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In seeking to deal with problems confronting 
the church today, we come to consider the 
low state of the ministry as it affects the 
condition of the church.

I. THE CONNECTION STATED
There is abundant evidence that the 
condition of the church in any age is related 
to the state of the christian ministry at the 
time. richard Baxter (1615-91), whose 
ministry transformed the face of the town 
of Kidderminster, said: “If God would but 
reform the ministry and set them on their 
duties zealously and faithfully, the people 
would certainly be reformed. All churches 
either rise or fall as the ministry doth rise 
or fall, (not in riches or worldly grandeur), 
but in knowledge, zeal and ability for their 
work” (The Reformed Pastor). Dr Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones made a similar observation 
in his day: “Is it not clear as you take a 
bird’s eye view of church history, that the 

decadent periods and eras in the history 
of the church have always been those 
periods when preaching had declined?  
What is it that always heralded the dawn 
of a reformation or revival? It is renewed 
preaching. not only a new interest in 
preaching, but a new kind of preaching. 
A revival of true preaching has always 
heralded these great movements in the 
history of the church” (Preaching and 
Preachers, p. 24).

II. CONFIRMED FROM HISTORY
Iain Murray, in his book Pentecost Today?, 
observes the connection between 
preaching and revivals:  “The new 
Testament shows that the times which 
saw great ingatherings of people into the 
kingdom of God were always times when 
the Word of God was being preached in 
the power of the Holy Spirit. This was the 
pattern in Jerusalem, Samaria, Antioch, 
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1. Uncalled ministers and false teachers. 
The shift in religious belief lead to the 
multiplication of uncalled men and false 
teachers in the church. In his day c.H. 
Spurgeon spoke of the fact “that hundreds 
have missed their way and stumbled 
against the pulpit.” It could be said of such:  
“I have not sent these prophets, yet they 
ran: I have not spoken to them, yet they 
prophesied” (Jer. 23:21). “An unconverted 
ministry”, said Jonathan Edwards, “and 
unconverted membership are the devil’s 
chief weapons to oppose the work of God.” 
The extent to which such men can deceive 
themselves and others was revealed by 
our Lord: “Many will say unto me in that 
day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in 
thy name? and in thy name have cast out 
devils? and in thy name have done many 
wonderful works?” (Matt. 7:21-23). 

2. Emphasis on the latest scholarship. 
Another factor that led to the decline in 
ministry was the clamour for intellectual and 
scholarly respectability. Theological colleges 
began to embrace the latest scholarship of 

Iconium, Thessalonica and corinth. It 
has been equally true in subsequent 
history...when spiritual awakening came 
it coincided, as in apostolic times, with a 
change which was first seen in preachers” 
(p. 80). This was evident in Baxter’s Puritan 
England. How was Puritanism, which was 
nothing short of “a movement of revival”, 
established in that country? When attempts 
to reform the church of England collapsed 
in the late sixteenth century, the growth of 
spiritual life and reformed teaching came 
by means of an army of preachers – “the 
Puritan Brotherhood”. It was the preaching 
of such men that transformed the face of 
England. young preachers learned the 
model of ministry even before they went 
for academic training. The ministries 
of Thomas Taylor at reading, richard 
Greenham at Dry Drayton, and richard 
Rogers at Wethersfield, were breeding 
grounds for godly preachers. These were 
men who lived in the presence of God and 
whose preaching was aimed in particular at 
the conscience.

Special eras in Scotland have been 
ushered in by preaching that has affected 
whole communities and even the national 
character. Before the reformation 
both church and state were steeped 
in corruption. The clergy were largely 
ignorant and immoral and there was 
virtually no preaching throughout the 
land. The proverb “like priest, like people” 
was abundantly verified. The Reformation 
replaced the altar with the pulpit as the 
focal point of worship. Early preachers like 
Patrick Hamilton and George Wishart were 
followed by the mighty John Knox, who 
was described as: “a man of God, the light 
of Scotland, the comfort of the church, the 
mirror of godliness, and the pattern of all 
true ministers in purity of life, soundness 

the “Higher critical” movement. Equipping 
men as preachers was set aside.  In 
London c.H. Spurgeon set up the Pastors 
college in 1856. The prospectus bore 
these words: “Men of uncertain views 
need not apply.” Spurgeon was filled with 
concern with what was happening in 
theological colleges in England, but also in 
Scotland. Writing in 1889, he pointed to the 
folly of the Free church of Scotland: “The 
church in which we all gloried, as sound in 
the faith, and full of the martyrs’ spirit, has 
entrusted the training of its future ministers 
to two professors who hold other doctrines 
than that of its confession. This is the most 
suicidal act that a church can commit.”

3. A man-centred message. Alongside the 
liberalism that was affecting the Church in 
general, there came in an Arminian teaching 
that shifted the emphasis of the gospel 
message from God and his glory to man 
and his need. Preachers missed the great 
end of the gospel which is to exalt God and 
to humble man. Cotton Mather defined it in 
this way: “The great design and intention 

of doctrine, and boldness in reproving of 
wickedness” (quoted in W.G. Blaikie, The 
Preachers of Scotland, 2001, p. 60). It was 
when Knox began to blow his Master’s 
trumpet that things began to change.  The 
country was transformed. He was followed 
by ministers of immense spiritual power – 
craig, Lawson, rollock, Bruce, Welsh and 
others. The covenanting period produced 
some of the finest of preachers with spiritual 
power that Scotland has seen. 

III. DECLINE IN THE MINISTRY
Although the ministry was at a low ebb at 
different periods in Church history it is our 
concern here to examine the decline that 
led to the condition that prevails in the 
present day.

This can be traced back to the second half 
of the nineteenth century with the departure 
from belief in the infallibility of Scripture and 
in the realities of the eternal world. The 
change was precipitated by the acceptance 
of Darwin’s theory of evolution and of the 
Higher criticism that originated in Germany. 
These views cast doubt upon the Genesis 
account of creation and therefore upon the 
authenticity of the Pentateuch. There was 
an undermining of belief in the inerrancy 
and authority of Scripture. Horatius Bonar 
(1805-1889) summed up the situation in 
1883:  “Man is now thinking out a Bible 
for himself, framing a religion in harmony 
with the development of liberal thought; 
constructing a worship on the principles 
of taste and culture, shaping a god to suit 
the expanding aspirations of the age.” 
The message of christianity came to be 
harmonised with the religious aspirations 
of man rather than with concern for the 
glory of God.  The implications of this had 
a gradual impact on the ministry as can be 
seen in the trends that developed.

Robert Murray M‘Cheyne Jonathan Edwards
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of the office of a Christian preacher is to 
restore the throne and dominion of God in 
the souls of men.” There was a tragic loss 
of belief in the transcendence and holiness 
of God. The arousing of the conscience by 
the preaching of the Law, in the hand of 
the Holy Spirit, to shut up sinners to hope 
in mercy alone, was set aside. Gradually 
a therapeutic message to meet man’s felt 
needs took its place.

4. Increase of worldliness.  Ministers are set 
apart to God and to their calling, and should 
be noted for a holy life. robert Murray 
M‘cheyne turned from a worldly way of 
life and lived for christ. He used to say: 
“My people’s greatest need is my personal 
holiness.” His very bearing seemed to have 
a profound effect on people. As a result of 
this, his words carried weight. As time wore 
on, it gradually became more acceptable 
to see ministers mixing more with worldly 
things. Some would be seen on the dance 
floor and in the theatre. Worldly methods 
came into the church. “Heaven in a night 
club” was the slogan for presenting the 

gospel through jazz by Professor William 
Edgar of Westminster Theological Seminary 
at various venues in the UK in 2002. As 
standards began to slip, pragmatism was 
the order of the day, and the peace of the 
church became more important than the 
glory of God. 

5. Sidelining of preaching. In more recent 
times we have witnessed the sidelining of 
the pulpit. Even in evangelical and reformed 
congregations all kinds of supplements 
to the preaching of the Word have been 
introduced. Praise leaders, artists, musical 
instruments, and bands are widely 
employed.  Songs tend not to be “preachy” 
so that people can be attracted by them. 
The sermon is relegated to the last part 
of the service, but by then an atmosphere 
has been created that is not conducive 
to a solemn message.   The “speaker” is 
usually on a low platform and declares that 
he wishes “to share a message.”  How 
often we hear even reformed preachers 
conclude with words such as: “May the 
Lord bless these few thoughts to you.”

IV.  THE RECOVERY NEEDED   
If we wish to see a change in the condition 
of the church in our day then we need 
to ponder the words of the great Puritan, 
John Owen: “When God shall be pleased 
to give unto the people who are called by 
his name, in a more abundant manner, 
pastors after his own heart, to feed them 
with knowledge and understanding, when 
he shall revive and increase a holy, humble, 
zealous, self-denying, powerful ministry, by 
a more plentiful effusion of his Spirit from 
above, then, and not until then, may we 
hope to see the pristine glory and beauty of 
our religion restored unto its primitive state 
and condition”  (Works, Vol. 7, p. 195). 

What then are we to seek in prayer for a 
new generation of ministers?
 
1. That they be men of God  
The ministry is a holy calling. Paul exhorts 
Timothy: “Take heed unto thyself, and 
unto the doctrine; continue in them: for 
in doing this thou shalt both save thyself, 
and them that hear thee” (1 Tim. 4:16). The 
old saying is true: “A minister’s life is the 
life of his ministry.” It was said of robert 
Murray M‘cheyne: “His preaching was the 
giving out of his inward life, the unfolding 
of his own soul’s experience as he grew 
in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord 
and Saviour.”  How true also is his oft-
quoted saying: “A holy minister is an awful 
weapon in the hand of God.”  The lack 
of holiness can have dire consequences. 
There are some solemn the words from 
John Owen: “If a man teach uprightly and 
walk crookedly, more will fall down in the 
night of his life than he built in the day of his 
doctrine” (quoted in John Blanchard, The 
Complete Gathered Gold, 2006, p. 493). 

In seeking to learn lessons from the ministry 

of Jonathan Edwards, Iain Murray observes 
how foolish it is to think that what we need 
today is “Edwards’ sermons in modern 
dress”. “The truth alone is not enough...
In preaching God makes men part of the 
message. Their heart and spirit has to be 
in harmony with what they say and this can 
only be as they are ‘filled with the Spirit’.” 

2. That they be men of the Word 
The whole end of the gospel ministry is to 
represent God and declare God’s Word 
in all its fulness. “If any man speak, let 
him speak as the oracles of God” (1 Pet. 
4:11). God sent christ as the “Sun of 
righteousness” to this fallen dark world. To 
convey christ’s light to human beings, God 
uses the means of “appointed ministers in 
his church to be subordinate lights, and to 
shine with the communication of christ’s 
light, and to reflect the beams of his glory 
on the souls of men” (Jonathan Edwards). 
The preacher comes with a “Thus saith 
the Lord God”. He is a herald and a 
trumpeter, sounding out the message. 
His primary responsibility is faithfulness 
to the whole counsel of God, “whether 
they will hear or whether they will forbear” 
(Ezek. 2:5). David Wells, in comparing 
the past with the present in preaching, 
said: “If the spirit of Puritanism was best 
represented graphically by a preacher in an 
elevated pulpit, the arm raised in vigorous 
punctuation upon the truth of God, that of 
modern evangelicalism is best represented 
today by the ubiquitous happy face, a 
bright smile beckoning smiles in return... It 
wishes not to appear disagreeable. It veers 
away from intruding upon the world any 
truth that might be discomfiting” (God in 
the Wilderness, 1995, p. 28).

There is much emphasis today on the 
need to be relevant but, as Simon Weil has 

CH Spurgeon Martyn Lloyd-Jones
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said, “To be always relevant, you have to 
say things that are eternal.” God’s Word 
abides unchanged and unchanging. Basic 
human needs remain unchanged since the 
Fall. In an address on J. Gresham Machen 
(1881-1937), author of God Transcendent, 
among other works, carl Truman exhorts 
preachers: “Preach the gospel of a 
transcendent God who saved men and 
women through the terrible and awesome 
sacrifice of His own Son on the Cross... And 
don’t worry if it’s not trendy. Being a bank 
manager is not trendy, but people still need 
to go to banks for help with their finances; 
being a car mechanic is not trendy, but 
people still need to go to a garage to get an 
MOT certificate; and people will still need 
someone to tell them how to get right with 
God” (Christianity, Liberalism and the New 
Evangelicalism, 2002, p. 26).

3. That they be on fire for God 
A minister of the gospel is not only “a 
shining light” but also “a burning light”.  
Jonathan Edwards, in explaining how a 
gospel minister is to be “a burning light”, 
points to the Holy Spirit, “the spring of 
divine life”, and whose energy is likened to 
fire. The Spirit’s presence, he believed, will 
be seen in a preacher as “a holy ardour”. 
“The inward holy ardour of his soul is 
exercised and manifested in his being 
zealous and fervent in his administration; 
for he is a burning light: which implies 
that his spiritual heat and holy ardour is 
not for himself only, but is communicative 
and for the benefit of others” (“The True 
Excellency of a Gospel Minister”, Works, 
Vol. 2, p. 957).  John Willison of Dundee 
(1680-1750) said: “When he is signally to 
increase his kingdom, he will raise up and 
qualify ministers for the work who shall be 
men of large hearts...inspired by a burning 
love to christ and the souls of men; inclined 

to prefer the good of Jerusalem above their 
chiefest joy” (Practical Works, p. 433).

The definition of preaching by Dr Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones is often quoted: “What is 
preaching? Logic on fire! Eloquent reason! 
Are these contradictions? Of course they 
are not. reason concerning this Truth 
ought to be mightily eloquent, as you 
see it in the case of the Apostle Paul and 
others. It is theology on fire. And a theology 
that does not take fire, I maintain, is a 
defective theology; or at least the man’s 
understanding of it is defective. Preaching 
is theology coming through a man who 
is on fire” (Preaching and Preachers, p. 
97). Earlier, Thomas Scott (1747-1821) 
declared: “He who will set the hearts of 
other men on fire with the love of Christ, 
must himself burn with love” (Force of Truth, 
Banner, p. 60). The value of this is summed 
up by Samuel chadwick: “Men ablaze are 
invincible. The stronghold of Satan is proof 
against everything but fire.”

CONCLUSION
Our concept of the ministry needs to undergo 
a change. We have gifted preachers in our 
churches and conferences but we need 
something more. Surely richard Baxter has 
a point when he says, “The preacher that 
speaks as if he saw the face of God doth 
more affect my heart though with common 
words than an irreverent man with the most 
exquisite preparations.” can we echo then 
the prayer of the dying David Brainerd:  
“Lord, let thy kingdom come. I longed for 
a spirit of preaching to descend and rest 
on ministers, that they might address the 
consciences of men with closeness and 
power. I saw that God had the residue of 
the Spirit; and my soul longed it should be 
poured from on high” (Iain Murray, Heroes, 
p. 43)? 

I. MELVILLE AND SCOTTISH 
HIgHER EDUCATION

Aristotle and ramus
Melville’s formative years on the continent 
brought him into contact with the French 
educationalist Petrus ramus and the 
teaching methods he espoused. The 
prevalent method of teaching in European 
universities of the Middle Ages was 
Aristotelian, which places a high emphasis 
on syllogism, or logical reasoning (e.g. All 
men are mortal.  John is a man.  Therefore 
John is mortal). ramism placed less 
emphasis on the rigid proof mechanisms of 
Aristotelian logic and instead emphasised 
the learning of rhetoric, of which style 
and delivery are significant components. 
ramus suggested three “laws” of teaching. 
The Law of Truth held that the basis of all 

The life and 
impact of
Andrew 
Melville
Part 3

Roy Bartle

The first two parts of this article gave an account of Andrew 
Melville’s life. This final part considers Melville’s contributions 
to Higher Education and to Church Government.

Petrus Ramus
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logic is an axiom: something self-evident 
that is universally held to be true but not 
because it has been formally proven.  The 
Law of Justice held that only material 
connected to the subject should form part 
of a discussion on that subject.  The Law 
of Wisdom held that the more self-evident 
material should be presented before the 
more detailed material. It has been argued 
that ramism implicitly teaches that learning 
should have a practical output.

On 8th May 1570, ramus was appointed 
visiting professor at Geneva and began 
instruction on his educational method.  
This was much disliked by Beza, who 
thought ramus’ scheme to be arbitrary, 
and curtailed his lectureship. Melville, 
however, supported ramus and followed 
him to Lausanne to hear the continuation of 
his lectures during summer 1570.  Stephen 
reid argues that Melville’s own educational 
approach was not pure ramism but rather 
one in which Aristotelian logic was combined 
with a ramist style that emphasised 
the practical utility of the subject being 
delivered. Indeed a commission, appointed 
by the October 1583 General Assembly 
to investigate the Protestantisation of 
Scottish higher education, cautioned 
against an unguarded reading of Aristotle, 
and instructed university tutors “to mark 
and note the places, consute and evict the 
errors, and admonish the youth to eschew 
the same.”

Melville’s Glasgow reforms
Melville’s tenure as Principal at Glasgow saw 
much emphasis given to subjects and skills 
that were useful to future ministers and others 
seeking a greater insight into the Scriptures.  
Aristotle’s works, which had hitherto been 
read in Latin, were read in Greek instead, 
which provided practice for new Testament 

study. church history was taught, and 
Hebrew instruction was given using the 
Psalms, Solomonic books, and the Book 
of Ezra. courses on rhetoric, mathematics, 
geography, and moral philosophy were also 
given, which were somewhat innovative 
at the time and may evidence a ramist 
pragmatism to Melville’s educational model. 
The practice of one tutor’s being responsible 
for the entire course of a cohort’s studies 
was abandoned, with subject chairs being 
put in its place.  Melville also had a concern 
for the spiritual instruction of his pupils, 
lecturing through the entire Bible in six years.

Melville, like many of his counterparts 
(whom Thomas M‘crie characterises 
as being “ignorant of the art of creating 
divines by certain mystic words and rites 
and symbols”), was opposed to the 
conferral of divinity degrees. He believed 
that an undergraduate arts education, 
followed by a divinity programme, was a 
superlative way of providing training for the 
ministry. A 1576 governmental visitation 
to St Andrews referred the matter to the 
General Assembly, which does not appear 
to have considered the controversy, but 
a 1579 commission of the Privy council 
established St Mary’s as the St Andrews 
college for divinity students, offering a four-
year postgraduate course in Old and new 
Testament interpretation, Hebrew, Aramaic, 
and Greek, church history, dogmatics (with 
calvin’s Institutes as the core textbook), and 
the art of preaching. Under Gladstanes, St 
Andrews restored the conferral of divinity 
degrees and doctorates in 1616.

The effect of Melville’s reforms
Despite the Melvilles’ translations to St 
Andrews in 1580, the changing political 
tide in Scotland, and Andrew Melville’s 
fall from political favour, meant that his 

reforms at Glasgow and St Andrews and 
his collaboration with Alexander Arbuthnot 
in reforming King’s college, Aberdeen, 
were at least partially reversed in the years 
following his removal from St Andrews in 
1606. This political shift to Erastianism 
was reflected in the 1597 governmental 
visitation to St Andrews that sought the 
reestablishment of an honorary divinity 
doctorate, which was eventually realised in 
1616 – by direct request of King James – 
under the principalship of robert Howie.

One lasting effect of Melville’s educational 
reforms on the Scottish church is the 
cultivation of an educated ministry, the 
idea of which was initially much advanced 
by the Genevan reformers, and which 
continues to impact upon ecclesiastical 
appointments in the continental reformed 

denominations. The 1575 Scottish General 
Assembly enacted that a proficiency in 
Latin should be required of a ministerial 
candidate, unless that person showed other 
uncommon academic gifts or exceptional 
piety. This position has developed into the 
view, shared in the professing reformed 
and Presbyterian denominations in 
Scotland today, that the completion of an 
undergraduate degree is ordinarily required 
of a candidate for the ministry.  

Melville’s critical approach
Implicit in this view is the rational approach 
to learning that Melville taught and 
embraced from his ramist training.  As 
noted, the prevailing pedagogic approach 
at the outset of Melville’s academic career in 
Scotland was an unquestioning acceptance 
of certain classical philosophers and their 

King’s College, Aberdeen
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contribution to philosophy, and it was in 
this unquestioning atmosphere that roman 
catholic clergy were taught. By contrast, 
Melville taught that sources were to be 
handled critically, that an excessive respect 
of persons was injurious to the advancement 
of knowledge, and that holding particular 
views merely from tradition undermined the 
authority of Scripture.  

These primarily didactic positions were 
maintained especially at King’s college, 
Aberdeen; at Glasgow and, to a lesser 
extent, at St Andrews, between Melville’s 
active years and the resurgence of 
Presbyterian thought that culminated in 
the Second reformation.  It can therefore 
be well argued that Melville’s emphasis on 
source-based information, and his dismissal 
of false traditions and superstitions, was the 
academic environment in which many of the 
Scottish leaders of the Second reformation 
were trained. Such an approach to sources 
served well when these men transferred 
their attention to spiritual matters. They were 
not encumbered by an undue reverence 
to academic or ecclesiastical tradition, 
but were prepared to submit themselves 
unreservedly to their source material – the 
Bible – to teach only what it teaches, and 
to fully teach what it teaches.  This was the 
view of the Genevan reformers, the view 
of Knox and Wishart and others of the First 
reformation in Scotland, and it would in 
time become the view of Scripture required 
by office-bearers of those denominations 
that pledged the Westminster confession 
of Faith as their subordinate standard: “The 
Supreme Judge, by which all controversies 
of religion are to be determined, and all 
decrees of councils, opinions of ancient 
writers, doctrines of men, and private 
spirits, are to be examined, and in whose 
sentence we are to rest, can be no other 

but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture” 
(chapter 1, Section 10).

However, the position of Melville and the 
other reformers was not the position that 
would later be taken by the Higher critical 
movement. The latter could be said to be 
a sceptical or agnostic perversion of the 
former. The chief distinction is that the 
reformed position primarily investigates 
and analyses what God teaches, whereas 
the Higher critical position questions 
where God’s teaching can be found.  The 
Reformers had little difficulty in accepting 
Scripture as inspired, infallible, and inerrant 
– because it claims to be, because christ 
held it so, and because the Word is 
promised to always be within the church 
(Mt. 5:18). The Higher critical movement, 
and its various successors, hold the 
books of the Bible as mere historical 
manuscripts, some of which may contain 
God’s revelation. The reformers held that 
the Bible is God’s revelation.

II. MELVILLE AND CHURCH
 gOVERNMENT
William cunningham grouped types of 
church government into three categories: 
Popish, Erastian, and Presbyterian. The 
Popish form was dominant in the late Dark 
Ages and through the Middle Ages and 
emphasised a hierarchical church, with 
priests, bishops, and archbishops and, 
at the very top, one man.  In the roman 
catholic system, this man was the Pope, 
who came to adopt the blasphemous title of 
“Vicar of christ.”  In church-State relations, 
Popery holds that the church is supreme 
over the State.  By contrast, Erastianism 
(or Prelacy) holds that the State is supreme 
over the church, and the typical result is 
that the church is viewed as an arm of 
the civil service.  Henry VIII of England did 

much to develop Erastian thought and the 
best examples of Erastianism are found 
in countries where Anglicanism is the 
established state religion.

Whilst Knox and his colleagues had gone 
some way to reorganising Scottish church 
government along the more biblical lines 
outlined in the First Book of Discipline, it 
was left to Melville’s generation – perhaps 
with greater knowledge of Geneva’s more 
thoroughly reformed church government – 
to complete the reform of church government 
in Scotland.  The resulting document was 
the 1578 Second Book of Discipline, which 
is very similar in content to the 1645 Form of 
Presbyterial church Government that was 
a production of the Westminster Assembly.  
Melville receives much of the credit for the 
Second Book of Discipline.  John Hill Burton 
suggested that it “was the work chiefly 
of Andrew Melville”, and W.S. Provand 
reckoned it Melville’s “work as decisively as 
the First Book was the work of Knox.” yet, 
whilst Melville was undoubtedly a principal 
author of the Second Book, it is unfair to 
neglect the contribution of other members 
of the General Assembly who, although 
not acknowledged by an introduction that 
lists no authors, are known to the Lord. 
That the Second Book was a collaborative 
production was the view of calderwood in 
his preface to the 1621 edition, in which 
he describes the production as “penned 
by the ministers of the reformed kirk,” and 
also of James Kirk in his introduction to the 
1980 edition. 

CONCLUSION
Melville’s contribution to Presbyterian 
church government did not end with the 
system of ecclesiastical doctrine expressed 
in the Second Book. He maintained 
vigorous support for its implementation in 

the church, and recognition in civil law, 
throughout his life.  Melville’s activities in the 
discipline of the Erastian, Montgomery, in 
1582 and his preaching against that system 
at the Assembly that same year; his various 
addresses to the Scottish Privy council; his 
attempts to reverse Adamson’s Erastianism 
in 1587 and successfully before the latter’s 
death in 1592; his military attachment 
against the Papist rebellion in 1595; his 
famous “two kingdoms” speech before 
King James in 1596; his support of the 
legitimacy of the 1605 Aberdeen Assembly, 
which greatly precipitated his incarceration 
in the Tower; the body of Latin verse he 
wrote on the subject of church government; 
and the letters he wrote to support Scottish 
Presbyterianism whilst exiled to Sedan – all 
these practical activities were undertaken 
to promote Biblical church government. 
Andrew Melville was a person for whom 
a rigorous academic bearing upon the 
Bible was not mere intellectual fervour, but 
a relish to know more of the glory of God 
and the person and work of the Lord Jesus 
christ. This is the greatest inquiry that man 
must make, and it finds expression in the 
first Answer of the Shorter Catechism: 
“Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to 
enjoy Him for ever.”

For Andrew Melville, manifestation of 
the glory of God on earth included the 
ecclesiastical form that He instructs His 
body on earth to take.  That body has 
members, who make public profession of a 
“lively hope” (1 Pet. 1:3); it has deacons, to 
care for the temporal affairs of the church 
(1 Tim. 3:10); it has teaching elders (Mt. 
23:34, 1 Tim. 3:1-7), and ruling elders 
(rom. 12:7-8, 1 cor. 12:28).  That body 
has one head (Eph. 1:20-23): not the Pope, 
nor any earthly monarch – but “the King of 
Kings, and Lord of Lords” (rev. 19:16).
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but with limited success. Barclay had an 
answer to every point that was raised and 
the members of Presbytery found that they 
were no match for his oratory. In 1767 
Barclay republished his Dissertation; and 
various other works of a similar nature 
followed. In 1772 Dow died, and the people 
of Fettercairn wanted Barclay as their 
new minister, but the Presbytery refused 
to grant him a certificate of character. 
Barclay appealed to the Synod and then 
to the General Assembly – at which he 
was represented by James Boswell, the 
biographer of Samuel Johnson – but his 
appeal was unsuccessful. When he lost his 
case at the Assembly on 24th May 1773 
he separated from the church of Scotland. 

II. THE FORMATION OF THE BEREANS
Barclay’s followers in Fettercairn 
immediately separated from the church 
of Scotland as well, and he soon had a 
congregation there numbering well over 
a thousand. A church was built at nearby 
Sauchieburn, which still stands, but 
Barclay declined to be their minister, and 
instead James Macrae was settled as 
pastor. The Sauchieburn congregation split 
in 1779, with the Berean section relocating 
in Laurencekirk and continuing until the 
mid-1840s.

What is remarkable, however, is that in the 
fortnight or so that he was in Edinburgh, 
waiting on the 1773 Assembly, Barclay’s 
preaching was so persuasive that several 
hundred people in Edinburgh also 
separated from the church of Scotland 
to form a Berean congregation. Some 
of the ministers in Edinburgh were cold 
Moderates, doubtless, but others were 
evangelical, such as John Erskine of 
Greyfriars (1721-1803) and robert Walker 
of the High church (1716-1783); but 

whether it was from the evangelicals or 
the Moderates that Barclay was drawing 
his people is not clear. In either case, his 
eloquence must have been exceptional. 
In September 1773, Barclay was called to 
be the minister of this congregation, which 
he accepted, and in October of that year 
he was ordained by a group of English 
Dissenting ministers in newcastle. 

Over the next few years, Berean 
congregations were formed in Aberdeen, 
Montrose, Brechin, Arbroath, Dundee, 
Kirkcaldy, Stirling, Crieff, Glasgow, and 
Paisley, and probably elsewhere in 
Scotland. Barclay’s writings had also found 
their way down to England, and after a 
couple of years in Edinburgh, he accepted 
an invitation to visit some supporters in 
London. Here he was able to found further 
Berean congregations, and also two 
congregations in Bristol. According to a 
writer in 1805, Berean congregations were 
also formed in “Pennsylvania, the carolinas, 
and other states in America”.

John Barclay (1734-1798) was a church 
of Scotland probationer of great oratorical 
ability but erratic theology who separated 
from the church of Scotland in 1773 to 
form the so-called “Berean” church. The 
Bereans had congregations in Scotland, 
England, and America and lasted at 
least into the 1850s. For thirty-five years 
after Barclay’s death, the Edinburgh 
congregation of the Bereans met in the 
Magdalen chapel.

I. JOHN BARCLAY
John Barclay was born in Muthil, Perthshire 
in 1734 and attended St Andrews 
University where he studied under the 
heterodox Professor Archibald campbell. 
He was licensed to preach the Gospel by 

the Presbytery of Auchterarder in 1759 
and the following year became assistant to 
James Jobson, minister of Errol. Within a 
couple of years, however, he and Jobson 
had fallen out on doctrinal matters. In 1764 
Barclay moved to Fettercairn in the Mearns 
to become assistant to Anthony Dow. 

In Fettercairn Barclay became enormously 
popular with the people on account of his 
eloquence and zeal, but ran into trouble 
with the Presbytery of Fordoun. In 1766 
he published a paraphrase on the Book 
of Psalms together with a Dissertation 
(see below) on how the Psalms were to 
be understood. The Moderate members of 
the Presbytery attempted to discipline him 
for the views expressed in the Dissertation, 

John Barclay, 
the Bereans, 

and the 
Magdalen Chapel

James Murray who ordained Barclay

Sauchieburn Berean Chapel Dr John Erskine
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The Berean movement was evidently 
a religious revival of sorts, but there 
were serious problems with Barclay’s 
doctrine, and the effect of the movement 
did not last long. According to the rather 
sentimental Adam Philip, wherever Berean 
congregations were planted, “a taste for 
religious knowledge, the reading and study 
of the Bible began to prevail to a great 
extent; the morals of the people were 
improved, and vice and profaneness, as 
ashamed, were made to hide their heads. 
Temperance, sobriety, and regularity of 

behaviour sensibly discovered themselves 
throughout all ranks.” All this may have 
been true, but so too, probably, was the 
assessment of the hostile Gavin Struthers 
in 1843: “At first [the Berean movement] 
made very great progress. It was, however, 
a mere spring-tide popularity. It soon died 
away, and left those places dry which at first 
had been deeply flooded with its waters.”

III. THE EDINBURgH BEREANS AND 
THE MAgDALEN CHApEL
In Edinburgh, the Bereans at first met 
in St Andrews chapel at the bottom of 
Carrubber’s Close, off the High Street. This 
had originally been built as a playhouse 
by the poet Allan ramsay in 1736, but, 
the venture proving abortive, it had been 
adapted as a place of worship. The 
Bereans shared the building with a debating 
society called “The Pantheon”. The Berean 
communion flagon from 1773, and their 
punch for making communion tokens, 
dated 1795, are both in the Museum of 
Scotland. Berean numbers had declined 
by the 1790s, and Barclay died suddenly 
in July 1798, to be succeeded as minister 
of the congregation by James Donaldson. 

At this point, the Edinburgh Bereans 
moved to the much smaller Magdalen 
chapel which they rented for the next 
thirty-five years. Donaldson died in 1824, 
but in 1826 they had enough vigour to 
republish Barclay’s Dissertation on the 
Psalms as a preface to an edition of the 
1650 metrical psalms and the Paraphrases 
(complete with Barclay’s annotations). The 
same year, James Urquhart became the 
new minister of the congregation, but 
his election caused a split; and when a 
second split soon followed, he resigned. 
In January 1835, the nearby Old Greyfriars 
church of Scotland started a mission in 

Allan Ramsay’s shop, next to Carrubber’s Close

Plaque at Sauchieburn to James MacRae



18 The Bulwark April - June 2017 19

the cowgate and began to hold services 
in the Magdalen chapel (see next article). 
The Bereans moved into a schoolroom 
connected to the chapel, but by this time 
their numbers were below 50. In 1839, 
Daniel Hollis was ordained as pastor, and 
he was still in that position in 1843, but 
thereafter the congregation disappears 
from record.

IV. BARCLAY’S DOCTRINE
Barclay’s doctrine was broadly orthodox 
and calvinistic but with some dangerous 
errors. His fundamental error was his view 
that assurance of salvation is of the essence 
of faith, and that the true believer is always 
in a state of confident assurance and joy. 
Any lack of assurance was therefore taken 
as a proof that the person in question was 
not a true believer at all. 

The problems with this position of 
Barclay’s are immediately obvious. As his 
contemporary, the Baptist writer Archibald 
M‘Lean, commented: “His maxim was that 
every man who doubted of his justification 
– since God had said, ‘He that believeth 
shall be saved’ – was making God a liar. 
But certainly it is one thing to know that 
God is true, and speaks what is true, and 
quite another thing to know that I am a 
true believer. yet these things he always 
confounded… Such high extravagant 
notions of assurance are not consistent 
with the nature of man… A deceitful heart 
will lead a man, from vanity and other 
motives, to deceive himself. Too many of 
Barclay’s disciples lived to manifest to the 
world, if not to themselves, that they had 
been assuring their conscience of what 
was not true. In a few years, many who 
entered by the door of assurance went 
back to the world by the postern gate of 
sin.”

To buttress this fundamental error, Barclay 
added another that was equally pernicious. 
Arguing from the verse, “no prophecy of the 
scripture is of any private interpretation” (2 
Pet. 1:20), he maintained in his Dissertation 
on the Psalms that they never speak of the 
spiritual experience of David, and Asaph, 
and the other human writers, but are to 
be applied exclusively to the experience 
of christ (or sometimes the church). 
Thus the Psalms are not to be regarded 
as normative of christian experience. 
So, for example, the words in Ps. 30:6-7 
(“And in my prosperity I said, I shall never 
be moved. Lord, by thy favour thou hast 
made my mountain to stand strong: thou 
didst hide thy face, and I was troubled”) are 
not David’s but christ’s, and they in no way 
prove that God ever hides his face from his 
people. Barclay proceeded in this manner 
through the whole Book of Psalms, putting 
the most incongruous verses into the 
mouth of christ: “The Lord is my shepherd” 
(Ps 23:1); “Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; 
and in sin did my mother conceive me” (Ps 
51:5); “I have gone astray like a lost sheep; 
seek thy servant; for I do not forget thy 
commandments” (Ps. 119:176).

The effect of all this, apart from gravely 
misleading his people in the interpretation 
of a central part of the Word of God, and 
distorting their understanding of the rest of 
Scripture, was to puff them up with ideas 
that they had superior scriptural insight 
to everyone else. The very name that 
they adopted, “the Bereans” (Acts 17:10-
11), suggests a sense of superiority. As 
Struthers commented: “in their peculiar 
designation, there quietly lurked a good 
deal of self-sufficiency, as if they were 
the only christians who searched the 
Bible, and took their creed from its sacred 
pages”.

Barclay had some other unusual views. 
He had embraced the position of his 
professor, Archibald campbell, that there 
can be no knowledge of God, even at 
an intellectual level, without revelation, or 
in other words that we can learn nothing 
from natural theology. This view, at least in 
Barclay’s hands, was inconsistent with the 
Westminster confession of Faith. He also 
believed that the sin against the Holy Ghost 
was merely unbelief.

One would have to live with Barclay’s 
teaching for a while to realise its full effects, 
but it is difficult to see how it fitted in with 
ordinary christian life. What did his followers 
do when they fell into serious sin, or when 
they had doubts about the genuineness of 
their religious experience? They did not have 
the Psalms to comfort them or to help them 
understand their spiritual circumstances. 
The only Berean writings seem to have 
been Barclay’s paraphrases and hymns, 
which are heavily doctrinal in flavour, and 
various controversial publications. One is 
left with little impression of a practical and 
devotional side to their religion.

V. BARCLAY’S REpUTATION
Barclay has escaped rather lightly at 
the hands of his biographers. There is 
no detailed account of his life, but the 
entries on him in works of reference tend 
either to be favourable (Biographical 
Dictionary of Eminent Scotsmen, Hastings’ 
Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics) 
or neutral, and generally portray him as 
a harmless evangelical victimized at the 
hand of the Moderates of his day. There 
may be an element of truth in this (and he 
may have come across better in real life 
than in his writings), but there are several 
considerations which greatly reduce one’s 
sympathy for him. One is that he was 

seriously wrong in the peculiar positions 
that he adopted; another, that he was very 
much the aggressor in his disputes; a third, 
that he attacked not only Moderates but 
everyone whose position differed from his; 
and a fourth that he showed not the least 
respect for anyone else or for their opinions.

All this can be seen, for example, in the 
following extract from the 1767 edition 
of his Dissertation on the Psalms. To 
appreciate the context, one has to 
remember that the writer was at the 
time a church of Scotland probationer 
who had subscribed the Westminster 
confession eight years previously and 
who had a particular duty of respect to 
the Presbytery of Fordoun within whose 
bounds he was labouring. Furthermore, 
he was actively seeking ordination in the 
church of Scotland, which would involve 
further subscription of the Westminster 
confession; and the teaching that he is 
dismissing was the historic position of that 
church, as expressed in the Westminster 
confession. It was also the historic 
position of the whole christian church 
(including reformers such as calvin, 
Luther, and Knox), and was presumably 
the position of most or all of the ministers 
on the Presbytery of Fordoun.

“If this matter [i.e. understanding the 
Psalms exclusively of Christ] had been 
well attended to, we had not seen 
reverend fathers and admired doctors 
gravely explaining, that is, perverting and 
destroying the new Testament by the Old, 
casting the vail of Moses again upon the 
face of Jesus, and hiding the glory by that 
which in itself had no glory, spreading 
night and tenfold darkness between us 
and the Sun of righteousness, giving us 
stones for bread, serpents for fishes, the 
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letter, instead of the Spirit, the ministration 
of death, instead of life, the reveries of 
their own carnalized imaginations, instead 
of the eternal truths and consolations 
of the Holy Spirit. Let the reader, who is 
acquainted with such teachers and their 
adherents, judge how far they are guilty. 
How dangerous are their glosses upon 
the Psalms!... you will hardly meet with a 
place of public teaching in the kingdom 
wholly free from the gross abuse here 
complained of” (Rejoice Evermore, p. xxiv).

This was Barclay’s published opinion of the 
church of Scotland in 1767, which he was 
reiterating rather than retracting; and it was 
not unreasonable, after such an attack, for 
the Presbytery and the General Assembly 
to refuse him a certificate of character. 
Indeed, it is hardly to his credit that he was 
seeking one from them. He was manifestly 
unsuitable to be a minister in the church 
of Scotland – or to be a minister at all – 
and there is no doubt that the Presbytery 
of Fordoun should have removed his 
probationer’s licence there and then. 

The quotation just given is no isolated 
statement, but a summary of Barclay’s 
general attitude towards everyone else; 
and if anything he became bolder in 
his denunciations once he had left the 
church of Scotland. In 1783, in his Close 
Examination into the Truth of Several 
Received Principles, he dismissed part 
of the 21st chapter of the Westminster 
confession. He is speaking here of the 
church of Scotland, along with “all her 
sworn adherents, and zealous sticklers 
for her national established uniformity and 
standards; whether Seceders, relief-men, 
or cameronians, or English Presbyterians, 
etc., throughout all their divisions and 
subdivisions without end.

“What have they embraced and sworn 
faithfully to cleave unto, as the darling 
of their hearts, until God shall separate 
them by death? Why these very terms…
viz. ‘That the light of nature showeth that 
there is a God, who hath lordship and 
sovereignty over all; is good, and doeth 
good unto all; and is therefore to be feared, 
loved, praised, called upon, trusted in, 
and served with all the heart, and with all 
the soul, and with all the might.’ Remark. 
If this assertion of theirs be true, then, 
the Scripture assertions are false, That 
the world by wisdom knew not God; that 
the natural man knoweth not the things of 
God, neither can he know them, because 
they are spiritually discerned.” 

Barclay seemed to think that the statements 
of the Westminster confession that he was 
attacking were so insecurely founded that 
they could be refuted simply by quoting a 
couple of well-known scriptures. Many of 
the arguments in his various publications 
are similarly superficial. His recent entry in 
the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
speaks of him as “a metaphysician rather 
than a prophet, an acute reasoner rather 
than an inspirational visionary”, but this is 
excessively generous. He was none of the 
four things mentioned.

VI. CONCLUSION
Our main interest in Barclay is that his 
followers were connected with the 
Magdalen chapel for nearly half a century. 
The literature of the Berean movement is 
unedifying because it is denunciatory and 
full of error, but nevertheless the study of 
an erroneous religious movement should 
not be entirely without profit. God allowed 
this error to flourish for one or more holy 
purposes, and we should consider what 
these might be.

One purpose, at least, is to highlight 
the importance of correct views on the 
doctrine of assurance. Historically, the 
church of rome has rejected the possibility 
of assurance altogether, whereas the 
Bereans (and some modern writers) run 
to the opposite extreme. How thankful 
we should be for the concise, balanced, 
and biblical teaching of the Westminster 
confession:

“Although hypocrites and other 
unregenerate men may vainly deceive 
themselves with false hopes and carnal 
presumptions of being in the favour of 
God, and estate of salvation (which hope 
of theirs shall perish): yet such as truly 
believe in the Lord Jesus, and love Him in 
sincerity, endeavouring to walk in all good 
conscience before Him, may, in this life, be 
certainly assured that they are in the state 
of grace, and may rejoice in the hope of 
the glory of God, which hope shall never 
make them ashamed… This infallible 
assurance does not so belong to the 
essence of faith, but that a true believer 
may wait long, and conflict with many 
difficulties, before he be partaker of it: yet, 
being enabled by the Spirit to know the 
things which are freely given him of God, 
he may, without extraordinary revelation 
in the right use of ordinary means, attain 
thereunto…True believers may have the 
assurance of their salvation divers ways 
shaken, diminished, and intermitted; as, 
by negligence in preserving of it, by falling 
into some special sin which wounds the 
conscience and grieves the Spirit; by some 
sudden or vehement temptation, by God’s 
withdrawing the light of His countenance, 
and suffering even such as fear Him to 
walk in darkness and to have no light: yet 
are they never so utterly destitute of that 
seed of God, and life of faith, that love 

of christ and the brethren, that sincerity 
of heart, and conscience of duty, out of 
which, by the operation of the Spirit, this 
assurance may, in due time, be revived; 
and by the which, in the mean time, they 
are supported from utter despair.”

Magdalen Chapel, Edinburgh
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I. A NEw CHARgE IN EDINBURgH
In 1837, Thomas Guthrie, a young minister, 
stood on George IV Bridge in Edinburgh 
and surveyed the destitution of the valley 
– the cowgate – below him. It was his new 
parish, and a scene of destitution, hardship, 
and spiritual desolation. On the Lord’s 
Day, his congregation at Greyfriars was 
composed of quite different people. His 
ministry quickly filled the church whenever 
he occupied the pulpit, but it was with 
the rich and noble of the town, without a 
beggar in sight. The poor who surrounded 
the church, living in the crowded tenements 
of cowgate, were shut out from hearing 
the gospel because they could not afford 
to pay to rent a pew in the parish church. 
The gospel had become a luxury affordable 
to purchase by only the wealthy of society. 

Having been minister of Arbirlot, Angus, 
since 1830, in 1837 Guthrie received a 
call to become assistant minister to rev. 
John Sym at Old Greyfriars Parish church, 
Edinburgh. none less than Dr James Begg 
wrote urging Guthrie to accept the charge 
– “I know of no man in Scotland so well 
fitted for the situation as yourself.” Going 
against the tide of his own fears and 
feelings, Guthrie accepted the call and 
settled into his new parish, being inducted 
on 21st September, 1837.

II. pREACHINg TO THE pOOR
Being a shared charge, Guthrie and Sym 
were called on to preach but once each 
Sabbath at Greyfriars. Finding the poor shut 
out from the church – and no doubt fired 

THoMAS guTHRiE 
And THE 

MAgdAlEn CHAPEl
Matthew Hyde

A notebook has recently come to light containing some sermons preached by 
Thomas Guthrie in 1839 and 1840, almost certainly at the Magdalen Chapel.

by the same burning which the Apostle and 
all Gospel ministers know: “necessity is laid 
upon me; yea, woe is unto me, if I preach not 
the gospel!” – Sym had used his Sabbath 
afternoons to gather the poor of the parish 
to preach to them. The building used for 
these gatherings was the nearby Magdalen 
chapel where services had started in 
January 1835. When Guthrie joined Sym 
as minister at Greyfriars, he joined the rota 
for the Magdalen chapel, and so, having 
preached to the wealthy in the morning at 
Greyfriars, in the afternoon the poor enjoyed 
free admittance to hear the man who would 
became known as the preeminent preacher 
in Scotland.

Guthrie describes the situation in the 
following way:

“With my excellent and able colleague [John 
Sym], I have a parish where there are two 
congregations. We have in the Greyfriars 
church a congregation of ladies and 
gentlemen, and in the Magdalene chapel we 
have a not less interesting—to me, in some 
respects a more interesting congregation, in 
so far as it contains some who, like the lost 
sheep of the wilderness, have been brought 
back by the parochial system graciously 
and rejoicingly to the fold they had left. Very 
lately the Lord’s Supper was dispensed in 
our church, when both these congregations 
mingled together. It delighted me to see a 
street beggar, to whom I, as well as others, 
had often given charity, decently attired and 
sitting side by side with the wealthy at the 
table of our common Lord.

“When I preached there [the Magdalen 
Chapel] on Sunday afternoons, the seats 
were free, in the first instance, only to the 
poor parishioners of the district. Till they 
were accommodated, others had to wait 

at the door. And a curious and interesting 
sight it was to see two lines of ladies and 
gentlemen stretching out into the street, 
as they waited their time, while ‘the poor, 
and the maimed, and the halt, and the 
blind’ marched up between them to take 
precedence in the House of God. The 
gold ring and the goodly apparel were at a 
discount, with us in the cowgate, where the 
respectable stood in the passages, and the 
poorest of the poor occupied the pews.”

Here, at the Magdalen chapel, Guthrie’s 
ministry was greatly blessed. The poor of 
cowgate became very attached to “their 
minister.” 

III. A NEw pARISH CHURCH
One of Guthrie’s conditions of accepting the 
charge was an understanding that the large 
parish of Greyfriars – at that time with one 
parish church, but two ministers – would 
eventually be split under Thomas chalmers’ 
scheme for church extension. In time this 
would provide Guthrie with a new church 
and parish in which to labour. As soon as 
Guthrie arrived in Edinburgh he began the 
process which would allow this to happen. 

Splitting a parish cannot have been easy. 
naturally one would expect the minister to 
be drawn to the richer areas of the parish to 
establish a new church. There was the hope 
of monetary income to provide for the needs 
of church and minister. There were the 
congenial surroundings of the well-furnished 
parlours for pastoral visits. But for Guthrie, it 
was the poor to which his heart was drawn, 
and to the poor that he desired to preach. 

Guthrie therefore looked to the cowgate as 
being the location for his new church, and 
it was the cowgate which was to become 
Guthrie’s “valley of dry bones.” It was a 

Thomas Guthrie’s autograph Thomas Guthrie



26 The Bulwark April - June 2017 27

venture of faith – “can these bones live?” 
But live they did, and as the Spirit blessed 
Guthrie’s ministry among them, many of 
the poor, destitute, society outcasts were 
converted and their lives became testimony 
to the power of saving grace.

So in 1839 work began on building the new 
St. John’s church in Victoria Street. It was 
opened in 1840, and Guthrie became the 
first minister. 

St John’s was known as the “levelling 
church” because, here the most eminent 
characters in society, the likes of William 
Ewart Gladstone (future Prime Minister), 
Thomas chalmers (leader of the Disruption), 
Hugh Miller (the journalist), Dr James 
young Simpson (the father of modern 
anaesthetics), and William Makepeace 
Thackeray (well-known literary figure) sat 
in the pews alongside the poor, and the 
outcasts of society. The well-to-do were 
quite literally outnumbered by their poor 
counterparts, practical proof that – “not 
many wise men after the flesh, not many 
mighty, not many noble, are called: But 
God hath chosen the foolish things of the 
world to confound the wise; and God hath 
chosen the weak things of the world to 
confound the things which are mighty; And 
base things of the world, and things which 
are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and 
things which are not, to bring to nought 
things that are: That no flesh should glory 
in his presence.” 

After the Disruption of 1843, Guthrie’s 
congregation worshipped for two years 
in the Methodist Hall in nicholson Square 
before moving into the purpose built Free 
St John’s, Johnston Terrace (now St 
columba’s Free church) in 1845. It had 
seats for 1200 people. 

IV. gUTHRIE’S pREACHINg
Of Guthrie, Oliphant Smeaton (son of 
Professor George Smeaton), wrote:

“Though the Edinburgh pulpit was at this 
time exceedingly strong in pious, evangelical, 
and earnest ministers — the revs. Dr. r.S. 
candlish being in St. George’s, Dr. Gordon at 
the High church, Dr. cunningham at Trinity 
college church, Dr. Bruce at St. Andrew’s, 
Dr. J. Buchanan at north Leith, Dr. charles 
Brown in the new north, and Dr. Begg at 
Liberton — yet the opinion was widely 
current that, with the solitary exception of 
Dr. chalmers, Dr. Guthrie was the greatest 
pulpit orator in the city.”

However, until recently we have known 
but little about the content of his ministry 
sermons. Most of his later publications 
consisted of books of his sermons, but 
produced in retirement, and no doubt the 
polished products of many hours of patient 
editing. His sons tell us in their memoir 
of their father that there was a “marked 
alteration between Dr. Guthrie’s sermons in 
early and later years.” 

Guthrie himself said of his early ministry in 
Edinburgh: 

“In the view of going to Edinburgh, I had 
resolved to adhere to the same style 
of preaching which seemed to make 
me popular and acceptable at Arbirlot, 
concluding that, as God had fashioned all 
men’s hearts alike, human nature was the 
same in the town as in the country—in ladies 
and gentlemen as in lads and lasses. There 
were not two gospels; and I knew from the 
example of our Saviour’s discourses that the 
highest taste might be gratified by one of 
whom it might be said, ‘the common people 
heard him gladly.’ I had read how ministers, 

who were popular in the country lost all their 
attractions and failed when they were taken 
to Edinburgh. Fancying that they must adopt 
there a superior and more intellectual style 
of preaching, they abandoned their natural 
and efficient for a stiff and stilted manner. 
On this, which has proved to many a rock 
ahead, I resolved not to make shipwreck; 
while, at the same time, I resolved to 
spare no pains, nor toil, nor time, in careful 
preparation, in making my descriptions 
graphic, my statements lucid, my appeals 
pathetic, in filling my discourses, in fact, with 
what would both strike and stick.”

recently, a record of Guthrie’s ministry 
during his early years in Edinburgh has 
come to light. It consists of a tatty, leather-
bound volume containing notes of nineteen 
sermons preached by Guthrie between 15th 
December 1839 and 12th July 1840. The 
volume had previously belonged to rev. 
Donald MacKinnon, Free church minister in 
Portree. Four of the sermons were published 
in his congregational magazine, The Old 
Banner, but the remaining fifteen sermons 
have never been published.

V. DR JOHN CARMENT
The recording of these sermons was the 
work of Dr John carment (1817-1901). 
carment was the second son of rev. 
David carment (1772-1856), a Disruption 
worthy, a friend of Dr John Love, and 
minister at Duke Street Gaelic chapel, 
Glasgow, and then at rosskeen. John 
carment’s brother, James (1816-1880), 
was Free church minister at comrie. 
Educated at King’s college, Aberdeen, 
John carment became a leading solicitor 
before the court of Session in Edinburgh 
and a partner in the firm of Carment, 
Wedderburn and Watson. carment Drive 
in Glasgow is named after him. 

In 1836 or 1837 carment fathered an 
illegitimate child, with catherine McDowell. 
The son of this relationship, John carment 
Urquhart (he took the surname of the 
man his mother subsequently married), 
became a leading Baptist minister, and 
a strong opponent of Higher criticism. 
John Urquhart held pastorates at St 
Andrews, Leith, Kirkcaldy, Glasgow, and 
Weston-super-Mare, punctuated by a 
time as a missionary in India. A friend of 
c.H. Spurgeon, he was one of the few 
ministers who stood with Spurgeon during 
the Downgrade controversy. He was a 
man who held the Bible to be the Word 
of God from Genesis to revelation. John 
Urquhart’s son, rev. carment Urquhart 
(1888-1945), settled in Australia where he 
founded the Perth Bible Institute.

John carment later married Marion 
Anderson, with whom he had no children. 
A close friend of Guthrie’s, they appear to 

 Dr John Carment
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have shared an interest in the poor. In later 
years at St. John’s, carment was one of 
Guthrie’s Bible class Leaders, in which 
role he spent the Lord’s Day afternoons 
instructing the poor men of cowgate in the 
fundamental truths of the Bible.

Of the nineteen sermons in the notebook, 
seven are recorded as being preached in 
the afternoon (presumably at Magdalen 
chapel), eleven at morning services 
(presumably at Greyfriars), and one at the 
evening service of a communion held on 
26th April 1840. Intriguingly the volume is 
stated to be “Volume 5” on the title-page, 
so presumably other records of Guthrie’s 
early ministry may still await discovery.

VI. A SAMpLE SERMON
For an example of Guthrie’s preaching 
during this time, on Lord’s Day afternoon, 
5th July 1840, he took for his text Acts 
16:30: “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”

He opened his sermon as follows: 

“The question contained in our text is a very 
important one. I don’t know what questions 
you are asking just now, but I know what 
question you should be asking! … There is 
one question which ought to be your first 
and your immediate concern, and that is the 
question which was put by the Philippian 
jailor – ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’”

He went on to open up the subject under 
three heads:

1. That the conversion of the Philippian 
Jailor is a most remarkable instance of the 
power of divine grace.

Guthrie points out that his hearers might 
argue with him, and suggest the most 

remarkable case of divine grace in the 
Scripture is that of the dying thief. He goes 
on to explain that while the case of the thief 
was a remarkable instance of “the power 
and sovereignty of divine grace” yet in the 
case of the thief the Holy Spirit worked 
by means – the witnessing of the dying 
testimony of the Lord of life and glory.

“But in the case of the jailor, God worked 
without means. There were no means here 
made use of that the effect of the power 
of divine grace might be the more strikingly 
made manifest and that it might be seen 
that God could work without means as well 
as by means.”

He points out the jailor was asleep when 
the Psalms were being sung, and it was 
only when he awoke, and found the earth 
shaken, the prison open, but the prisoners 
still present, that he immediately asked this 
all important question.

“He was on the very brink of hell when 
God opened his eyes. Suddenly, as the 
earthquake shook the prison and made 
the barred and bolted doors fly open, 
and the iron chains fall off the prisoners’ 
legs – just as suddenly was he [the jailor] 
awakened; just as suddenly were the bolts 
and the bars which fastened his heart, and 
the chains which bound him a slave to sin, 
burst asunder, as the light of an awakened 
conscience flashed upon his soul.”

2. The question contained in the text is one 
which we all need to be asking.

“The question ‘What must I do to be 
saved?’ is a question which we all need to 
ask, every one within these walls. no man 
can have a right care for the welfare of the 
souls of others till he has first learned the 

value of his own soul. The first question 
which a minister requires to ask is not how 
shall I save the souls of my hearers, but how 
shall I save my own souls? … What good 
would it do to me at the bar of judgement, 
though I had been the instrument of saving 
the soul of my hearers, if I had not made 
sure of my own salvation?

“I say then, this question ought to be the 
first concern of every man. There is NO 
exception to the rule! Shew me the man 
that does not need salvation. Shew me any 
that can hold up his hand before his fellow 
men and say, ‘These hands are clean!’ 
Shew me the man that can bare his heart 
before his fellow men – far less before an 
omniscient God – and say, ‘This heart is 
pure!’ Drag me from his idol temple some 

unworthy Indian and place him there in 
the midst of this congregation, and I could 
give the challenge that christ gave in the 
synagogue of old: ‘Let him that is without 
sin among you cast the first stone at him.’ 
no hand would be uplifted, no stone would 
be flung, the man would sit there as safe 
as any other man. Where is the man within 
these walls who could rise and say, ‘I will 
fling the first stone’? We ALL have sinned 
and we ALL need salvation!”

3. This question is one which admits of no 
delay. It should be immediately put.

“There are many men who think that it will 
be time enough to think about salvation 
when their hair is grey and their passions 
are frozen by age. As the prophet says, grey 

Opening page of the sermon on Acts 16 Guthrie’s sermons notes, Arbirlot 1832
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hairs are upon you and you know it not. you 
will give your youth and your strength to 
the devil and then you will come and offer 
God a weak and worthless old age. But 
how different was the conduct of the jailor 
of Philippi! He was no sooner awakened; no 
sooner did the heaving of the earth awaken 
him; no sooner was he aware of his danger, 
than he sprang in – what would you do if you 
were awakened at midnight by the heaving 
of an earthquake, and saw the walls reeling 
and staggering, threatening every moment 
to bury you in their ruins? Would you not 
spring up and fly from the falling tenement, 
and make the crying through the streets, 
‘What shall I do to be saved?’ Such was 
the conduct of the jailor. He sprang up 
and calling for a light, his trembling knees 
scarcely bearing him to the apostle’s cell, 
and he fell down at their feet crying, ‘Sirs, 
what must I do to be saved?’

“now I will ask you a question, and grapple 
with it firmly. Answer it if you can. If you really 
need salvation, why do you delay longer 
than this man did? He did not delay a year, a 
month, a day, nay he did not delay a moment! 
Is there any reason that you have for delaying 
that he had not? Is death less certain? Is hell 
less terrible now than it was then?”

In conclusion:

“Having given you the question I shall now 
give you the answer: ‘Believe in the Lord 
Jesus christ and thou shalt be saved.’ 
Behold the arm with the door open, and 
christ beckoning you to enter, and then 
you will be safe however the floods may 
rage. ‘come unto me,’ says christ, ‘All 
you that labour and are heavy laden and 
I will give you rest.’ ‘He that cometh unto 
me I will in no wise cast out.’ This is Jesus 
christ whom he hath sent that whosoever 

believeth on him should not perish, but 
should have everlasting life.”

VII. gUTHRIE’S LATER LIFE
The statue of Thomas Guthrie in Princes 
Street Gardens, Edinburgh, briefly sums 
up his life in the following terms: “Preacher 
and philanthropist, 1803-1873; born at 
Brechin, Forfarshire, an eloquent preacher 
of the gospel, founder of the original ragged 
industrial schools, a friend of the poor and 
the oppressed.” Today it is perhaps as 
founder of the ragged Schools that Guthrie 
is best well known, and this is no doubt the 
main reason for affording him the honour of 
such a prominent statue.

In later life, Guthrie suffered ill health and 
this kept him from fulfilling his pulpit labours 
as he would have liked. He spent this time 
editing and publishing his sermons. 

It has been said of Guthrie that while he was 
a good preacher, he was never much of a 
divine. Principal John MacLeod described 
his doctrine as being sound, “the calvinism 
might be mild and non-aggressive,” but it 
was “fundamentally a calvinistic kind of 
Evangelism that might be looked for as the 
message of the Scottish pulpit.” For some, 
Guthrie’s soft calvinism was questionable, 
and at times he appears to have wobbled 
and become involved in things which he 
would have been better refraining from. In 
truth, his heart was larger than his divinity, 
and his desire for the salvation for souls 
occasionally ran away with him. Most 
however would have to acknowledge that in 
Guthrie Scotland found a notable example 
of a man who tried to live out Isaiah 58: “If 
thou draw out thy soul to the hungry, and 
satisfy the afflicted soul; then shall thy light 
rise in obscurity, and thy darkness be as 
the noonday.”

SCOTTISH 
MARTYRS 
BOOkLET
“A concise 
account of the 
early preachers of 
the reformation 
such as Patrick 
Hamilton and 
George Wishart. 

The truth of the gospel was made 
known in Scotland at great cost to 
those who laid down their lives. These 
were the forerunners of John Knox, 
laying the foundations on which Knox 
could later build at the reformation. 
Drawn from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, this 
is the courageous account of the faith 
of men and women burned at the stake 
in Scotland during the reformation 
period. Their faith and devotion to 
christ could not be quenched.” 
An attractive 20-page booklet with 
colour illustrations throughout. Price: 
£1.50 (inc. p&p).

NEw VICE-CHAIRMAN
Following the retirement of rev. John J Murray, 
Mr Allan Mcculloch has been elected as 
Vice-chairman of the Society. Mr Mcculloch 
has been on the committee since 2012 and 
has been a member of the Society for many 
years. Mr Mcculloch is the Session clerk at 
Davidson’s Mains Parish church.

NEw pUBLICATION
The Society has just published the seventh 
volume of the Scottish Reformation Society 
Historical Journal. This issue carries articles 
on Dr John Love in London, the 1859 
revival in Scotland, the family of Jessie 
Thain, rev. Walter Macleod of Lauriston 
Street, a manuscript sermon of James 
Durham’s, and other topics (292 pages, 
pb., £12.95 inc. p&p, available from  
info@scottishreformationsociety.org).

DEVELOpMENTS AT THE 
MAgDALEN CHApEL
At its February meeting, the committee agreed 
to commit the daily running of the chapel to 
a company specially formed for this purpose. 
The plan is that the chapel should be open 
to the public on a regular basis and that the 
exhibits and the history of the chapel should 
be made more accessible to visitors.

Society news
JAN HUS TOUR
The Jan Hus Tour to the czech 
republic in October 2017, DV, is now 
fully booked.
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