalf.

“you ought to seek this kingdom and righteousness not 
only for yourselves but for others. Seek that the kingdom 
of God may overturn the usurped dominion of Mohammed, 
of antichrist and of every deceiver of mankind. Seek that 
the blessings of this kingdom may diffuse health, peace, 
prosperity, joy and glory among all nations; that it may shed 
increasing light and beauty around you and within you. Give 
God no peace until that He ‘establish and make Jerusalem 
a praise in the earth’.” 

Gavin Parker had a deep pastoral concern for those outside 
the Kingdom. Though he emphasised the sovereignty of God 
in salvation, he was like his Master in having compassion on 
those who were “as sheep having no shepherd” (Mt 9:36). 
He was profoundly aware of the solemn responsibilities 
of a minister and therefore made sure that he left none 
of his people in any doubt as to where they stood.  He 
was indeed “one of the most solid, weighty and devoted 
ministers of the Disruption period” and his strong emphasis 
on the sovereignty of God only strengthened his zeal for 
evangelism. The Bon accord congregation erected a 
memorial tablet in the church inscribed with these words:  
“IF THOU WARN THE WICKED AND HE TURN NOT 
FROM HIS WICKEDNESS NOR FROM HIS WICKED 
WAY, HE SHALL DIE IN HIS INIQUITY; BUT THOU HAST 
DELIVERED THY SOUL” (EzEKIEL 3:19).  

Much welcome praise was heaped upon 

the authorised Version during the 400th 

anniversary year in 2011. While this focus 

will now pass away, we trust that much 

good will result from the renewed openness 

to God’s Word in this translation. all of the 

leading figures in the establishment extolled 

its beauty and influence, from the Queen and 

Prime Minister to the Lord chief Justice and 

archbishop of canterbury. The latter spoke 

of the enduring worth of the translation.  

‘The temptation is always there for the 

modern translator to look for strategies that 

make the text more accessible – and when 

that temptation comes, it doesn’t hurt to 

turn for a moment – for some long moments 

indeed – to this extraordinary text’.

gooD As new

Writing in The Daily Telegraph (14 november 

2011) Peter Mullen described this as ‘a 

strange injunction, coming as it did from a 

man who has been in positions of power 

and influence in the church for decades. 

For in that time the same church hierarchy 

has ruthlessly suppressed the King James 

Bible’. In the case of the archbishop we 

need only go back as far as 2004 when 

rowan Williams placed his seal on the 

new ‘Bible version’, Good as New. He 

welcomed what was a clear perversion of 

the truth and morality of the Scriptures, as a 

book of ‘extraordinary power’ which did not 

use ‘exclusive words’. 

Williams recognised and commended it 

as an endeavour to remove entirely the 

sacred from Scripture. ‘Instead of being 

taken into a specialised religious frame of 

reference – as happens even with the most 

conscientious of formal modern translations 

– and being given a gospel addressed to 

specialised concerns … we have here a 

vehicle for thinking and worshipping that 

is fully earthed, recognizably about our 

humanity.’ In other words the Scriptures 

were being rewritten by Good as New to 

adapt to secular concerns and to become 

wholly secular themselves. 

A SECULAR BIBLE FOR 
A SECULAR CHURCH 

– BIBLE VERSIONS IN 
POST-wAR BRITAIN

MATTHEw VOGAN
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Good as New rewrites ‘demon possession’ 

as ‘mental illness’, ‘Son of Man,’ as ‘the 

complete Person’, and ‘salvation’ as 

‘healing’ or ‘completeness’. Individuals 

in Scripture are renamed with modern 

nicknames: Peter becomes ‘rocky,’ Mary 

Magdalene becomes ‘Maggie,’ aaron 

becomes ‘ron,’ etc. Most significantly, it is 

a version which excludes any condemnation 

of homosexuality. The secularism of this 

book is blasphemous in places, such as 

Mark 1:10-11 which is rendered: ‘as he 

was climbing up the bank again, the sun 

shone through a gap in the clouds. at the 

same time a pigeon flew down and perched 

on him. Jesus took this as a sign that God’s 

spirit was with him. a voice from overhead 

was heard saying, ‘That’s my boy! you’re 

doing fine!’ It is a ‘version’ of the Bible which 

even changes the canon to include Gnostic 

pseudo-gospels in the attempt to appeal to 

contemporary fascination with the exotic. 

It is a secular ‘Bible’ with secular morality 

and ideas, written not simply for a secular 

society but for a secular church; thus 

Williams hoped that Good as New would 

spread ‘in epidemic profusion through 

religious and irreligious alike’.

InevItAble seculArIsAtIon?

To some onlookers, these developments 

reflect the inevitable decline of religion 

through secularisation. In the process of 

secularisation, religion is said to become 

increasingly less important in society and 

its institutions, while the social standing of 

religious roles and institutions themselves 

decline. above all it is thought to be a steady 

decline in the numbers of people engaging 

in religious practices and displaying religious 

beliefs. Traditionally, secularisation has been 

seen as the inevitable result of enlightenment 

thinking, together with the fact of modern 

nations becoming industrialised and more 

concentrated in cities.

tHe 1960s

Historians have generally assumed that 

Britain became gradually secular during 

the twentieth century rather than overnight. 

recently, however, historian Professor 

callum G. Brown in The Death of christian 

Rowan Williams

Britain: understanding secularisation 1800-

2000 has argued that there were three main 

periods of religious decline: the First World 

War, the Second World War, and the period 

after 1963. In between the latter two periods 

of decline, the 1950s represented a period 

of resurgence in religious adherence. 

Brown identifies the 1960s as a period which 

introduced decline of a more permanent and 

more radical character. ‘Britain in the 1960s 

experienced more secularisation than all the 

preceding four centuries put together. never 

before had all of the numerical indicators of 

popular religiosity fallen simultaneously, and 

never before had their declension been so 

steep...What was different about the 1960s 

in the history of religion was not just the 

scale and suddenness of religious decline. 

The uniqueness of the sixties was that...for 

the first time, christian religiosity underwent 

a common and virtually simultaneous 

change within nearly all countries in western 

Europe.’ 

The period immediately before the 1960s, 

i.e. between 1945 and 1958, reveals an 

upsurge of British church membership and 

‘Sunday school’ enrolment. The situation 

in the USa, australia and the UK showed 

faster growth during this time than at any 

time since 1890. The Billy Graham crusades 

in the UK were highly attended. ‘London 

1954’ was attended by 2 million (21.2 % of 

resident population) while 100,000 people 

packed Hampden Park, Glasgow in 1955 

(73.7% of the resident population).

1963

Brown pinpoints the revolution in Britain’s 

religious adherence as the year 1963. 

He believes that ‘really quite suddenly in 

1963, something very profound ruptured 

the character of the nation and its 

people, sending organised christianity 

on a downward spiral to the margins of 

social significance.’ It was something 

more fundamental that just falling church 

attendances. What happened in 1963? 

It was the year in which the book Honest 

to God was published by the Bishop of 

Woolwich, J.a.T. robinson. This book 

amounted to a manifesto for the adoption 

of a secular theology and a secular morality 

within the church and heralded a revolution 

in the moral identity of the nation. It was a 

significant moment, for while many resisted 

such an extreme position, the initiative to 

secularise had been grasped from within 

the church.

seculAr tHeology

The book was promoted in advance by 

an article in The Observer headed ‘Our 

image of God must go’. Within three years 

the book had sold over a million copies 

and was to be translated into seventeen 

languages. robinson’s conviction was that 

the biblical imagery of God made him unreal 

to the modern secular scientific world and 

that the supernaturalism of Scripture was 

entirely mythological. The book opened 

up a Secular Theology which derived from 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s idea of a ‘religionless 
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christianity’, the idea that the supernatural 

‘God is dead’ and that God must instead 

be found in the here and now of secular 

societies. Later in the 1960s, Harvey 

cox published The Secular City and in a 

similar vein Paul Van Buren published The 

Secular Meaning of the Gospels. atheistic 

philosophers welcomed robinson’s ideas 

as identical to their own: alasdair Maclntyre 

regarded robinson as an atheist with a thin 

coating of religious verbiage and a.J. ayer 

observed that robinson ‘is coming round 

to a position a number of us have held for 

some time’.

seculAr MorAlIty

robinson had opened up the sixties by 

advocating the removal of censorship 

from the explicit novel by D.H. Lawrence, 

Lady Chatterley’s Lover. He appeared in 

court in 1960 to defend the publication 

of the unexpurgated edition of the novel 

claiming that Lawrence ‘tried to portray this 

relationship as … an act of holy communion’. 

By the end of the decade censorship of 

the theatre had been opened up entirely. 

In Honest to God, robinson championed 

the idea of permissive morality, believing 

that ‘the fact that the old landmarks are 

disappearing is not something simply to 

be deplored. If we have the courage it is 

something to be welcomed – as a challenge 

to christian ethics to shake itself loose from 

the supports of supernatural legalism’. One 

of the book’s chapters was entitled ‘the new 

morality’, while another was significantly 

headed ‘worldly holiness’.

new englIsH bIble

a significant moment occurred when Honest 

to God began to outsell a new translation 

of the Bible, the New English Bible (nEB) 

new Testament. robinson had been on 

the new Testament panel of translators 

for the nEB, which had been published in 

1961. It represented a sea change in Bible 

translation by abandoning a conservative 

word-for-word approach to translation for a 

more loose thought-for-thought approach. 

The nEB was not simply a re-translation 

but a re-writing of the Scriptures through 

its free use of conjecture in reconstructing 

and rearranging the text. It trumpeted 

itself as a translation into ‘the idiom of 

contemporary English’, and liberally used 

crude colloquialisms and clichés such as 

‘money-grubbing’, ‘sponging’, ‘left in the 

lurch’, ‘feel the pinch’, ‘lazy rascal’, ‘catch 

me out’, ‘gibberish’, and ‘perfect pest’. J.G. 

Vos once wrote memorably that ‘secularism 

is like a chlorine bleach. It takes the real 

colour out of everything’. This is clearly seen 

in the secularising of sacred Scripture.

In the nEB words such as sinners were 

frequently translated simply as ‘bad 

characters’. The irony was that the 

translators mixed up slang idiom with 

many archaic and unfamiliar words such as 

‘bedizened’, ‘scion’, ‘inculcate’, ‘obdurate’, 

and ‘parricides’. This was intended to 

represent ‘modern English’, but precisely 

whose modern English?

For the translators, the secularising 

impulse dovetailed perfectly with a bias 

towards liberal theology in seeking out new 

‘translations’ of the Scriptures. Familiar 

renderings became almost unrecognisable, 

for example Genesis 1:1, ‘ In the beginning 

of creation, when God made heaven and 

earth, the earth was without form and 

void, with darkness over the face of the 

abyss, and a mighty wind that swept over 

the surface of the waters’. In one case of 

Higher criticism gone mad, their rendering 

of Exodus 34:6, 7 referred to the LOrD as 

‘a god’.

The Deity of christ was consistently 

removed. acts 20:26 changed ‘God’ to ‘the 

Lord’. Isaiah 9:6 now read: ‘For a boy has 

been born for us, a son given to us to bear 

the symbol of dominion on his shoulder; and 

he shall be called in purpose wonderful, in 

battle God-like, Father for all time [margin, 

‘of a wide realm’], Prince of peace’. Liberal 

theology also rewrote the text of Scripture 

through the translation process in order to 

eliminate other unfavourable doctrines. In 1 

John 2:2 and 1 John 4:10 ‘the propitiation 

for our sins’ became ‘the remedy for the 

defilement of our sins’.  

seculAr bIble

The nEB pioneered the idea that the Bible 

was intelligible to the man on the street. If 

robinson spoke of the ‘death of God’ in 

terms of what the traditional notion meant 

to the modern man, the nEB took as its 

leading principle the idea that ‘the Bible 

was dead’, in terms of its meaning to 

modern man. The Bible had to become 

relevant – part of modern vocabulary and 

the categories of thought of modern man 

– in short, secular. It was not that the Bible 

had become obsolete through changes 

in the English language (after all it had 

been accessible enough to Billy Graham’s 

crowded crusades) but rather that society, 

attitudes, and ideas had changed in the 

revolutionary ferment and discontent of the 

1960s.

The translation philosophy behind the nEB 

was essentially secularising. robinson’s 

agenda in Honest to God was primarily 

linguistic in promoting an instrumentalist 

view of religious language. The fundamental 

assumption was that traditional religious 

language is misleading rather than 

meaningful. robinson believed that this 

could be addressed by changing the 

vocabulary of traditional religious language 

in order to describe more accessibly the 

spiritual realities that these terms pointed 

to. The idea here is that the labels for these 

spiritual realities can be changed without 

any loss of meaning. It should be obvious, 

however, that to ‘translate meaning while 

ignoring the way that meaning has been 

articulated is no translation at all but merely 

replacement’ (Gerald Hammond). access 

to the reality of the Lord Jesus christ or to 

anything else of which Scripture speaks is 

mediated by the Scriptures themselves.
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evAngelIcAl cHAnge

While evangelicals resisted the secular 

theology and secular morality championed 

by liberal theologians, they were increasingly 

attracted, as the sixties wore into the 

seventies, by the idea of relevance. They 

took the initiative to secularise. The ‘Jesus 

People’ mimicked the hippy culture, adopting 

it with a christian veneer, experimenting 

with folk-style choruses. The momentum 

was towards a ‘relevant’ message with 

a relevant Bible and relevant worship in 

order to evangelise effectively. addressing 

God as ‘Thee’ and ‘Thou’ was replaced by 

reference to God as ‘you’, which was more 

accessible for the modern man (though not 

biblically accurate). The Bible had to be re-

translated and made relevant by means of 

the thought-for-thought approach adopted 

in the nEB, and so the New International 

Version appeared in 1973. 

One of the principal translators of the New 

English Bible, Professor Kenneth Grayston, 

epitomised this attitude when he said: 

‘Modern English, it seems to me, is slack 

instead of taut, verbose and not concise, 

infested with this month’s cliché…it seems 

to me a repository for the bad habits of 

foreigners speaking English. This is how 

we must speak if people are to listen and 

grasp what we say’. Some evangelical 

authors, in similarly stressing the need to 

be more contemporary in the style and 

language of their worship, seem to want 

to appeal to the decline of religion and the 

diminishing importance of the church. The 

church must move the Scriptures along 

with the times, even if that is a downward 

spiral. at the same time, the influence of 

modern idiom is thought to be a Midas 

touch that will transform the church 

entirely. The great variety of modern-idiom 

versions in existence, however, tells us that 

even this idea is not that uncomplicated. 

Instead there is significant difference of 

opinion over what actually constitutes 

modern English idiom. robert P. Martin 

has commented appropriately on such 

secularised translations: ‘Unlike the modern 

newspaper, the Bible was never meant to 

yield the fullness of its message to those 

who are only willing to expend the absolute 

minimum of effort necessary.’

after the 1960s, evangelicals bought 

into the idea of a secular Bible and the 

secularising of religion – but they did not 

buy (wholesale at least) secular theology 

or morality. arguably, however, evangelicals 

on each side of the atlantic have adapted 

even more than liberals to techniques 

with which to expand the church and to 

improve self-esteem – techniques that 

borrow mainly from business management 

and psychology. recent developments 

have witnessed a ‘megashift’ in evangelical 

theology which uses emotive arguments 

in seeking to change such things as the 

traditional doctrine of God, the atonement, 

and eternal punishment. Professing 

‘evangelicals’ are now no longer entirely 

united in opposition to homosexuality. In 

relation to Bible translation, evangelicals 

are divided on the issue of ‘gender neutral’ 

translations. The latter is a clear 

instance of rewriting Scripture to make 

it align with changing social values 

(namely the success of the women’s 

rights movement of the 1960s) rather 

than changing language, despite 

arguments for the latter.

seculAr cHurcH

Secularisation is not only a trend in 

society but also a conscious decision 

taken within the church to respond to 

perceived trends in society by seeking 

to keep up with changing cultural 

values. The British experience since 

the 1960s demonstrates something of 

this. This is not to argue against change 

because it is change but on the contrary, 

to argue against change for change’s 

sake. There is no obligation upon the 

church to secularise. Secularisation 

is not absolutely a force outside of 

our control; the church has chosen 

to secularise itself. This is exemplified 

in the area of Bible translation: why 

was change required during the mid-

to-late twentieth century? Why did 

translation seek to start afresh rather 

than pursue conservative revision? 

The answer is that the movement 

was prompted by cultural change 

and popular prejudices rather than 

genuine linguistic requirements. a 

secular Bible, in reality, speaks more 

loudly about a secular church than it 

does to the secular society to whom it 

has conceded so much.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer
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as christians we enjoy the privilege of 

belonging to the greatest of all institutions, 

the church of Jesus christ. The spiritual 

body of which He is the Head manifests 

itself in the world as His elect people are 

graciously called through the preaching of 

the gospel, united by faith to their Saviour 

and sanctified by the Holy Spirit.

There is another divine institution in which 

we are bound to have an involvement and 

that is the state. The God who gathers 

His church out of the nations has given us 

civil government: “the powers that be are 

ordained of God” (rom. 13:1). It exists “for 

the punishment of evildoers, and for the 

praise of them that do well” (1 Pet. 2:14). 

Therefore we are to pray for “all that are 

in authority; that we may lead a quiet and 

peaceable life in all godliness and honesty” 

(1 Tim. 2:2).

What has this to do with rome? While 

most of us will be aware of the distinctive 

dogmas of romanism concerning salvation 

we are probably less familiar with rome’s 

activity in society. It is an undeniable fact 

that she seeks a controlling influence over 

the civil affairs of every nation where she 

has a presence. Her aim is not, as with the 

reformed faith, that society in its various 

aspects should submit to Jesus christ, 

who is Lord of all, but that the whole earth 

should be brought under the dominion of 

another sovereign, the Pope.                                                                                                            

In this series we shall look briefly at three 

areas of rome’s activity in our society but 

first of all we must consider our country’s 

constitution, particularly as it relates to 

rome.

I. tHe founDAtIon

Our godly forefathers were well aware of 

the dangers posed by rome’s involvement 

in our national life and took steps to curb 

her influence. The results are evident in 

the laws and principles by which our land 

is governed. Unlike most other democratic 

1. THE CHURCH OF 
ROME AND THE BRITISH 

CONSTITUTION
REV DAVID BLUNT

This article is the first in a series by rev David Blunt on the
church of rome and British Society.

nations there is no single document 

setting out the British constitution; instead 

it is found in a vast array of statutes, 

court judgments, treaties, parliamentary 

conventions and royal prerogatives dating 

back over many centuries. Two measures 

stand out because they have done so 

much historically to define the character of 

the United Kingdom. 

1. The Bill of Rights

The Glorious revolution of 1688 which 

brought the Protestant William and Mary of 

Orange to the English throne led to an act 

of Parliament in 1689 which is known as 

the Bill of rights. It has the formal title: ‘an 

act declaring the rights and Liberties of the 

Subject and Settling the Succession of the 

crown’. The act limited the powers of the 

crown and secured democratic liberties, 

such as the freedom of the people to elect 

members of Parliament without interference 

from the Sovereign, and the freedom of 

members of Parliament to debate without 

the threat of impeachment or questioning 

by the courts.

The act also barred roman catholics 

from the throne because, as it states, “it 

hath been found by experience that it is 

inconsistent with the safety and welfare of 

this Protestant kingdom to be governed by 

a Popish prince or by any King or Queen 

marrying a Papist.” It provides that “all and 

every person and persons that is, are or shall 

be reconciled to or shall hold communion 

with the See or church of rome or shall 

profess the Popish religion or shall marry 

a Papist shall be excluded and be forever 

incapable to inherit, possess or enjoy the 

crown.”

2. The Act of Settlement

another act was passed in 1701 to secure 

for all time the Protestant succession to the 

English throne (its provisions were extended 

to Scotland by the Union of 1707). Known 

as the act of Settlement it has the formal 

title: ‘an act for the further Limitation of the 

crown and securing the rights and Liberties 

of the Subject’. It restates the key points 

of the Bill of rights but also requires the 

Sovereign to “join in communion with the 

church of England as by Law established”.

Further acts safeguarding the Protestant 

identity of our country followed but most 

of them have been repealed. In 1887 

Dr James Wylie stated in a lecture to the 

Evangelical alliance: “The act of Settlement 

alone is left, the one barrier between us and 

a popish reign. If that solitary act were to 

share the same fate of the others, we would 

speedily see a vassal of the Pope on the 

throne of Britain.” Over one hundred years 

later the act remains, for which we are 

thankful to God.

In recent decades there have been 

attempts by Members of Parliament from 

all three main parties to amend the act of 

Settlement. Some have come from roman 

catholics, such as Kevin Mcnamara 

(Labour) and Edward Leigh (conservative). 
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The most recent was by Dr Evan Harris, 

a Liberal Democrat and fervent atheist. 

Dubbed “Dr Death” because of his support 

for abortion and euthanasia he received 

the ‘Secularist of the year’ award for 2008 

for his contribution to the abolition of the 

blasphemy laws in England and Wales. In 

2009 he introduced a Private Member’s Bill 

which sought to remove the prescription 

in the act of Settlement that the monarch 

must be a Protestant. The Bill did not 

succeed and it is instructive to note that 

at the 2010 General Election Harris lost his 

seat to an evangelical christian standing as 

a conservative.

In april 2011 the Prime Minister David 

cameron stated that the ban on the 

monarch marrying a roman catholic 

should be scrapped. Such a change to 

the act of Settlement is by no means 

straightforward, requiring legislation in all 

sixteen countries which have the Queen 

as their monarch and head of state. at a 

meeting in October 2011 commonwealth 

leaders unanimously agreed to the move. 

afterwards Mr cameron said: “Let me be 

clear, the monarch must be in communion 

with the church of England because he 

or she is the head of that church. But it is 

simply wrong they should be denied the 

chance to marry a catholic if they wish to 

do so. after all, they are already quite free to 

marry someone of any other faith.”

This intended alteration appears to be 

driven by the same wrong-headed notion 

of ‘equality’ prevalent in other areas of life 

today and this is confirmed when we learn 

that another proposed change would alter 

the law of male primogeniture and give to 

the monarch’s daughters the same right of 

succession to the throne as his or her sons. 

For some the real agenda is to change our 

Protestant country ultimately into a roman 

catholic one and as Herod and Pilate set 

aside their enmity and made common cause 

against christ we find that romanists are 

willing to join with secularists in opposition 

to the act of Settlement.

christians need to pray that this beneficial 

provision of our constitution is maintained. 

The Bible is the only proper basis for personal 

liberty and a constitution built upon it is 

essential for our religious and civil liberties. 

This is the inheritance we have from the 

reformation. Our present-day politicians 

appear unwilling or unable to think through 

the consequences of the changes they 

intend. They ought to be aware that it is a 

law of the roman catholic church that the 

children of roman catholics must be raised 

as roman catholics: therefore the marriage 

of a royal to a romanist could result in 

an heir to the throne who was under the 

influence of rome, with serious implications 

for the constitution.

not long after it was set up in 1999 the 

devolved Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh 

debated a motion on the act of Settlement 

and resolved: “That the Parliament believes 

that the discrimination contained in the 

act of Settlement has no place in our 

modern society, expresses its wish that 

View of the world from St Peter’s, Rome

those discriminatory aspects of the act be 

repealed, and affirms its view that Scottish 

society must not disbar participation in any 

aspect of our national life on the grounds 

of religion, recognises that amendment or 

repeal raises complex constitutional issues, 

and that this is a matter reserved to UK 

Parliament.” Such is the outlook of those 

who have no care or thought for Scripture 

and history and the lessons they teach us; 

because of their folly we may be destined 

to return to an oppressive past.

recently the Scottish Parliament passed 

the Offensive Behaviour at Football and 

Threatening communications (Scotland) 

act. This act is aimed at combating so-

called ‘sectarianism’, chiefly in relation to 

behaviour at football grounds but including 

any communications intended to incite 

religious hatred. When the legislation was 

proposed the leader of the roman catholic 

church in Scotland, cardinal Keith O’Brien, 

called for the repeal of the act of Settlement, 

insisting that it is hampering efforts to curb 

sectarianism. He claimed rather absurdly 

that the act amounts to sectarianism just 

as much as chanting bigoted songs on the 

terraces. While the justification for the new 

law has focused on football there is more 

than a hint that in the minds of many roman 

catholics the charge of sectarianism also 

applies to Protestants who oppose popery – 

even though we do so out of the conviction 

that the system is unbiblical. 

Let it never be forgotten that the church 

of rome is the most sectarian of all the 

bodies which claim the name christian. 

Even in the more guarded language of her 

modern statements of faith her exclusive 

claims come across, as in the following 

from 2005: “The one church of christ...

subsists in the catholic church, governed 
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by the Successor of Peter and the bishops 

in communion with him. Only through this 

church can one obtain the fullness of the 

means of salvation...” This is not to mention 

the anathemas of the council of Trent which 

are unrepealed! It will be interesting to see 

how the new act is applied. 

Despite many changes over the centuries 

our country remains constitutionally 

Protestant, the episcopalian church of 

England (or ‘anglican’ church) being 

established in England and the presbyterian 

church of Scotland in Scotland. (Wales 

and northern Ireland have no established 

church: the episcopalian church of Ireland 

was disestablished in 1871 and the church 

in Wales, also episcopalian, in 1920.) 

It is obvious that the act of Settlement 

and the establishment of the church of 

England go together. The abolition of the 

act would produce a momentum towards 

disestablishment for if a roman catholic 

occupied the throne then he or she 

would not be able to serve as ‘Supreme 

Governor’ of the church of England, a role 

which the monarch has filled since the act 

of Supremacy of 1534. conversely the 

disestablishment of the church of England 

would remove the rationale for the religious 

provisions which govern succession to the 

throne.

II. tHe MonArcHy

The privileged place afforded to 

Protestantism in the United Kingdom is 

particularly evident when we consider 

our monarchy. The title “Defender of the 

Faith” belongs to the monarch and it has 

an interesting history. It was first conferred 

by Pope Leo X on King Henry VIII in 1521 

in recognition of his role in opposing the 

Protestant reformation; but after Henry’s 

excommunication from rome it was re-

conferred by the Parliament of England 

in 1544 on Henry and his successors, 

referring now to the anglican faith. The 

authority exercised by the monarch over the 

church of England as Supreme Governor is 

not substantial: it is the symbolism which is 

important. 

1. The Coronation Oath

Under our constitution the monarch is 

required to take an oath when crowned. 

The coronation Oath administered to 

Queen Elizabeth II in 1953 in a ceremony 

at Westminster abbey involving both the 

archbishop of canterbury, leader of the 

church of England, and the Moderator of 

the General assembly of the church of 

Scotland included the following questions:

“Will you to the utmost of your power 

maintain the Laws of God and the true 

profession of the Gospel?

“Will you to the utmost of your power 

maintain in the United Kingdom the 

Protestant reformed religion established 

by law?”

Before signing the Oath the Queen kneeled 

and placed her right hand on a copy of the 

Houses of Parliament, London
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Bible saying: “The things which I have here 

before promised, I will perform and keep. 

So help me God.”

The coronation Oath is of great significance. 

The holder of the highest civil position in 

our land is required by law to make solemn 

promises to uphold the Protestant christian 

faith. Many who hold important positions 

in society, among them parliamentarians, 

judges, magistrates, police officers and 

members of the armed forces, although 

no longer obliged to swear in a religious 

manner, are nevertheless required to take 

an Oath of allegiance to the Sovereign when 

they take office. Those who wish to become 

British citizens must do the same. It follows 

logically that such people are also pledging 

their allegiance to the Sovereign’s religion 

– or at least indicating that they will not 

actively oppose it. We gladly acknowledge 

the loyalty to crown and country shown 

by many individual roman catholics but it 

has to be pointed out that the obligations 

placed upon them by their faith leave them 

in a most awkward position: which earthly 

sovereign will they ultimately be loyal to – 

the Queen or the Pope?

Potentially the question of loyalty is not one 

for roman catholics only. according to 

the act of Settlement our allegiance to the 

Sovereign is not absolute. By the law of the 

land there is a contract between the crown 

and the people for it is clearly stated in the 

act that once the monarch is a roman 

catholic or is married to one then, “in all 

and every such case and cases the People 

of these realms shall be and are thereby 

absolved of their allegiance”. Parliament 

could hardly impose an allegiance which is 

disallowed by the act of Settlement and so 

would have to make yet another change to 

the act – which we would have a duty to 

oppose and if necessary disregard.

2. Danger Signs

The coronation Oath may be in place but it 

is not all that it should be – or once was. By 

the Test acts adopted in the seventeenth 

century any person filling any civil or military 

office in England was required to swear that 

“in the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper there 

is not any TranSUBSTanTIaTIOn of the 

elements of bread and wine into the body and 

blood of christ, at or after the consecration 

thereof by any person whatsoever” and that 

“the invocation or adoration of the Virgin 

Mary or any other saint, and the sacrifice 

of the Mass, as they are now used in the 

church of rome, are superstitious and 

idolatrous....” When repealed for others 

this requirement remained for the monarch. 

In 1903 King Edward VII became the first 

monarch since the Protestant settlement 

to visit and consult with the Pope and his 

son and successor King George V, prior to 

his coronation, refused to open Parliament 

unless a “more tolerant formula” for his 

accession was found.

In response to this demand Parliament 

passed the accession Declaration act 

1910 which resulted in a simplified oath 

for the monarch, with all references to 

roman catholicism removed. It reads: “I do 

solemnly and sincerely in the presence of 

God profess, testify, and declare that I am a 

faithful Protestant, and that I will, according 

to the true intent of the enactments which 

secure the Protestant succession to the 

Throne of my realm, uphold and maintain 

the said enactments to the best of my 

powers according to law.” 

a further weakening of attachment by the 

monarchy to the historic constitutional 

arrangement has been evident of late. In 

1980 Queen Elizabeth visited Pope John 

Paul II in the Papal Palace in the Vatican, 

dressed in black. In 1982 at the Queen’s 

invitation John Paul made the first visit by a 

Pope to Britain since the reformation and 

was greeted by her at Buckingham Palace. 

In 1986 Prince charles attended a Mass 

with roman catholic friends. In 1994 the 

Duchess of Kent converted to rome, the 

first senior member of the royal Family to 

do so publicly since the act of Settlement. In 

1995 the Queen became the first monarch 

since the seventeenth century to attend 

a roman catholic service. In September 

2010 the Queen met Pope Benedict during 

his state visit. The royal household is being 

courted (and perhaps beguiled) by the 

papacy.

The fabric of our constitution, with a 

Protestant throne at its centre, was woven 

by wise, God-fearing men. now individuals 

with but a fraction of their ability (and none 

of their piety) are busy unpicking it, thread 

by thread. If the Lord does not stop them 

then the whole thing will come apart – and 

we will all be the losers.

Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh
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ecuMenIcAl servIces wItH roMAn cAtHolIcs

The Scottish Reformation Society was founded in December 1850 by 

such prominent figures as William Cunningham, Robert Candlish, James 

Begg, Thomas M‘Crie,  and W.K. Tweedie. The remit of the Society was, 

in essence, ‘to diffuse sound and Scriptural information on the distinctive 

tenets of Protestantism and Popery’, and this remains one of the principal 

objects of the Society to this day. The first publication of the Society, in 

1851, was entitled ‘The Truth of God against the Papacy, Being a Course of 

Lectures on Popery’. These lectures spelt out some of the ‘distinctive tenets’ 

of Protestantism and Romanism, among them the fundamental difference in 

the way of salvation and the difference regarding the nature of God. Robert 

Candlish’s lecture identified the Papacy with the Antichrist, in accordance 

with the Westminster Confession of Faith. The point of mentioning all this 

is to confirm that the Scottish Reformation Society, in common with all 

Protestantism until recently, is utterly opposed to the holding of joint religious 

services of any nature with Roman Catholics.

This does not mean that the founders of the Scottish Reformation Society 

had no concern for the salvation of Roman Catholics. On the contrary, one 

of the main purposes of buying the Magdalen Chapel in 1857 was to use it 

as a base for outreach among Roman Catholics living in the Cowgate. This 

outreach was not conducted by holding joint services with Roman priests 

but by making the way of salvation known through speaking, preaching, 

and distributing literature, while faithfully warning Roman Catholics about 

the deadly error of their religion. Such an approach might seem counter-

productive and likely to repel Roman Catholics, but it is biblical and it looks 

to the power of the Holy Spirit to break through entrenched prejudice. 

NEwS AND

COMMENTS

The idea that a gentler approach with an appearance of cooperation is likely to 

be more effective is plausible but unscriptural. We are not to ‘do evil that good 

may come’ (Romans 3:8), and if Roman priests are teaching a false gospel (as 

they are) then we should not appear to be working with them, even if secretly 

we are hoping to trick them and evangelise their followers. This is far from 

the simplicity of Christ. Christ would not ‘suffer the devils to speak’ (Mk 1:34) 

and Paul was grieved with the testimony of the evil spirit and cast it out (Acts 

16:18). We cannot expect to do good by an insincere cooperation with evil. 

Satan is well able to manage such situations to his own advantage: the father 

of lies is far more likely to trick naïve and disobedient Protestants than they 

are to outwit him. 

Crossraguel Abbey, 
destroyed by the 
Reformers in 1561

We flee the doctrine of the Papistical Kirk, in participation of their sacraments, 

first, because their ministers are no ministers of christ Jesus; yea (which is more 

horrible) they suffer women, whom the Holy Ghost will not suffer to teach in the 

congregation, to baptise. and, secondly, Because they have so adulterated, both 

the one sacrament and the other, with their own inventions, that no part of christ’s 

action abideth in the original purity; for oil, salt, spittle, and suchlike in baptism, are 

but men’s inventions; adoration, veneration, bearing through streets and towns, 

and keeping of bread in boxes or chests, are profanation of christ’s sacraments, 

and no use of the same.  Scots Confession of Faith 1560.
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as early as 1849, Begg expressed concern 
for the role of the Free church in the poorer 
districts of the major cities of Scotland. He 
was to be a vocal defender of principle 
that the church had a role to play in social 
reform. For Begg, this was not something 
new, recently discovered in the nineteenth 
century, but was a part of the reformed 
tradition in Scotland. The church’s role 
in social and political affairs had a long 
history.

Whilst I cordially say that everything 
pertaining to the mere partisan of 
political ought always to be banished 
from the courts of this church, the social 
condition and the physical circumstances 
of the people are matters with which we 
have much to do … I see these men 
[Knox and others] great as ministers of 
christ, and at the same time prominent 
in promoting every object by which the 
temporal prosperity of the people may be 
advanced.

Begg pointed to the Shorter catechism’s 
answer regarding the eighth commandment 
as clear evidence that a christian must be 
concerned with “the lawful procuring and 
furthering the wealth and outward estate of 
ourselves and others.” 

Begg took pains to remind his listeners time 
and again of the connection between the 
christian Gospel and social reforms. He did 
this because he believed that the Gospel 
required such involvement and also because 
only in the Gospel was a true and lasting 
solution to society’s problems to be found. 

Both the churchman and the reformer 
needed to have the point stressed. The 
example of christ himself was invoked to 
show that proper housing was of concern 
to christians.

Our blessed Lord supposes the existence, 
not only of a home, but of a house with 
more apartments than one, and even of a 
feeling of independence, when He says, 
“Enter into thy closet, and shut the door 
…”

clearly, a large number of the inhabitants 
of Glasgow and Edinburgh could not follow 
the Lord’s command in this regard and it 
was necessary for christ’s church through 
members and officers alike to speak out 
and take action.

Begg was aware that good and proper 
housing was not the only need of the 
people, and certainly recognized that the 
church’s concern for them could not cease 
when housing had been provided. But he 
was willing to assert that whatever might 
follow, the provision of proper housing, as 
difficult as that goal might be to attain, must 
rank first in the area of social reforms.

… whilst the grand cure for the woes of 
society is only to be found in the gospel 
of the grace of God, and in that new heart 
and right spirit without which man must 
in any circumstances remain depraved 
and miserable, the most important 
physical remedy for the woes of man is a 
comfortable and wholesome dwelling.

2012 AgM
The Society’s annual General Meeting for 2012 is to be held in the Magdalen 

chapel on Saturday 15th September. rev Gavin Beers, Free church (continuing), 

ayr has agreed to speak on the subject of ‘The Ulster-Scottish connexion’. 

Further details will be available in due course (DV).

recent socIety PublIcAtIons
Trembling for the Ark: James Begg and the Free 

Church of Scotland by James W. campbell 

(Orthodox Presbyterian minister in connecticut, 

USa) is available at the price of £7.95 (including 

postage and packing).  This can either be ordered 

directly from the Society, or through the Lulu 

website www.lulu.com, or through amazon.

Volume 2 of the Scottish Reformation Society 

Historical Journal has just been published, 

containing the following articles:

‘The constitutional Principle of the Scottish 

reformation: 1547-1648’ by M Winzer 

‘robert Bruce in Inverness’ by D Somerset

‘Walter Ker and the Sweet Singers’ by D Somerset

‘alexander Shields, the revolution Settlement and the Unity of the Visible 

church’ by M Vogan

‘notes on the Literary Labours of the apostle of the north’ by D Somerset

‘robert Shanks of Buckie (1798-1884)’ by J Smith

‘Professor James MacGregor and the case of William robertson Smith’ by 

J Keddie

‘resistance to the 1892 Declaratory act in argyllshire’ by n campbell

‘The chisholmites of achmore’ by n campbell

‘additional Data on Giving Out the Line in English’ by n campbell

Society News

New Society publication, 
‘Trembling for the Ark’ by

James W. Campbell

JAMES BEGG ON CHRISTIANS 
AND HOUSING

Extract from ‘Trembling for the ark’ by James W. campbell, recently published 
by the Society.
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Aberdeen

Meetings are on Fridays in the Dunbar St Hall, 

Old aberdeen, aB24 1UU at 7.30 pm (DV).

24th February 2012, ‘Dr Kidd of aberdeen’, 

John Smith (aberdeen)

23rd March, ‘alexander cruden’, 

rev John Macleod (Portmahomack)

Inverness

Meetings are on Mondays in the Inverness 

royal academy, culduthel road, Inverness at 

7.30 pm (DV).

20th February, ‘The Influence of the Word of 

God on the reformation’, 

rev Maurice roberts

19th March, ‘Disruption Principles’, 

rev David campbell

Lewis

Meetings are on Fridays in the nicolson 

Institute, Stornoway at 7.30 pm (DV)

10th February 2012, ‘James Durham and the 

Free Offer of the Gospel’, 

Mr Donald John Maclean

2nd March, ‘The Geneva Bible and the 

authorised Version - a comparison’,

 Mr Matthew Vogan

Branch Newscopies may be obtained from the Society at the 

price of £9.95 (including postage and packing) 

or ordered through the Lulu website www.lulu.

com. Volume 1 is also available at the same 

price. alternatively, most of the articles from 

Volume 1 can now be downloaded in pdf form 

from the website www.biblicalstudies.org.uk.

The publication of Samuel Rutherford: An 

Introduction to His Theology, edited by Matthew 

Vogan, which was announced in the previous 

issue of the Bulwark, has unfortunately been 

slightly delayed. It is now hoped that it will be available in the next month or 

two (DV).

MeMbersHIP AnD bulwArk subscrIPtIons
Please note that subscriptions run from January to December. a renewal 

letter is being sent to all current members and subscribers.

The results of the 2011 Scottish 

reformation Essay competition are 

as follows. 

Monarchy Project: 

1st Joanna Gillies (age 11); 

2nd Katrina MacKay (age 11); 

3rd James campbell (age 10)

hamilton Memorial Essay: 

1st claudia campbell (age 11)

Magdalen chapel Essay: 

1st Jonathan Gillies (age 13); 

2nd Philip coghill (age 15); 

3rd abigail MacKay (age 13)

Knox Prize Essay:

no entries

Melville Essay:

1st naomi Wells (age 20)

Congratulations to all who took part, 

and especially to the winners.

2011 essAy coMPetItIon
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MeMbership & bulwark subscriptions
all correspondence regarding Membership and Bulwark subscriptions should be sent to the Membership Secretary, 
Mrs Deborah coghill, Millhouse, 53a Garrabost, Point, Isle of Lewis, HS2 0PF.

The subscription is £7 per annum for membership of the Society and £8 per annum for the Bulwark. Membership 
forms can be obtained from the Membership Secretary, or the Magdalen chapel, or downloaded from the internet:

www.scottishreformationsociety.org.uk/downloads/SrS_Membership_Form.pdf
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