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RAMPAnT AnTinoMiAniSM 
AnD DiSREgARD 

of THE loRD’S DAY

John J Murray
This is the fourth of a series of articles by Mr Murray on the subject

‘Problems confronting the Church’.

I. The STaTe of The NaTIoN 
aNd The ChurCh

Few would deny that we are living in a 
lawless age. Society seems to be without 
moral standards and the words ‘right’ and 
‘wrong’ have lost their absoluteness. The 
Ten commandments have been removed 
from our schools and colleges in more 
ways than one. The younger generation 
are growing up in ignorance of these laws. 
Successive governments have passed 
laws that contradict the law of God. We are 
now governed by a whole range of man-
made laws which are supposed to reflect 
majority opinion. Surveys reveal popular 
acceptance of practices which used to be 
regarded as gross sins. With the law of God 
obliterated from the statute books, what 
was designed to restrain evil is no longer 

there. That is manifested in the corruption 
that has been exposed in recent years in all 
walks of life.

There was a day when the church acted 
to a large extent as the salt and light in 
society, keeping it from corruption. Alas, 
this is no longer so because the spirit of 
the age has infiltrated the Church. History 
reveals periods when our nation was 
delivered from lapsing further in moral 
decline by a revival of true religion in the 
church. There were periodical awakenings 
to spiritual and eternal realities and the 
true fear of God prevailed in the land. The 
authority of the Word of God governed life 
in church and state. In the last hundred 
years and more we have witnessed a long 
and sad decline. The Bible has been set 
aside, the law of God undermined, and 
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held by them to be nothing less than the 
very transcript of the glory of God. Man 
was created in God’s image and the law 
was written in his heart. He was made 
to delight in the law of God and in this 
consisted his true blessedness. In the Fall, 
man transgressed the law of God and came 
under condemnation. Likewise in his heart 
he developed enmity against God and his 
law. For man to be restored to God, the 
law has to be satisfied and the heart has 
to be changed. The one need is met by the 
substitution of Christ, and in our justification, 
and the second is secured through the 
regeneration of the Holy Spirit in our 
sanctification. The law serves to reveal the 
character of God and our condition. It is our 
schoolmaster to bring us to christ through 
conviction of sin; and when we are in christ, 
it is our guide to lead us to conformity to 
christ by life-long repentance.

How did the church lose this teaching?  In 
the second half of the nineteenth century 
the church was infected by liberalism, 
undermining the authority of the Word of 
God. There was a gradual shift from a God-
centred view to a man-centred outlook. 
That new approach was manifested in the 
gospel message popularised by evangelists 
such as D L Moody and his successors. 
Less emphasis was placed on sin as an 
affront to the majesty and glory of God and 
the focus turned to man and his needs. The 
gospel presented was very much along the 
lines of ‘come to christ and you will receive 
forgiveness, happiness, and heaven’. The 
message tended to present the benefits of 
christ apart from his Person. 

It is not surprising that although many 
made the decision to accept the benefit 
offered, there was no change in their 
lifestyle. Erroll Hulse, who worked in the 

the gospel turned into a panacea for the 
ills of human nature. The holiness of God 
manifested in his law has been lost sight of 
and this is being reflected more and more 
in the lives of professing christians. There is 
a prevailing antinomianism rampant in the 
church today, although most people are 
unaware of it.

II. aNTINoMIaNISM revealed

An indication of the nature of this heresy 
comes from the derivation of the word. It 
comes from two Greek words: anti (against) 
and nomos (law), meaning against law, 
or lawlessness. The use of the term first 
emerged in the church during the time of 
Martin Luther. One of his zealous disciples, 
Johann Agricola, in his search for some 
effective principle by which to combat the 
doctrine of salvation by works, denied that 
the believer was in any way obliged to fulfil 
the moral law. Luther became embroiled in 
the controversy and in opposing Agricola and 
his followers coined the term ‘antinomian’. 
He was later to write a work entitled, Against 
the Antinomians (1539). The heresy of 
course already existed in the church from 
new Testament times. Warnings about it are 
given, especially in 2 Peter and Jude. After 
Luther’s day there were contentions over the 
law among the Puritans in England, and also 
a controversy over it with John cotton and 
others in new England. The matter surfaced 
again at the time of the Marrow controversy 
in Scotland.

Among the many ‘sayings’ of  Dr John 
‘rabbi’ Duncan, the Free church of 
Scotland divine of the nineteenth century, 
we find him declaring that ‘there is only 
one heresy and that is Antinomianism’ 
(Colloquia Peripatetica, 1870, p. 70). This 
is so true because all sin, including heresy, 

Billy Graham organisation for some time, 
later wrote in his book Billy Graham: The 
Pastor’s Dilemma about how few who 
came forward in mass evangelism showed 
any measurable difference in their lives 
even a few months later.  The people who 
professed faith at these mass-evangelism 
gatherings were often advised to go a 
‘convention on the Higher Life’ where they 
might come under the Lordship of christ 
and receive a ‘second blessing’.

Iv. MaNIfeSTaTIoNS 
of aNTINoMIaNISM  

The reality of what has happened is that 
we have multitudes within the church who 
have never experienced a real work of grace 
in their hearts. consequently, the marks 
that should characterize a true believer 
are missing. J Gresham Machen said 
that, in contrast to liberalism, ‘christianity 
is the religion of the broken heart’. But 
now repentance is regarded as a one-
off experience. Such things as poverty of 
spirit and mourning for sin are sadly lacking 
in evangelicalism today. There is little 
acknowledgment of sin and confession of it 
manifested in prayers, even among leaders 
in church services.  The true fear of God is 
missing. How few seem to strive to make 
their calling and election sure and to use the 
means of grace diligently. The practice of 
self-examination is discouraged. concepts 
like duty and responsibility are considered 
old-fashioned. Family worship in the home 
is rare today. 

One of the more obvious signs of the change 
is in the neglect of Sabbath observance. In 
this aspect the disregard has been given an 
air of respectability through the advocates 
of ‘new covenant Theology’ such as Tom 
Wells and Fred Zaspel. They drive a wedge 

is against God’s law.  Mark Jones, in a 
recent work entitled Antinomianism, refers 
to Duncan’s claim and says:

‘Adam was the first Antinomian (Rom. 5). In 
the garden he was against (anti) God’s law 
(nomos) when he transgressed and failed 
to guard the garden and to forbid his wife 
to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil. Eve’s own doctrinal antinomianism 
(Gen. 3:2-3) led to practical antinomianism 
(3:6). Thus, antinomianism was birthed by 
our original parents. Interestingly, though, 
their antinomianism was in response to 
Satan’s legalism, for it was he who had 
(wilfully) misconstrued God’s gracious  
loving-kindness to Adam and Eve and 
made God out to be a legalist, reflecting his 
own heart (3:1-5).’ 

III. The PlaCe of The law 

The place of the law as we have it in the 
Scriptures was re-discovered by the 
reformers and the Puritans. The law was 

John Duncan
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between the Old and new Testaments and 
maintain that the Mosaic covenant was one 
of works and not of grace, that ‘ancient 
Israel was never the church of Jesus 
christ’, and that the Ten commandments 
do not apply to the christian. Therefore 
the Old Testament regulations governing 
Sabbath observances are ceremonial, not 
moral, aspects of the law and as such they 
are no longer in force.

This is contrary to the teaching of the 
Bible and our reformed confessions. The 
statement in the Westminster confession 
is clear and unequivocal (chapter 21, 
sections 7, 8). To this is added a section 
in the Directory for Public Worship entitled 
‘Of the Sanctification of the Lord’s Day’. 
Of this Iain Murray has written: ‘compilers 
of Westminster Directory considered it 
essential to include a section on ‘The 
Sanctification of the Lord’s Day’. In short 
they believed that a true view of public 
worship stands or falls with a true view of 
the sanctification of that day.’ The words 
of J c ryle contain a solemn warning: ‘It 
will always be found that where there is no 

Sabbath there is no public worship. Once 
let people begin with no Sabbath and 
no ministry, and it would never surprise 
me if they ended with no public worship, 
no religion and no God’ (Knots Untied). 
Jonathan Edwards reminds us that ‘the 
christian Sabbath is one of the most 
precious enjoyments of the visible church. 
christ showed his love to his church in 
instituting it; and it is appropriate for the 
christian church to be thankful to her Lord 
for it’ (Works, Vol. 2, p. 101).

The consequence of this worldly way of 
life by many professing christians means 
that there is very little difference between 
the believer and the unbeliever. Those 
of us who can look back more than 
fifty years remember an evangelicalism 
where one of the leading features was to 
renounce worldliness and live for spiritual 
and eternal realities. The church is failing 
to make an impact today because she is 
not distinctly different from the world. The 
early church counted for something in 
the world. She had a distinctive religious 
identity. She refused homage to the gods 

in pagan temples, no matter what the 
consequences. The christians did not go 
along with the ever-changing sexual norms 
of the world. christianity triumphed in its 
early Greco-roman context, not because 
it was the same as the surrounding pagan 
culture, but because it was different.

v. aPPlyINg The reMedy 

The crying need in the church today is 
for a recovery of a God-centred outlook. 
Horatius Bonar draws attention to the 
priority:  ‘God’s design is to glorify himself 
and to show to the whole world what an 
infinitely glorious being he is. This is his 
mighty end in all he does and says: to 
manifest himself, and show forth his glory’.  
Bonar goes on to warn: ‘We cease to look 
at conversion in the light in which God 
regards it, as the way in which he is to be 
glorified. We think if we can but get men 
converted, it does not much matter how. 
Our whole anxiety is, not how shall we 
secure the glory of Jehovah, but how shall 
we multiply conversions.’ In the judgment 
of the Reformers and Puritans the first 
thing necessary in preaching was that the 
holiness and righteousness of God should 
be brought home to the conscience of 
the sinner. And this could only be done by 
preaching the Ten commandments.

In an address to  students at Westminster 
Theological Seminary in 1952 on ‘Some 
necessary Emphasis in Preaching’, 
Professor John Murray declared: ‘And 
what I observed  as conspicuously minimal 
in the preaching of evangelical and even 
reformed churches is the proclamation of 
the demands and sanctions of the law of 
God. To put it bluntly, it is the lack of the 
enunciation, with power, earnestness and 
passion, of the demands and terrors of 

God’s law’ (Collected Writings, Vol. 1, p. 
143). It was concern over this lack that 
ultimately led to the first Banner of Truth 
Trust Ministers’ conference in Leicester in 
1962 (see Catch the Vision by J J Murray, 
2007, p. 141). We have already noted 
how the law is our schoolmaster to bring 
us to christ. As Samuel Bolton put it: ‘the 
law sends us to the Gospel that we may 
be justified, and the Gospel sends us to 
the law again to enquire what is our duty 
being justified’. The sharp needle of the 
law makes way for the scarlet thread of the 
Gospel. Dr John Duncan observed, ‘There 
is enough Gospel preaching to heal a world 
of sin-sick souls but where is the preaching 
to make souls sin-sick?’

As we view the state of the church today 
we re-echo the conviction expressed 
by Dr J Gresham Machen: ‘A new and 
more powerful proclamation of that law 
is perhaps the most pressing need of the 
hour; men would have little difficulty with 
the gospel if they had only learned the 
lesson of the law. So it always is: a low view 
of law always brings legalism in religion; a 
high view of law makes a man a seeker 
after grace. Pray God that the high view 
may again prevail’ (What is Faith?). When 
man sees the character of God reflected in 
his law he is awakened to see what God 
requires of him. He cannot attain to it, but 
discovers that it has been fulfilled in the 
obedience of the God-Man on his behalf. 
In the work of regeneration by the Holy 
Spirit the law is written on his heart and 
he desires to be conformed to the image 
of christ. He rejoices in the law and would 
agree with the Puritans who ‘believed that 
the highest spirituality was to be seen in 
a life that rejoices to be commanded’ (E 
F Kevan, The Grace of Law). Such a one 
surely regards antinomianism as a heresy.

JG Machen JC Ryle
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The year 2015 marked an important 
anniversary for Protestant christians.  Six 
hundred years before, in 1415, the eyes of 
Europe were fastened on the South German 
city of constance, where an ecumenical 
council of the catholic church had been 
summoned, to try to reunite the church 
of rome in the face of serious divisions.  
There, a humble preacher from Prague, in 
what is now the czech republic, was tried 
for heresy, convicted, condemned, and at 
last was burnt at the stake for his preaching 
of the Gospel of christ.  His name was John 
Hus, whom we remember as a forerunner 
of the reformation.

John Hus was not strictly a reformer.  He 
considered himself to the end to be a faithful 
priest of the catholic church; he continued 
to celebrate the Mass, he engaged in 
auricular confession, and continued to 
hold to the office of the Papacy, though not 
its infallibility, to the veneration of saints, 
and to the existence of Purgatory.  The 
crucial central pillar of the reformation, 
the doctrine of justification by faith alone, 
does not come through with clarity in 
Hus’s writings. It was more than a century 
later that Martin Luther truly inaugurated 
the Protestant reformation. But Hus was 
a forerunner of that work, heralding its 
achievements in many respects, and by 
his martyrdom, setting a noble example of 
endurance for the truth even unto death 
that stands even for us today.

I. BoheMIaN reforM 
MoveMeNTS Before huS

Hus was born in Bohemia, a land that now 
forms part of the czech republic, but was 
at that time one of the many constituent 
kingdoms of the Holy roman Empire, one 
of the great powers of medieval Europe.  

Today, the czech republic is not a centre 
of any great political significance, but at the 
time of Hus’s birth, in or around the year 
1372, the King of Bohemia, charles IV, 
was himself the Holy roman Emperor, and 
had made Prague his capital.  Within the 
city, he had established a great university 
on the model of Paris and Oxford, which 
was already drawing thousands of 
students from across central Europe to 
study in Prague.  charles died in 1378, 
when Hus would be about six, and his 
son and successor, King Wenceslas IV 
of Bohemia, was generally recognized 
as Emperor, although he never received 
a formal coronation.  Many years later, in 
1410, his younger brother Sigismund was 
formally elected Emperor, while Wenceslas 
remained King of Bohemia.

Prague was therefore a major European 
capital throughout most of the life of John 
Hus, and was already, by the time of his 
childhood, increasingly at the centre of the 
demand for religious reform.  Historians 
have found a number of prominent 
preachers active in Prague in the decades 
prior to Hus, arising from within the catholic 
church, but demanding moral and spiritual 
reformation. A German canon, conrad 
Waldhauser, preached moral reformation 
in Prague for some years during the 
reign of charles IV, attracting substantial 
congregations, even though unable to 
preach in the czech language.  He found 
himself accused of heresy by his opponents, 
but was acquitted of the charge before his 
death in 1369. He was followed by native 
preachers, such as John Milic of Kromeriz.  
Milic was an able priest, who gave up 
a secure living as cathedral sacristan 
to become a preacher. He preached in 
czech, gathering great crowds, and seeing 
many converted from lives of flagrant sin, 

The Life & 
MinisTry of 

John hus
forerunner of 

the Reformation

rev. alasdair Macleod

In this and the following article, Rev. Alasdair Macleod
 considers the life and teaching of John Hus. Mr Macleod 

spoke on Hus at the Society’s AGM in 2015.

8 The Bulwark
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of cesena’ for his violent acts of repression 
in Italy.  Both Popes excommunicated 
the other.  In the superstitious world of 
fourteenth century Europe, the division 
caused intense distress, with some fearing 
that no one at all had entered Paradise 
since the church split.  

The Schism also had the effect of making 
the church greedier than ever, as both 
Popes tried to maintain Papal courts worthy 
of their pretended dignity.  Indulgences and 
ecclesiastical preferments were shamelessly 
bought and sold, while the open immorality 
of the lives of the higher clergy continued to 
scandalise any spiritually sensitive observer.  
In such a situation, it is not to be wondered 
at that amidst the chaos, an appetite was 
developing for true moral and spiritual 
reform.

III. huS’S early yearS  
John Hus was born into a peasant 
family in the tiny hamlet of Husinec, from 
which he drew his surname, simply the 
shortened form of John of Husinec.  ‘Hus’ 
literally means goose in czech; ‘Husinec’ 
would be ‘goosetown’; and Hus often 
punned humorously on the meaning of his 
surname in his writings. His family seem to 
have recognized his abilities early on, and 
were clearly ambitious for his academic 
progress.  Despite his humble background, 
he proceeded to the grammar school in 
nearby Prachatice at the age of thirteen. In 
1390, when he would be around eighteen, 
Hus matriculated to the University of 
Prague.  Hus does not seem to have 
known much true religion in his early years: 
a number of clues in his writings suggest 
that his parents’ determination to obtain 
for him an education was chiefly due to 
their desire to secure for him a lucrative 
post as a Catholic priest, bringing benefit 

in turn to the rest of his family.  In 1393, 
he apparently paid his last four pence to 
obtain an indulgence from a seller then at 
work flogging his wares in Prague, and 
considered the purchase well worthwhile.

However, better influences were to 
shape Hus. The reform movement 
already mentioned was highly influential 
in Prague, and Hus’s teacher, Stanislaus 
of Znaim, was an earnest proponent 
of reform in theology and piety.  Hus 
did well academically, obtaining his BA 
in 1393, his MA in 1396, and his BD in 
1398.  He took orders as a priest and 
commenced teaching and studying 
towards a doctorate, serving as Dean 
of Faculty in 1401, and as rector of the 

University in 1402.  But a more important 
vocation than the academic life opened 
with Hus’s appointment as preacher at 
the Bethlehem chapel in Prague.  This 
chapel, which could accommodate 3000 
people, had been built by the reform 
movement already mentioned in 1391, for 
the preaching of the Gospel, and Hus’s 
appointment a decade later indicated that 
he was now seen as a strong advocate 
for reform. The exact influences involved 
in Hus’s conversion are not known, but 
the writings of the English theologian 
John Wyclif, who had died in 1381, were 
becoming deeply influential in educated 
circles in Bohemia, and likely proved 
important, as presumably did his own 
study of Scripture.  Hus later wrote: ‘When 

including some 200 former prostitutes, for 
whom he built a dedicated hospice. Later 
he was joined in the work by Matthew of 
Janov, who abandoned worldly ambitions 
to concentrate on translating the Scriptures 
into czech, and by Thomas of Stitny, who 
wrote the first popular devotional works 
in czech.  They preached the need for 
inward piety rather than outward ceremony, 
urged the private reading of Scripture, and 
demanded urgent reform of the catholic 
church.

II. The weSTerN SChISM
The mood of a pressing need for reform 
was fostered by the chaotic state of the 
catholic church during the lifetime of Hus.  
In 1378, when he would have been about 
six, a major division developed, which 
would not be healed until after his death, 
the so-called Western Schism.  This was 
precipitated by the election of two rival 
popes, Urban VI, who took his seat in 
rome, and clement VII, based in Avignon, 
France.  This split was entirely political, and 
had nothing to do with theology or with the 
demand for reform, but it divided the whole 
of Europe: France, Spain, Scotland, and 
naples supported Avignon; Italy, England, 
Scandinavia and much of the Empire 
backed rome.  When one realizes that 
medieval catholicism considered the whole 
legitimacy of the church to rest on its 
adherence to the supposed successor to 
Peter, the destabilizing effect of this Schism 
will be appreciated.  The Pope considered 
himself to have the keys of heaven and hell, 
and that all were subject to him for salvation.  
With two rival claimants to such power, 
the rhetoric was unrestrained. According 
to Avignon, Urban VI was ‘Antichrist, 
devil apostate, tyrant, deceiver, elected 
by force’.  His rival, clement VII, was no 
better morally, being dubbed ‘The Butcher 

Bethlehem Chapel, Prague
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his support behind Alexander, as, after 
some hesitation, did Archbishop Zbynek.  
Elsewhere in Europe, the chaos persisted, 
with both of the deposed Popes refusing 
to accept the council’s decision, and 
continuing to receive some support.  But 
in Bohemia, Alexander V was recognized 
by church and State, and he had given 
permission for Wyclif’s writings in Prague 
to be scrutinized for heresy.  Archbishop 
Zbynek appointed a committee made 
up of opponents of reform, and when 
they gave their inevitable report against 
Wyclif’s orthodoxy, he ordered that all the 
books by Wyclif in Prague be gathered 
and burnt. When Hus protested against 
the burning from his pulpit, Archbishop 
Zbynek excommunicated him.

v. huS IN daNger
Hus’s position was now vulnerable.  He 
continued to preach, and given his 
popularity, the Archbishop did not dare 
to attempt to prevent him, but Hus was 
now acting in defiance of his ecclesiastical 
superior. In desperation, he appealed to 
the Pope.  Alexander V had died only a 
year after his election, but a successor 
had been immediately installed, John XXIII, 
who continued to command widespread 
recognition as the true Pope.  Hus also 
appealed to King Wenceslas of Bohemia, 
who admired him, and both the King 
and Queen wrote to the Pope, and to his 
cardinals, requesting that they absolve 
Hus of any crime.  

The Pope appointed cardinal colonna 
to investigate the case.  Archbishop 
Zbynek, fearing that the many appeals 
from Bohemia might carry weight with the 
cardinal, resorted to the usual tactic before 
the roman curia, showering the cardinal, 
his colleagues, and even the Pope himself, 

with rich gifts, including horses, precious 
cups and rings.  The bribes served their 
purpose.  When Hus failed to respond to 
the cardinal’s summons to appear before 
him, he was immediately excommunicated 
the second time, this time for contumacy.  
King Wenceslas continued to support 
him, however, and persuaded the Pope to 
overrule his cardinal and lift the sentence, 
which Hus had disregarded in any case.  
Furthermore, Archbishop Zbynek died 
suddenly in 1411, his proceedings against 
Hus still incomplete.  

But another issue was to arise, fatal to 
Hus’s case: the indulgences.  Pope John 
XXIII had announced a crusade against 
one of his opponents, the rebellious Pope 
Gregory XII, the Pope of rome, who 
was persistently refusing to accept the 
sentence of deposition imposed by the 
council of Pisa, and had now succeeded in 
recapturing the city of rome.  To raise funds 
for the crusade, Pope John ordered that 
indulgences be sold throughout Europe, 
including Bohemia.  A commissioner was 
appointed for Prague, and permission was 
obtained from King Wenceslas, crucially, in 
return for a promised share of the proceeds.  

The commissioner set up iron-bound 
coffers in the three main churches of 
Prague to gather his takings, money in 
return for forgiveness of sins.  Hus could 
not remain silent in the face of this outrage, 
and in June 1412 he denounced the sale 
of indulgences, and especially the claim of 
the seller to be able to absolve the giver 
from sin.  It was a courageous stance, but 
it lost Hus the support of King Wenceslas, 
who was set to profit greatly from the 
indulgences sale.  Later that month, three 
young students who protested vocally at 
the sale of the indulgences were arrested, 

I was young in years and reason, I too 
belonged to the foolish sect. But when the 
Lord gave me the knowledge of Scripture, 
I discharged that kind of stupidity from my 
foolish mind’.

Iv. huS’S doCTrINe 
aNd JohN wyClIf
Hus soon found that he had a natural talent 
for preaching, gathering and holding the 
attention of large congregations.  Over 
the next ten years, he would preach about 
3000 sermons to congregations gathered 
at the Bethlehem chapel, a ministry with 
a huge impact on the city of Prague, and 
on the whole czech nation.  The extensive 
records we have of Hus’s preaching indicate 
the moral earnestness that always marked 
his pulpit work, the emphasis on personal 
piety rather than religious ceremony, 
and the importance of the Scriptures 
themselves as the believer’s rule of life.  He 
had early faults, however, which were very 
apparent. He preached patriotic messages 
about the czech people and nation, and 
their need to assert themselves against 
dominance by their German neighbours: 
material calculated to please the crowds 
rather than to please God in adherence to 
His truth.  Early sermons were also marred 
by indefensible allegorizing, in the accepted 
medieval manner, and by veneration of the 
Virgin Mary. However, as Hus continued to 
study Wyclif’s works, and the Scriptures 
themselves, his preaching became more 
sound and Biblical.

Inevitably, controversy erupted. The 
doctrinal dispute became deeply mixed with 
the ethnic divisions within the University of 
Prague, which not very helpfully was divided 
along ethnic lines in its governance into 
four ‘nations’, Saxons, Bavarians, czechs 
and Poles, each with an equal voice in 

University affairs. The Germans came to be 
almost united in opposition to the influence 
of Wyclif’s works in the University, branding 
the English theologian a heretic, while the 
czechs were largely united in defence of 
Wyclif’s orthodoxy.  Hus emerged as a 
leading apologist for Wyclif, urging that his 
writings were trustworthy and orthodox, 
and that his good name had been unfairly 
maligned by the Germans.  Initially, Hus was 
protected by the Archbishop of Prague, 
Zbynek Zajic, who was tolerant of reform. 
The chaotic church situation, with two rival 
Popes, distracted attention from the reform 
movement in Prague, and allowed Hus 
and his colleagues to influence a whole 
generation of young czechs through the 
University of Prague and the ministry at 
Bethlehem chapel.

In 1408, however, Archbishop Zbynek 
turned against the reform movement, 
seeming at last to realize how seriously the 
circulation of Wyclif’s writings in Bohemia 
was undermining romanist doctrine.  The 
anti-reform priests in Prague were sending 
him complaints that Hus was preaching too 
vehemently against priestly misconduct, 
and was failing to condemn Wyclif as 
a heretic.  But crucially, no charge of 
heresy had yet been brought against Hus 
himself, and the charges made did not 
constitute a firm basis for Zbynek to act 
against him.  However, the complicated 
politics of the catholic church were at last 
starting to turn against Hus.  cardinals 
from both sides of the dispute met in a 
church council at Pisa, and agreed to 
depose both the Pope of rome and 
the Pope of Avignon.  A new Pope was 
elected, Alexander V, and all the catholic 
church was called to acknowledge 
him as the only true successor of Peter. 
Wenceslas, the Bohemian King, threw 
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and, despite pleas for mercy from Hus 
and others, all three were beheaded.  Hus 
himself was cited to appear before another 
cardinal, Stephaneschi, and when he failed 
to appear, in October 1412, he was placed 
under the greater excommunication.  
Ordered by King Wenceslas to leave the 
city, Hus went into lonely exile in Southern 
Bohemia, his preaching ministry in Prague 
at last at an end. Hus took refuge at the 
castle of Kozi, a remote rural location, 
where a friendly noble offered him shelter, 
and there he remained for the next two 
years, which he mostly spent engaged 
in writing his main theological works in 
czech, as well as preaching in the castle 
and the surrounding district.

vI. The CouNCIl of CoNSTaNCe aNd 
huS’S deaTh
In 1414, Hus was summoned before 
the council of constance, which had 
been called to finally resolve the ongoing 
Western Schism, with three rival Popes 
still contending for primacy.  The council 
later succeeded in resolving the chaos, 
accepting the abdication of two Popes, and 
forcibly deposing the third, thus reuniting 
the catholic church.  But the council had a 
darker purpose: to repress the movement 
for reform.  Hus was summoned to appear 
and the Holy roman Emperor, Sigismund, 
brother to King Wenceslas, gave him a safe 
conduct.  Hus knew all too well how little 
this promise could be depended upon, 
given the hostility that he would face at 

constance, and many friends urged him 
not to go.  But he believed it vital to witness 
for the truth before the council, and made 
his way to constance.  Soon after arriving, 
he was placed under house arrest, and 
later he was moved to a dungeon. At the 
trial for heresy before the council, he was 
surrounded by false accusations. He had 
defended Wyclif, therefore every supposed 
heresy found in Wyclif’s writings could be 
attributed to him; he had declared that 
his appeal was to christ, therefore he 
defied the authority of the Pope.  His every 
attempt to explain his writings was met 
with mocking jeers, by a council that had 
plainly determined his guilt long before he 
arrived. At last he was convicted of holding 

thirty-nine articles of heresy, many of them 
absurdly twisted or simply falsified from his 
writings, and ordered to abjure them. Hus 
explained that he could not abjure them, 
because he had never held to most of these 
positions.  He was therefore condemned to 
be burnt on 6th July 1415.

First, he had to undergo the systematic 
humiliation of being defrocked as a priest, 
being paraded before the council in 
sacramental garb, and then having each 
element ceremonially removed.  A paper 
hat with devils portrayed on it was placed 
instead on his head, and the council 
pronounced upon him: ‘We commit your 
soul to the devil’.  At last, he was delivered 

Death of Jan HusJan Hus before the Council of Constance
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over to the secular power, and was led to 
the place of execution, and chained to the 
stake, with the pyre built around his body.  
When the flames were lit, he began to sing 
hymns, and continued to sing until the 
flames blew into his face.  Once dead, his 
body was broken up by the executioners, 
and completely burned in the fire, before 
the ashes were thrown into the river.

It was a tragic yet courageous end to a 
remarkable life.  Hus’s testimony cemented 
the massive impact of his teaching on the 
czech nation.  The people were in uproar at 
his execution, and committed more firmly 
than ever to the principles for which he 
had died.  They were now the ‘Hussites’.  
Four years later, the Papacy was forced to 
commence a crusade against the czechs 
to try to bring them into submission to 
Rome. For fifteen years the wars raged, 
but in a series of remarkable victories 
the Hussites repeatedly defeated foreign 
invaders, until the Emperor made peace 
on the basis of a number of important 
concessions to the Hussites that brought 
them back into nominal inclusion again in 
the catholic church.  Hus’s writings were 
a huge influence on future theologians, 
Luther especially.  After the reformation, 
the Hussites found their natural home as 
one of the churches of Protestantism. 

vII. SoMe leSSoNS

1. The Lord always has His Church
It is remarkable, and yet heartening, to 
remember that the Lord always has His 
people.  Even in the darkest days of the 
visible church, there are some to be found 
contending bravely for truth and for purity in 
the christian faith.  The story of Hus, and of 
the reform movements in Prague before Hus, 
is an encouragement that God’s people are 

found, to a greater or lesser degree, in every 
era of the christian church, and, indeed, of 
the history of this World.

2. A man may be a true believer, and yet 
continue to hold a multitude of errors
In Hus, we see a good deal of clarity 
and earnestness, and a good deal of 
confusion.  What else could we expect 
from a man only gradually coming to the 
light after a thorough grounding in romish 
darkness.  Let us not make the mistake 
of imagining that regeneration imparts 
knowledge, or perfect discernment.  
In this world, God’s people are often 
confused on many things: if Hus teaches 
anything, let us see that the Spirit of God 
was evidently at work in this man who still 
considered himself a catholic priest – and 
that is encouraging: the true church of 
christ may be a good deal wider than our 
narrow circle of acquaintance. 

3. The diligent study of Scripture is the 
only path to true spiritual understanding
Hus considered the Scripture to have led 
to his own conversion.  It was the Word 
of God that taught him not to trust in his 
paper indulgence, but to trust in christ 
crucified; and it was Scripture that taught 
him true doctrine.  Hus was a reader of 
God’s Word, and a studier of it; and let us, 
with all the privileges of the wide availability 
of the Scriptures, make diligent use of it to 
lead us to greater light.

4. The truth must be defended with 
courage
Hus in going to constance went to a 
profoundly dangerous place, before a 
Pope he already called Antichrist, before 
cardinals whose corruption he already 
knew, before a King whom he knew all 
too well could not be depended upon for 

support.  He went because of the truth, 
and because of the need to testify for the 
truth.  Let us not hide the truth, or hold 
it with shame, in a day when that truth is 
equally derided.  We at least need not fear 
Hus’s fate in our land, so let us learn from 
his courage.

5. The circumstances of history can 
serve the cause of Christ
Hus had such a lasting influence on 
Bohemia, because he had time to 
reach vast multitudes of people with his 
preaching and writings.  This was possible 
only because of the fractured state of the 
church of rome in his day, which allowed 
the teachings of reform to disseminate 
widely in Prague and other centres, before 
the romanist hierarchy at last started to 
realize the growing danger.  Let us not 
forget that God is the God of history, and 
well able to turn circumstances, even 
those that appear negative, such as the 
Western Schism between two Popes, to 
benefit His cause and Kingdom.

6. Even martyrdom can serve the cause 
of Christ
Although the death of Hus was a terrible 
tragedy, it also hugely benefited the cause 
of his teachings.  His sacrifice cemented 
the moral authority of his stance in a 
way that nothing else could, and united 
Bohemia in outrage against the Pope and 
against their Emperor, who had failed to 
keep his word in the safe conduct given 
to Hus.  As a martyr, Hus was morally the 
victor over the church of rome, and over 
the council of constance.

7. Faithful believers can be an influence 
for good long after their deaths
The influence of Hus, far from ending 
in 1415, only grew.  not only were the 

Hussite churches of Bohemia and Moravia 
the product of his ministry, but he was 
a huge influence on Martin Luther, and 
through him on the whole Protestant 
reformation.  Hus was an inspiration to 
all who demanded reform in the catholic 
church, and especially to those who 
saw that this could only be achieved in 
separation from the Pope of rome.  The 
Hussite churches continued to be known 
as churches of living, spiritual believers, 
and carried that legacy both in Europe 
and in emigration to north America.  John 
Wesley, in his unconverted days, was 
famously moved, and encouraged to 
greater spiritual seeking, by the courage 
of Moravian christians he met on board a 
ship in the midst of a storm on the north 
Atlantic, who thus helped to influence the 
Great Awakening of the eighteenth century 
in Britain and America.

Today we honour John Hus, following the 
six hundredth anniversary of his death, as 
a worthy martyr of Jesus christ: “Whose 
faith follow, considering the end of [his] 
conversation.  Jesus christ the same 
yesterday, and to day, and for ever” (Heb. 
13:7-8). 

[An excellent balanced biography of Hus 
from an evangelical perspective is Victor 
Budgen, On Fire for God (Evangelical Press, 
1983). For a more academic treatment, 
though still readable and sympathetic, the 
standard work is Matthew Spinka, John 
Hus: A Biography (Princeton University 
Press, 1968). The Letters of Hus himself 
are widely available in English translation, 
and give a good sense of his spirit and 
outlook.]
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The teaching of John Hus was partly along 
traditional roman catholic lines, and partly 
along lines that would subsequently be 
called Protestant. His teaching can be 
summarized under seven heads.

1. The SCrIPTureS
Hus regarded the Bible as the infallible Word 
of God, and the ultimate authority in this life 
for the christian church, not the Pope of 
rome.  The expression he uses is ‘the truth of 
God’, and he gives weight to this description 
by his constant quotation from Scripture in 
theological reasoning. consequently, Hus 
argued that the Scriptures must be made 
available in the vernacular for all to read, 
and especially that their message must be 
preached.  That this was a radical position 
in Hus’s day says much about the deadness 
of medieval romanism.

2. The True ChurCh
Hus contended that the true church of 
Christ is not a human institution defined 
by its submission to the true Pope, but 
rather is a spiritual body, the product of the 
predestination of God.  He defines it as ‘the 
congregation of the faithful to be saved’, 
and ‘the totality of the predestinate’.  In 
his most significant theological work, 
The Church, Hus wrote with clarity of the 
difference between the Church as we see 
it now in its admixture with the world, and 
the church in its holy and perfected form.

3. SIMoNy
Hus condemned the buying and selling 
of religious benefits, whatever the pious 
language in which it was dressed.  He 
denounced the claims of the Pope’s 
indulgences, and the trade in them, as being 
both a deception of the people, and a wicked 
means to profit from people’s conviction of 
sin.  He also preached against the holding 
of pluralities, the pursuit of the priesthood 
as the means to a lucrative career, rather 
than as a Divine calling, and the purchase 
of ecclesiastical promotion.  Of this sin of 
simony, in its various forms, Hus wrote: 
‘There can scarcely be a priest I believe who 
is not guilty of it.  Alas it taints the larger part 
of the clergy, and is to be crushed out’.

4. JuSTIfICaTIoN
Here, Hus was sadly less clear in his 
convictions than the later reformers.  He 
preached the need for justification, and 
justification as obtained by faith in Christ.  
He preached the uniqueness of christ, 
and can be seen through the course of his 
ministry moving away from his early focus 
on the veneration of saints and the Virgin 
Mary towards a greater christ-centredness. 
Perhaps had he lived longer, he might have 
got there eventually, but as it was, Hus did 
not proclaim with clarity justification by faith 
alone.  He always, erroneously, spoke of 
works also in relation to justification, using 
repeatedly the phrase ‘faith formed in 

love’, by which he made works essential to 
justification.  It must also be acknowledged 
that he sought and received auricular 
confession before his execution, and 
continued to believe in the existence of 
Purgatory, teachings that are, of course, 
wholly contradicted by the Biblical doctrine 
of justification by faith alone.

5.  The lord’S SuPPer
Hus never went so far as John Wyclif in 
his sacramental theology.  He continued 
to defend transubstantiation right to the 
end, continuing to hold to the office of the 
priesthood and the doctrine of the Mass.  
Ironically, one of the heresies of which 
he was convicted at constance was the 
denial of transubstantiation, but like most 
of the charges this was not accurate and 
underlines the injustice of his death.  He 
was always consistent on this point, that 
there is a true change in the bread and wine 
to the body and blood of christ, a tragic 
error given the greater light on this point of 
Wyclif, and of some of his contemporaries in 
Bohemia like Jerome of Prague.  However, 
Hus did come to hold that all communicants 
should take communion in both kinds, both 
the bread and the wine, and this was one 
of the principal contentions of the Hussites, 
such that the bread and cup became one 
of their symbols in battle.  He also wrote 
towards the end of his life against the 
false teaching that the priest can ‘create’ 
God in the sacramental elements, which 
may indicate a growing unease with the 
romanist doctrine of the Mass, which 
given more time may have led him to a 
more truly orthodox and Biblical view of the 
sacrament.

6.  The PaPaCy
Hus moved well away from the traditional 
understanding of the office of the Papacy, 

considering the Pope as not infallible, 
and as subject in his authority to the 
councils of the church.  But he did not 
deny the office of the Pope, were it only 
administered correctly.  He thus did not 
follow Wyclif in teaching the doctrine of 
the Papal Antichrist.  However, by the time 
of his death, he had come to recognize 
the Pope against whom he principally 
contended in his last years, John XXIII, as 
an Antichrist, and his agents as ‘disciples 
of the Antichrist’.  Ironically, the council of 
constance went on to accept this Pope’s 
abdication, and he is no longer recognized 
as part of the true Papal line by the church 
of rome, but is considered rather as an 
‘Antipope’.

7. worShIP
Although Hus moved far beyond the 
romish church on the issue of worship, 
recognizing the vital place of preaching and 
of the reading of the Word in the language 
of the people, certain errors of romanism 
remained.  He continued to give place 
to pictures within the church building, 
including pictures of christ; he also used 
hymns of human composition in worship; 
and he continued to give the Mass a central 
place in the service.

Overall, these seven points underline the 
contention that Hus was not a reformer in 
the strict Protestant sense; but he was an 
important forerunner of that reformation, 
and laid the foundation for that great work 
in vital areas such as the place of the Word 
of God in the christian life.  For all his errors, 
we are forced to admit the truly evangelical 
spirit that pervades his writings and the 
events of his life; and his massive impact 
on the czech lands and people of his day, 
can only be attributed to the influence of 
the Spirit of God.

The Teaching 
of John hus
rev. alasdair Macleod
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Jacob PriMMer 
on 

royaL DeesiDe

In 1911 an ‘altar’ was set up in crathie Parish church near Balmoral castle, 
and the Protestant campaigner Jacob Primmer came north to complain.

One of Scotland’s most popular visitor 
attractions, crathie Parish church stands 
in a prominent position on a wooded 
hillside, only a few hundred yards from the 
entrance of Balmoral castle. Since 1848, 
when Queen Victoria first visited Deeside, 
members of the royal Family have regularly 
joined with the congregation in public 
worship.   

While the British Monarch is Head of 
the church of England, he or she also 
promises to maintain the Presbyterian 
doctrine, worship, and government of the 
church of Scotland. In fact, Queen Victoria 
was said to have preferred the simpler form 
of Presbyterian worship that she found at 
crathie. When a new Scottish Episcopal 
church was built in nearby Braemar, 
largely to cater for summer visitors from 
England, she refused to have anything to 
do with it. After attending crathie church 
on a communion Sabbath she wrote in her 
journal:

“At the end of the sermon began the service 
of the communion which is most touching 
and beautiful and moved me more than I 
can express. The appearance of the kirk 
was very striking with the tables in the cross 
seats covered with a white cloth.  It would 
indeed be impossible to say how deeply 
we were impressed by the grand simplicity 
of the service. It was all so truly earnest.”   

I. The SCoTo-CaTholICS

Some Scottish clergymen of the day, 
however, were less enthusiastic about 
reformed worship. One such, rev. robert 
Lee (1804-67), minister of Old Greyfriars in 
Edinburgh wrote: “among the evils affecting 
the church, an unimpressive and ill-ordered 
worship was practically the worst”. Queen 

Victoria’s reign witnessed a growing ‘high’ 
element within the national church which 
promoted liturgical services and elaborate 
church buildings with a focus on the east 
end and a raised communion table rather 
than the pulpit. 

One of the leading figures in this group of 
‘Scoto-catholics’ was rev. James cooper, 
minister of the East Parish church, Aberdeen 
from 1881-1898 and subsequently 
Professor of church History at Glasgow 
University. His ministry had a distinctly high 
Anglican tone and  featured read prayers, 
the use of a service book and responses 
in services, prayers for the dead, and an 
emphasis on the so-called ‘real presence’ 
in the Lord’s Supper. Although eleven of 
his elders complained to the Presbytery 
about him, he successfully defended 
himself against charges of unorthodoxy. 
During his time in Aberdeen, cooper 
devoted painstaking effort to restoring the 
small medieval crypt chapel of St Mary as 
a venue for daily prayers. His opponents 
said that the same half dozen or so poor 
pensioners appeared each day and that 
they only came because the minister gave 
them “presents”. cooper was one of the 
founders of the Aberdeen Ecclesiological 
Society which had as its aims, “to study the 
principles of christian worship and church 
architecture with its allied arts, which are the 
handmaids of devotion, and to encourage 
sound views and the creation of a truer taste 
in such matters”. The Society’s published 
‘Transactions’ show a fascination with 
surviving fragments of roman catholic 
furnishings in old churches.

II. CraThIe ChurCh reBuIlT

The nineteenth century saw most of the 
surviving medieval Scottish cathedrals and 
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churches restored to something like their 
original appearance, and many country 
churches replaced by new Gothic-style 
structures. With the court in residence 
at Balmoral for several months each year, 
the heritors of the parish of crathie were 
determined not to be outdone. So in 
1895, the old church was replaced with 
a striking white granite cruciform structure 
on the same site, featuring a red tiled roof 
and tall spire with a peal of four bells. The 
interior boasted handsomely carved oak 
woodwork, a marble pulpit and font, and 
a semi circular apse.  The Aberdonian 
architect, A. Marshall MacKenzie (who was 
a leading member of the Ecclesiological 
Society), expressed the debatable opinion 
that the building it replaced “was erected 
at a moment when taste in church 
architecture was at a discount and when 
worship was at its lowest ebb. Preaching 
was the one ordinance of the religious 
thought of those who built it. This is 
certainly the most hopeless sort of church 
from an artistic point of view. There is 
nothing in such an edifice to awaken finer 
feelings.” 

Such sentiments reveal the misplaced 
thinking of ritualists, who fail to understand 
that spiritual blessing comes not from 
outward ceremonies but from the Word 
and Spirit of God. Of a very different mind 
was an earlier minister of crathie, rev. 
charles McHardy, who had placed a stone 
tablet above the door of the old church 
(which can now be seen outside the 
manse), inscribed with the following texts. 
“We preach Christ crucified”; “For there 
is one God and one Mediator between 
God and man”; “If any man preach any 
other Gospel unto you than that ye have 
received, let him be accursed”. Judging by 
contemporary engravings, the old church 

was a dignified looking building with tall 
windows and a galleried interior focused 
on a tall pulpit.

III. JaCoB PrIMMer aNd The 
New CoMMuNIoN TaBle

Undoubtedly the most outspoken 
and terrier-like opponent of ritualism 
in the church of Scotland was rev. 
Jacob Primmer (1842-1914) minister of 
Gardenstown, Aberdeenshire and later 
Townhill, Dunfermline, and author of the 
well known exposé of the Vatican, Jacob 
Primmer in Rome. During the 1890s, 
Primmer held an annual series of outdoor 
conventicles throughout Scotland, at which 
he inveighed against the rise of romanism 
and ritualism. 

The distinctly priestly James cooper was 
a frequent target for Primmer’s brand of 
sledgehammer oratory and couthy wit. In 
1894, Primmer addressed a largely east-
end crowd of several thousand on the 
Broad Hill near Aberdeen beach, joking 
that “Dr cooper put a cross and candles 
on his altar; the rev. gentleman’s religion 
was candle-light religion. Their religion was 
the religion of the Sun. If he was a member 
of the East church he would take the cross 
and kindle the fire with it.” The following 
year, Primmer  claimed that cooper “would 
like to set up in the East church everything 
that the reformers had abolished” and 
said of crathie church: “Of old it was 
one of the best in the Highlands and in its 
former simple grandeur had a historical 
connection with the royal Family and by it 
many conversions had been effected. Now 
however the ritualists had determined that 
this church should be swept away.”  Some 
authors maintain that the Queen would 
have preferred the old one to remain. James Cooper
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In September 1911, the unveiling of a new 
marble communion table at crathie by 
King George V would cause an extremely 
well publicised confrontation between 
the church authorities and the veteran 
Protestant campaigner. The table arrived in 
pieces and the church was reputedly locked 
for three days while the workmen, directed 
by the minister, rev. J. ramsay Sibbald, 
with his coat off, assembled it. After seeing a 
photograph in the press, an outraged Jacob 
Primmer described the table as “an illegal 
Popish altar”. The structure is about 8 feet 
long and 3 feet high and is made of panels 
of veined white marble from the island of 
Iona. Behind it stands an ornately carved 
oak reredos. Although he had been in poor 

health and had refrained from  travelling 
long distances since he was laid aside with 
heart disease in 1902, the ageing Primmer 
decided it was such a serious matter that he 
would appear in person at the next meeting 
of the Presbytery of Kincardine O’ neil to 
present his Petition and complaint.

Iv. PrIMMer aT The PreSByTery 
of KINCardINe o’ NeIl

Primmer was less than pleased, when he 
did appear, with the somewhat snippy reply 
from the Presbytery clerk, rev. A. McKenzie, 
coull, who stated, “I cannot say at which 
hour, if at all, the Presbytery will hear you”. 
It was subsequently acknowledged that the 

Presbytery was legally obliged to receive 
Primmer’s complaint. He arrived at Aboyne 
on a freezing January day, his journey having 
been badly disrupted by a national railway 
strike. On this and subsequent visits he 
stayed in Stonehaven with his like-minded 
brother-in-law, James Milne, a retired 
Aberdeen plumber whose impressive house, 
“Kensit”, was named after the Protestant 
martyr John Kensit who had died in 1902.

Primmer’s complaint to the Presbytery 
referred to the recent coronation, noting 
that the word ‘altar’ now appeared in the 
order of service in spite of the fact that altars 
were illegal in the church of England. He 
observed that only eight weeks later came 
the announcement of the crathie memorial 
table. Primmer claimed that “marble altars 
have a direct doctrinal significance” and 
that “such a structure in roman catholic 
churches is the principal adjunct to the 
sacrifice of the Mass”. Moreover, “the 
pretence that it is a memorial to King 
Edward VII only aggravates the offence 
as the Protestant church concerns itself 
only with the living, never with the dead, 
and everything connected with it is only 
in remembrance of christ”. Even so, the 
Presbytery expressed the opinion that “the 
table was of a very simple design”, and was 
not an altar because it “was so placed as to 
allow the minister to dispense the sacrament 
facing the congregation”. The Presbytery 
however agreed to send a committee to 
crathie to inquire further into the matter 
and to cite the minister, rev. S. J. ramsay 
Sibbald, to appear before its next meeting. 

v. PrIMMer Before 
The PreSByTery agaIN

On his next occasion before the Presbytery, 
Primmer spoke for over an hour, insisting 

that to the reformers roman catholic 
altars “were the unholy symbols of a 
spiritual tyranny, of an anti-christian power, 
of a soul-destroying system, not only 
hateful to God but pernicious to men.” He 
went on: “to assert that it is only a table is 
absurd … Such an innovation will have a 
disastrous effect upon our national Church, 
for being opposed to Presbyterianism it will 
bring about disestablishment, and being an 
aping of high church sacerdotalism, it will 
alienate the sympathies of the people of 
Scotland from the church of their fathers”. 

Primer argued that the Act of the 1640 
General Assembly ‘Anent the Demolishing 
of Idolatrous Monuments’ remained in 
force and the structure should therefore 
be removed: “Forasmuch as the Assembly 
is informed that in divers places of this 
kingdom, and specially in the north parts 
of the same, many idolatrous monuments, 
erected and made for religious worship, are 
yet extant, such as crucifixes, images of 
christ, Mary, and saints departed, ordains 
the saids monuments to be taken down, 
demolished, and destroyed, and that with 
all convenient diligence; and that the care 
of this work shall be incumbent to the 
Presbyteries and Provincial Assemblies 
within this kingdom.” Primmer obviously 
had a strong argument here.

Primmer passed around the meeting a 
number of photographs of popish altars to 
illustrate their resemblance to the crathie 
table, and also alleged that the front of the 
table showed a cross. In his autobiography, 
Primmer recalled: “When I came in before 
them I was like a sparrow among hawks; 
every one of them tried to have a peck 
at me. God helped me wonderfully. They 
would have attacked my quotations but I 
had all my books before me. They smiled 

Communion table in the new Crathie Church
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when they saw me arrange my artillery. I 
really thought someone would be on my 
side but the King came before the King of 
Kings.” The Presbytery made no attempt 
to address Primmer’s numerous objections 
but simply “expressed strong disapproval 
of [his] references to the King, found no 
cause for interfering in the matter, and 
dismissed the petition”.   Primmer decided 
to appeal to the Synod of Aberdeen which 
met in the West Parish church on 9th April 
1912. 

vI. PrIMMer aT The SyNod 
of aBerdeeN

Before he appeared at the Synod, Primmer 
decided to see the table with his own 
eyes and visited crathie where Mr Sibbald 

received him kindly and showed him 
around the church. As soon as he entered 
the door, he exclaimed, “There’s the cross, 
quite distinct”. “It’s like the Union Jack”, 
countered Sibbald. “In that case, replied 
Primmer, “it’s three crosses”. The two men 
ended up having a two-hour conversation. 
When told that many nationalities and 
sects were often present at the services, 
Primmer urged Sibbald, “Preach christ to 
them”. Before returning to Ballater, Primmer 
even accepted an invitation to lunch at the 
manse. The conductor on the public bus 
told him that “all the people are against the 
altar and they admire you for your action”. 
At the station, a crowd of about forty men 
had gathered and they raised three cheers 
for the old minister as he entered the 
Aberdeen train. 

The Synod of Aberdeen discussed the 
issue in great detail. “The people I spoke 
to in crathie”, Primmer stated, “could 
not believe that His Majesty of his own 
free will had asked that a marble erection 
should be put in the church”. Arguing 
that the only communion table admissible 
was a wooden one around which 
communicants could sit, he pointed 
out “an altar is a square box and they 
cannot sit round it”.  Sibbald ludicrously 
objected to the photograph provided by 
the petitioner, alleging that it must be a 
“freak” or a “fraud” because a cross was 
clearly visible and insisted that “it is the 
markings of the stone and there is no 
cross attempted, only an endeavour to 
get a symmetrical centre”. The eventual 
finding of the Synod was to dismiss 
the appeal, noting that the laws of the 
church did not prohibit stone tables, that 
the communion service at crathie was 
observed in the usual Presbyterian form, 
and that there was no dispeace in the 
congregation. When asked not to appeal 
to the Assembly, Primmer cried, “That 
is in vain. I stand up for the church of 
Scotland and the glory of christ!” But in 
Edinburgh the result was no different. 

The only member of Synod to express any 
solidarity with Jacob Primmer was rev. 
James Macintyre, Portknockie, who said 
that he was sorry that another member had 
labelled his old friend’s views as “morbid 
and narrow-minded”, and went on, “I just 
want to say Mr Primmer has my sympathy 
and that of many in the church for the work 
he has taken up against the advance of 
popery in this country”. And Lord Garioch 
(son of the Earl of Mar) invited Primmer to 
join him for dinner after the meeting and 
to stay overnight. “It is sad to see our 
ministers of religion”, he wrote, “bolstering 

up with contemptible snobbishness what 
Scotsmen have shed their blood to deliver 
us from.”

vII. CoNCluSIoN
Primmer died in 1914, and since his day, 
liturgical worship has largely fallen out of 
fashion in the church of Scotland. This 
does not mean, however, that Primmer’s 
zealous opposition to the altar at crathie 
was needless and misplaced. The altar 
may not have led directly to the mass in the 
way that Primmer was predicting – indeed, 
rather surprisingly, crathie church itself 
has been noted in more recent years for 
its evangelical preaching, which is said to 
be appreciated by Her Majesty the Queen. 
But what has happened instead has been 
that growing liberalism and ecumenism in 
the church of Scotland have brought an 
increasing toleration and acceptance of 
roman catholic practices. 

The overall effect has been much the 
same. When Hurricane Katrina struck new 
Orleans in 2005, it was feared that the 
initial impact would overwhelm the flood 
defences. This did not happen, but instead 
the flooding breached the defences on 
the other side of the city, and it was from 
that direction that the water poured in. 
There is more than one way of destroying 
a town and there is more than one way of 
destroying a church. 

Primmer was right to oppose the altar and 
to highlight the Act of the 1640 Assembly 
against idolatrous monuments – which 
perhaps is still current in the church of 
Scotland, and may one day lead to the 
destruction of the crathie altar – but the 
lack of support that he received showed 
that the church was desperately enfeebled 
already.

Interior of old Crathie Church
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biography of the two covenanters John 
Kid and John King has been selling very 
respectably, and the speakers’ papers 
from the John Knox 2014 Conference are 
very nearly sold out. Despite these healthy 
sales, income from publications in 2015 
was actually down on the previous year (a 
discouragement certainly) but costs were 
down by even more which meant that for 
the first time in many years our publications 
actually made a net profit in 2015 of 
several hundred pounds (very much an 
encouragement!). As was pointed out in the 
corresponding report last year, the Society’s 
publications are produced and sold primarily 
to help further the aims and objectives of 
the reformation Society and with or without 
financial profit this is very much a part of the 
Society’s overall witness. But the LOrD has 
been good to us, and we thank Him for the 
bonus and blessing of a modest profit from 
our publications this past year.
 
Indeed across the Society’s three bank 
accounts in 2015 there was improvement 
again for the second year running. Two years 
ago the Accounts showed an overall deficit of 
nearly £12K but the following year (last year) 
this had been converted into a very small 
surplus of just under £50 overall. This small 
surplus has in turn been eclipsed by a most 
welcome overall surplus in 2015 of just over 
£1.7K.  This is cause for deep and humble 
thankfulness to the LOrD, “for the earth is 
the Lord’s and the fullness thereof” (1 cor. 
10:28), and indeed gives us reason to hope 
that He continues to have a purpose for the 
work and witness of the reformation Society 
in these present days. Once again we thank 
the LOrD and we thank our friends and 
supporters for their ongoing faithfulness.

ANDREW W.F. COGHILL
Treasurer

Scottish Reformation Society 

FINANCIAL
 UPDATE 

The 2015 Accounts were submitted 
and approved at the February 2016 
committee Meeting, and are currently with 
the Independent Examiner awaiting final 
auditing before being submitted to OScr.

The past financial year has shown a 
number of interesting developments, with 
some discouragements certainly, but 
on the whole these have been offset by 
positive and hopeful signs. Whilst overall 
income is down on the previous year, this is 
due almost entirely to the large drop in the 
Donations category, probably on account 
of the increase in the subscription price in 
2015. 

However, income from both Membership 
and Bulwark subscriptions (which had 
dipped in the previous year) was significantly 
up, a change which is very much to 
be welcomed. As in previous years the 
Committee has reason to be thankful firstly 
to the LOrD and secondly to the Society’s 
faithful friends and supporters who (at the 
human level) enable the Society’s work and 
witness to be carried forward. 

The rise last year in new Gift Aid 
commitments also produced another 
modest increase (for the second year 
running) in actual income from this source. 
The nature of tax reclaimed via Gift Aid 
means that an increase in any given year 
is by no means certain, so the fact of an 
increase for two years running is a happy 
outcome. Although the actual increase on 
last year’s figure was just over £300, this 
represents a growth from £1.2K to £1.5K, 
and so it is certainly worth reiterating last 
year’s word of encouragement to those 
who do make use of this facility that their 
opting to do so is making a significant 
difference to the Society’s resources. 

Another area where apparent 
discouragement is offset by overall 
encouragement is in the Society’s 
publications, which in 2015 saw the 
production of three new titles (although 
the last of these, Records of Grace in 
Sutherland, only just made it into 2015 
and all the actual sales from it are in 2016) 
in addition to the fifth Volume of the well-
established Historical Journal.  The short 
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REFERENDUm 
oN ThE 

EURoPEAN 
UNIoN

Britain does not deserve to escape 
from the European Union on 23rd 
June, but perhaps the Lord will 
be merciful to us and grant us 
a deliverance from that corrupt, 
deceitful, and ungodly system. 

Many a groan has gone up to heaven 
against the common Market, the 
European Economic community, 
the European community, and the 
European Union – as the system 
has successively been called, 
gradually throwing off its mask, 
and contradicting the assurances 
that were given at each previous 
stage that no closer integration was 
intended. 

It looks likely that Europe will never 
recover from this “Union”, and that 
most of the nations of Europe are 
following Assyria, Babylon, and 
Rome into history, under an influx 
of migrants together with their own 
failure to have enough children to 
sustain their population. Scotland is 
going the same way; but perhaps the 
Lord will have a different purpose. 
We think of the last words of James 
Guthrie before his execution, when 
he lifted the napkin off his face 
and cried, “The covenants, the 
covenants shall yet be Scotland’s 
reviving.”
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New PuBlICaTIoN:   
SCoTTISh reforMaTIoN 
SoCIeTy hISTorICal JourNal

The Society has just published the sixth 
volume of the Scottish Reformation 
Society Historical Journal. This issue 
carries articles on John row and the 
‘Miracle’ of Loretto, the John Knox House 
in Edinburgh, conventicles between 
the First and Second reformations, 
the reformed Presbyterian church of 
Scotland and the Disruption of 1863, a 
bibliography of the writings of Jonathan 
ranken Anderson, and other topics. 

The publication has 280 pages and costs 
£12.95 (pb) and £19.95 (hb) (including 
p&p). 

Available from the Society at 
info@scottishreformationsociety.org

Society news

MarTIN luTher 
CoNfereNCe, aPrIl 2017

The Society intends to hold a two-day 
conference on Martin Luther and his 
influence in Scotland on Friday 7th and 
Saturday 8th April 2017, DV. The venue 
is to be the Macdonald Holyrood Hotel, 
Edinburgh. Further details will be announced 
later. 

Both publications are available from the Society
 at info@scottishreformationsociety.org

SCoTTiSH
REfoRMATion 

SoCiETY 

2016 
ANNUAL 

GENERAL 
mEETING

SATuRDAY 17th 
SEPTEMBER 2016 DV,

MAgDAlEn 
CHAPEl, 

EDinBuRgH

Speaker: 
Rev. David Campbell

Edinburgh

Subject: 
The Pentland 

Rising of 1666 

Rullion Green monument at Dreghorn Barracks

‘ConsolidaTing The 
RefoRMaTion’ CoNfereNCe
IN aPrIl

There are still plenty of spaces available 
for the ‘Consolidating the Reformation’ 
conference on the 1578 General Assembly 
to be held in the Magdalen chapel on 
Saturday 16th April, DV. For further details, 
see January-March Bulwark, p. 29, or the 
Society’s website.
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MeMbership & bulwark subscriptions
all correspondence regarding Membership and Bulwark subscriptions should 
be sent to the Membership secretary, Mrs Deborah coghill, Free church Manse, 
outend, scalpay, isle of harris, hs4 3YG. the subscription is £8 per annum for 
membership of the society and £12 per annum for the Bulwark. Membership 
forms can be obtained from the Membership secretary or downloaded from 
the website www.scottishreformationsociety.org

conTenTs 
rampant antinomianism and   3
disregard of the lord’s day
Rev. John J Murray

The life and Ministry of John hus   8
Rev. Alasdair Macleod

The Teaching of John hus   18
Rev. Alasdair Macleod

Jacob Primmer on royal deeside   20
John Smith

financial update   28

eu referendum  29

Society News   30

Front cover: rev. Jacob Primmer


