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From Rutherford Hall 

Dr. Barry J. York 

 
President and Professor of Pastoral Theology and Homiletics 

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary 

 

The Psalmist declares, “The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my rock, 
in whom I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold” (Ps. 18:2, ESV). 
Over recent weeks, the wondrous truths of God’s unchanging nature and way of salvation, 
pictured as a rock in this verse, have served as a great comfort to myself and others. For young 
people transitioning into a new phase of life, for dear friends grieving over the tragic death of a 
son, for pastors taking on new callings and responsibilities, for congregations struggling through 
difficult issues–knowing that the Lord is our Rock gives us a solid place to stand when things are 
changing all around us. 

At Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary, I have especially recalled and prayed over this 
promise numerous times since becoming the president. We have come through many changes in 
my short tenure here that began just over three years ago. Three new faculty members. A new 
librarian. Numerous staffing and personnel changes. A third of our board members are new just 
this year.  

Yet even as the Lord has brought these changes, one thing has remained constant at RPTS through 
them all. He has maintained the same spirit of Christian love, the same high regard for academic 
and theological rigor, and the same level of service to our students and constituents. Only the Lord 
who is our Rock can do such things! 

His steadfast love toward us was seen in this year’s Westminster Conference held in September. 
The RPTS faculty was joined by our longtime friend, Dr. John Tweeddale of Reformation Bible 
College, as we addressed the theme “The Spirit Bearing Witness by and with the Word in Our 
Hearts.” We were overjoyed to see many gather that weekend and respond eagerly, including over 
twenty young people who are graduates of the Theological Foundations for Youth program which 
we host at RPTS every summer. These six messages, along with some other wonderful 
contributions, are found in the pages of this issue of the Reformed Presbyterian Theological 
Journal.  

Even during these difficult, changing times, let us continue to take refuge in the Lord and proclaim 
along with the psalmist, “For who is God, but the LORD? And who is a rock, except our God?” (Ps. 
18:31). 
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A Lamp Unto My Feet: The Doctrine of Scripture in 

Psalm 119 

Dr. Clayton J. Williams 

 
Professor of Old Testament Studies 

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary 

 

What is Psalm 119 all about? This question seems to have an obvious and ready answer. Psalm 119 
is about the power, purity, and perfection of God’s word. Throughout 176 verses it never wavers 
from this theme, and by its sheer mass Psalm 119 brings this unmistakable emphasis to the 
Psalter, to the Old Testament, and to the Bible itself. It is a psalm that teaches us the doctrine of 
Sola Scriptura, and it exhorts us to cherish the word of God in the life of faith. But this psalm is 
not merely a treatise on the doctrine of Scripture. It is that in some respects, but it is also much 
more than that. Our first clue to look deeper comes from listening to the repetitions that bind this 
enormous psalm together. 

Even though every verse of Psalm 119 extols the statutes, precepts, commandments, and 
judgements of God, there are words that occur more frequently than these. The most frequently 
repeated words in this psalm are not the rich variety of synonyms for Scripture, but the first-
person pronouns—“I,” “me,” and “my,” along with the second person pronouns “You” and “Your” 
(always with a capital “Y”). Look at almost any verse in Psalm 119 and you will find a first-person 
reference to “me” and a second-person reference to “You.” This is a psalm about a relationship; a 
psalm about “You” and “me,” and you will find those pronouns (or a variation of them) in nearly 
every verse. This psalm is about a relationship of faith and love, between God and man, that is 
sustained and strengthened by the word of God.  

The pronoun “You” is always capitalized because it is a reference to God, but who is the “I,” the 
“me,” the speaker of this psalm? Some say that it is David, although the psalm is technically 
anonymous. Many view the human author, whether it was David or not, as a spokesman for all 
believers who gives us an example to emulate, and it is certainly true that the love for God and His 
word expressed here in this psalm is something for us to diligently cultivate in our own lives. 

And yet this towering first-person presence in Psalm 119 points to something more. Self-
references are not uncommon in the Psalter, but Psalm 119 is saturated with them in almost every 
verse. The inescapable impression is that this psalm is as much about the speaker’s love and 
obedience to God’s word as it is about God’s word itself. This psalm is not just about the doctrine 
of Scripture in the abstract; it is about how “I” have embraced it, obeyed it, cherished it, kept it, 
and loved it. The speaker is the actor in nearly every verse, and every verb is an exhibit of his faith 
in God and his trust in God’s word. So, who is this speaker who takes center stage as the lover of 
God’s word, in a psalm which has no attribution of human authorship? 

We get our next clue by understanding the nature of the Psalter itself. The Psalms occupy a unique 
place in the messianic expectation of the Old Testament, for it is in the Psalter that we most often 
hear the voice of the Messiah Himself. Peter called this “the Spirit of Christ” speaking through the 
prophets (1 Pet. 1:11, NKJV). The first-person singular voice in the psalms, which often arises from 
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David as a type of Christ, is freely attributed to Christ himself by the New Testament writers.1 The 
testimony of the Messiah’s person and work in the psalms meets us almost entirely in the first-
person singular voice,2 and the New Testament assumes that we will hear that voice as the “word 
of Christ,” which is what the apostle Paul calls the psalms in Colossians 3:16.3  

We may debate how clearly the original audience understood that singular voice as their Messiah, 
but we can be certain that this was no novel hermeneutic on the part of the apostles. For the New 
Testament writers to simply attribute that voice in the Psalter to the Messiah in an entirely 
unprecedented way would have undermined the whole apostolic argument about Christ’s identity 
from the Old Testament.4  

The point we are making is that Christ himself often speaks in the Old Testament, and particularly 
in the Psalms, as the anticipated Savior and representative of his people. This is not to say that 
every first-person singular voice we hear in the Psalms is that of the Messiah—the inspired human 
authors are given room enough to speak as individuals. But it does mean that when the shepherd 
finally came, his sheep already knew the sound of his voice from the Scriptures (John 10:3–5). 
The ancient church was not only given a prophetic word about Christ, but a comforting word from 
him as they awaited his advent. According to Christ himself, the whole Old Testament has the 
singular and unifying purpose of testifying to him (Luke 24:44; John 5:39). This testimony takes 
on a rich variety of forms, but one of the richest is the voice of the Savior himself that we often 
hear in the Psalter. 

In some Psalms the voice of the human author is most prominent, such as in Psalm 51, where 
David confesses and repents of his sin. But there are many times when we can unmistakably make 
out the voice of our Savior, when he speaks of his personal righteousness and justice, his affliction 
and vindication, his perfect obedience, or his kingship over the nations. This voice of Christ is very 
distinct in different places in Psalm 119. While the speaker offers many praises and prayers that 
make him an example of faith for us to follow, he also pictures himself as the object of the faith of 
God’s people. In these moments it becomes unmistakable that Psalm 119 is the word of Christ, 
and it is primarily about His perfect love for and obedience to the word of God. 

Christ Our Joy 

One such moment comes in verse 74, where he says that “Those who fear You will be glad when 
they see me, because I have hoped in Your word.” Some commentators take this verse in a general 
sense referring to how believers take joy in each other’s company, but the verse is much more 
specific than that. All believers are pictured as having a singular, mutual joy when they see this 
one man, the speaker of the psalm. The joy of all of God’s people is invested in him. He is not 
talking about the fellowship of the saints; he is calling himself the wellspring of joy to all of God’s 

 
1 For a few examples see Acts 2:25-32, John 15:25, and Hebrews 2:12. 
2 Such as, for instance, Christ’s persecution (Ps. 35:19), betrayal (Ps. 41:9), and crucifixion (Ps. 22:16–18). 
3 In Colossians 3:16 Paul equates our singing of “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” specifically with the 
word of Christ dwelling in us richly. While some see these three terms referring to both biblical psalms 
and extra-biblical songs, their collective characterization as the “word of Christ” urges us to see them in 
the same light, as both divinely inspired and uniquely messianic. There is good reason to see these three 
Pauline terms arising from the variety of psalm titles within the Psalter itself. See Michael Bushell, The 
Songs of Zion (Pittsburgh: Crown and Covenant Publications, 1993).  
4 For a study of the first-person messianic voice in the Psalter see James E. Adams book, War Psalms of 
the Prince of Peace. Adams concludes, “Further intense investigation bears out that the “I,” the author of 
the Psalms, is Christ himself. He is the great voice we hear in the Psalms crying out in prayer to God the 
Father.” James E. Adams, War Psalms of the Prince of Peace (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing Co., 
2016), 25. 
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people. Furthermore, he says that it is the fear of the Lord that moves us to rejoice in him: “Those 
who fear You will rejoice when they see me…” The natural corollary to the fear of the Lord is that 
we will rejoice in this one man, who can only be the Lord Jesus Christ. 

He goes on in verse 74 to speak of the occasion of our joy in him, and the reason for our joy in 
him. The occasion of our joy in him will be a specific moment—“when they see me.” It is not 
“whenever they see me,” as if God’s people were accustomed to seeing him from time to time. The 
speaker is talking about an anticipated moment when he will be revealed. The implication is that 
God’s people had not yet seen him, but when they do, they will rejoice. The most precious promise 
of our Lord, and the greatest expectation that we have, is that one day we will see the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and we will surely rejoice when we do. This was the joyful expectation of Old Testament 
believers, such as Job, who found hope in the promise that one day he would be resurrected and 
see his Redeemer with his own eyes (Job 19:27). This is also our joyful expectation. 1 John 2:3 
says that we will one day see him as he truly is, and this is our great hope. The promise that we 
will see him and rejoice is described from Christ’s own perspective in Psalm 119:74: “Those who 
fear You will be glad when they see me.” In this verse, Christ promises that we will see him, and 
we will rejoice, just like Abraham, of whom Christ said, he “rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it 
and was glad” (John 8:56).  

The reason we will rejoice when we see him is also given: “Because I have hoped in Your word.” 
There will be many reasons for us to rejoice when we see Christ, but this will be one of the 
greatest—that he hoped in God’s word. He was faithful. He trusted the Lord and never doubted 
the Father’s promises. This is the reason we have hope! It is because Christ hoped in God’s word. 
Can you imagine where you and I would be if Christ did not hope in God’s word? We would be 
lost and undone, with no reason to rejoice. But this is a wonderful thing to contemplate: when we 
finally see our Savior, we will be glad most of all that he did hope in God’s word.  

His hope will prove to be more than enough to cover our doubts, and this is a great comfort to us 
even now. Have you ever doubted God’s word or his promises, even just a little? We are very weak 
creatures, and our hope is a fragile thing at best. So do not trust in yourself to have all the hope 
you will ever need. Our hope in God’s word must and will grow in the life of faith, but it will never 
be perfect in this world. Thus, trust in Christ, and cling to him in faith, because it is he who says, 
“I have hoped in Your word.” His hope is perfect. His trust in God’s word never wavered. He never 
doubted God’s promises. If your hope is weak, cling to him in faith, and in his hope, you will find 
hope. Then when you see him at last you will rejoice, not because your hope was anything, but 
because his hope in God’s word will prove to be everything. His hope is more than enough to cover 
your doubts and fears and replace them with joy when you see him. 

Christ our Trust 

Another point in Psalm 119 where we unmistakably hear the voice of our Savior is in verse 79: “Let 
those who fear You turn to me, those who know your testimonies.” As with verse 74, this verse 
begins by identifying God’s people as “those who fear the Lord.” And once again, this verse 
identifies a natural and necessary corollary to the fear of the Lord. There is an unbreakable 
equation of cause and effect, of condition and consequence: “Let those who fear You turn to me.” 
These two things must, of necessity, go together. Who else could say such words except the Lord 
Jesus Christ? The fact is that a person cannot fear the Lord and have salvation from him without 
turning to Jesus Christ in faith. The Apostle John put it this way in 1 John 2:23: “Whoever denies 
the Son does not have the Father either. He who acknowledges the Son has the Father also.” The 
Son of God himself puts the very same point this way in verse 79: “Let those who fear You turn to 
me.” This succinct statement is the gospel in its irreducible form, in all of its power and simplicity. 
This is God’s call to all men everywhere. If your desire is to know God and to truly fear him in 
faith, you must turn to the Lord Jesus Christ. 
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Now, what is envisioned by this phrase “turn to me”? The Hebrew verb שׁוּב means to “turn” or to 

“return” and is often used in narratives as such, but it is predominantly used as a metaphor for 
the spiritual act of placing faith in the Lord. Many times, especially in the Prophets, God calls 
people to turn to him, or to return to him, and this is the verb that is used in those contexts of a 
divine call to repentance and faith. The command “turn to me” is the gospel call of the Old 
Testament, and a form of divine speech no less unmistakable than the phrase “I am.” There are 
some things that only God can say, and one of them is “turn to Me!” For instance, God says in Joel 
2:12, “Turn to Me with all your heart”—using the verb שׁוּב, calling people to repentance and faith 

in him.  

In Psalm 119:79 where the speaker says, “Let those who fear You turn to me,” we know that no 
mere man can say such a thing. Only the Son of God, who himself is God, and has the authority of 
God, can say “turn to me” and expect men to do so. And this again is the essence of the gospel. 
Those who fear the Lord will turn to Christ, and keep turning to Christ, day by day. This point is 
also implicit in verse 79, because the form of the verb  שׁוּב (here  ּ  is jussive, which expresses (יָשׁׁ֣וּבו

the speaker’s will or desire (“Let those...”), as well as imperfect, which is a verbal form that denotes 
incomplete or ongoing action. What is envisioned is a continual turning to him, either all of God’s 
people throughout history, or each one of God’s people throughout his life, or, most likely, both.  

Turning to Christ is the principal thing, and it is something that he calls us to do continually. This 
verse is the pinnacle of the gospel call in Psalm 119, given in Christ’s own words. The book of 
Proverbs tells us that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, but this verse tells us that 
the beginning of the fear of the Lord is to turn to Jesus Christ. 

Verse 79 ends with an addendum that further describes those who fear the Lord and turn to Christ. 
There is one more thing to say about them; they are “Those who know Your testimonies.” This 
brings us back to one of the main themes of Psalm 119, which is how the Word of God is such an 
important blessing and means of grace in the life of faith. It is vitally important that this verse 
intertwines the knowledge of God’s Word with the fear of the Lord and turning to Christ. You 
would be hard pressed to find a more succinct description of God’s people than we see in verse 
79: They fear the Lord, they turn to Christ, and they know the Word. 

Christ the Suffering Servant 

The two verses on which we have focused much of our attention here give us a hermeneutical 
vantage point from which to view the rest of Psalm 119. Moving beyond those verses where Christ 
is speaking, we can now hear the rest of the psalm in his voice and see how Psalm 119 comes alive 
with the active obedience of Christ, which he rendered to the Father on our behalf for our 
salvation. 

It should now strike us in a new way that the speaker of Psalm 119 refers to himself repeatedly as 
“Your servant” (vss. 17, 23, 38, 49, 65, 76, 84, 122, 124, 125, 135, 140, and 176). This is not 
incidental, nor is it a generality. This title implies a singular calling and a unique relationship to 
the Father, who likewise calls the Son “My servant” repeatedly in the Servant Songs of Isaiah.5 
There are many servants of the Lord, but there is only one Servant of the Lord.  

This Servant’s claims of perfect love for and obedience to the Word of God now come into focus 
for what they really are in Psalm 119—not just an ideal held forth to us, but a reality in the life of 
Christ, the Servant of the Lord. For instance, take verses 101 and 102: “I have restrained my feet 
from every evil way that I may keep Your word. I have not departed from Your judgements, for 

 
5 Isaiah 42:1; 49:3, 5, and 6; 52:13, and 53:11. See also Isaiah 50:10 where “His Servant” is referring to the 
speaker of verse 4 and following. 
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You Yourself have taught me.” This is not a mere man simply giving us the best estimate of 
himself. This kind of unequivocal language is found throughout Psalm 119, and what emerges is 
nothing less than a prophetic picture of the perfect obedience of Christ. 

Besides such direct language that we must read at face value, there is another aspect of Psalm 119 
that is often overlooked. This is not a psalm simply about one man’s obedience to the word. It is 
a psalm about one man’s perfect obedience to the word while being constantly persecuted on every 
side. Consider just a sampling of this theme: 

The proud have me in great derision, yet I do not turn aside from Your law (Ps. 
119:51). 

The cords of the wicked have bound me, but I have not forgotten Your law (Ps. 
119:61). 

The proud have forged a lie against me, but I will keep your precepts with my whole 
heart (Ps. 119:69). 

The wicked wait for me to destroy me, but I will consider Your testimonies (Ps. 
119:95). 

The wicked have laid a snare for me, yet I have not strayed from Your precepts (Ps. 
119:110). 

Many are my persecutors and enemies, yet I do not turn from Your testimonies 
(Ps. 119:157). 

Notice that in every instance there is an antithetical parallelism that draws the sharpest contrast 
between the scheming world of wicked men and the perfect obedience of the speaker. The perfect 
obedience that this psalm portrays is constantly tested by a world of persecutors, which we see 
come to pass at every turn in the gospels. Christ’s enemies continuously plotted against him, but 
he remained faithful to the Father’s word. 

Not only that, but we see rulers take counsel together against this Servant of the Lord. Verse 23 
says, “Princes also sit and speak against me, but Your servant meditates on Your statutes.” Verse 
161 says something similar: “Princes persecute me without a cause, but my heart stands in awe of 
Your word.” We see that persecution of rulers unfold in the gospels, and we cannot fail to notice 
that being hated or persecuted “without cause” is a messianic theme found also in other Psalms, 
such as Psalms 35, 69, and 109. When Jesus spoke of the hatred of the world against him in John 
15, he said that it was so it might be fulfilled what was written, “They hated me without a cause” 
(John 15:25). Likewise, the Psalmist says in verse 161 that “Princes persecute me without a cause.” 

There are other echoes of Psalm 119 in the life and words of Christ as recorded in the gospels. For 
instance, Psalm 119:115 says, “Depart from me you evildoers, for I will keep the commandments 
of my God!” In Matthew 7:23 we find that it is Christ who says, “Depart from Me, you who practice 
lawlessness!” We saw earlier in verse 79 that only Christ has the authority to say, “Turn to me.” 
Now we see also that only Christ has the authority to say, “Depart from me!” We hear another 
echo in verse 139, which says, “My zeal has consumed me, because my enemies have forgotten 
Your word.” How can we not think of the Messiah’s zeal, likewise envisioned in Psalm 69, and put 
on full display in John 2 when he drove out the merchants and moneychangers from the temple. 

But perhaps the most moving connection we can make is with Hebrews 5:8, which says that Christ 
“learned obedience by the things which He suffered.” In Psalm 119:71 we hear the Savior say: “It 
is good for me that I have been afflicted, that I may learn Your statutes.” As a Son and as a true 
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man, the one who never disobeyed still had to learn obedience through affliction, and he says it 
was good that he did. How could we ever view our own afflictions in any other way? Christ teaches 
us that if any affliction causes us to learn God’s statutes, then we may say, as he did, “it is good for 
me that I have been afflicted.” 

Christ the Sin Bearer 

While this psalm is a testimony of perfect love for and obedience to God’s Word, there are a few 
verses for which we must account where the speaker talks of going astray like a sheep, such as 
verse 67 (“Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I keep your word”) and verse 176 (“I have 
gone astray like a lost sheep; seek Your servant, for I do not forget your commandments”). 

We might simply attribute these lines to the experience of the human author, whether it was David 
or someone else. However, a confession of going astray does not preclude the voice of the sinless 
Messiah. In fact, the guilt of sin is often portrayed in the Psalms as personally felt and owned in 
the vicarious experience of the one who “became sin for us” (1 Cor. 5:21). When the Lord “laid on 
Him the iniquity of us all” (Isa. 53:6), it was not some theologically esoteric transaction. The 
Messiah was to own our sin in the eyes of God, and he freely speaks of it as his own. For example, 
Psalm 69, which rings with the first-person voice of the Messiah throughout, and is attributed to 
Christ in all four Gospels, contains this jarring confession: “O God, You know my foolishness; and 
my sins are not hidden from You” (Ps. 69:5).6 This is the same one who said in the same psalm, 
“Zeal for Your house has eaten me up, and the reproaches of those who reproach You have fallen 
on me” (Ps. 69:9; John 2:17; Rom. 15:3). Likewise, in Psalm 119, the one who says, “Let those who 
fear You turn to me,” is the same one who says, “I have gone astray like a lost sheep.”  

Here we see the shepherd identifying with his sheep, who have all gone astray, according to Isaiah 
53:6. Yet in verse 176, the last verse of the psalm, after he says, “I have gone astray like a lost 
sheep,” he says in the same breath, in the same verse, “I do not forget Your commandments.” It 
would seem that forgetting God’s commandments is the very definition of going astray. So 
perhaps in this bifurcated image we see another picture that only Christ could fulfill. He does not 
forget God’s word, which means he obeys it, but at the same time he identifies with the straying 
sheep whom he has come to save. This last verse of Psalm 119 leaves us with the subtle but real 
impression that the perfect obedience described throughout this psalm is undertaken on behalf of 
others who cannot achieve it. 

Conclusion 

This leads us to our conclusion, that Psalm 119 is not only about the perfection of God’s written 
Word, but it is about the perfection of the incarnate Word, the Lord Jesus Christ. We could build 
a comprehensive doctrine of Scripture from this one psalm, identifying verses that speak to the 
inerrancy, infallibility, and perspicuity of God’s Word, but to do only that would stop short of the 
full message of Psalm 119. The full message of this psalm is that, of all the perfections of God’s 
word, the greatest adornment to the word of God is Christ’s perfect obedience to it.  

Paul said in Titus 2:9 that servants who are obedient and faithful adorn the doctrine of God our 
Savior. Think of what it means to adorn a doctrine. It is to make it beautiful and attractive. When 
it comes to the doctrine of Scripture we can affirm its infallibility, its inerrancy, and many other 
qualities. But what adorns our doctrine of Scripture, what makes it beautiful and attractive? That 

 
6 Commenting on this phenomenon in other messianic Psalms, Richard Belcher says, “Because Jesus is 
our substitute and takes our place it is appropriate for him to confess our sins as he bears them in his 
sacrificial death. In being ‘answerable for our guilt’ Christ vicariously confessed and repented in our 
behalf.” Belcher, The Messiah and the Psalms (Rearn, Ross-shire, Scotland: Mentor, 2006), 87. 
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is what Psalm 119 is about—how the perfect obedience of Christ is what adorns the Word of God 
as its crowning beauty.  

His spotless obedience to God’s Word is what merits the positive righteousness with which we are 
covered when we put our faith in him. Our sins are paid for by his sacrifice, his passive obedience, 
and there are several psalms, like Psalms 22 and 69, that are devoted to his passive obedience. 
But Psalm 119 is the psalm of Christ’s active obedience. As his people, we are given the privilege 
of singing these words of Christ in Psalm 119 because the perfect obedience it describes is 
accounted as ours by faith in him.  

It is no wonder, then, that Psalm 119 looms so large in the Psalter. Without the active obedience 
of Christ, we would have no hope. You may have heard the story of how J. Gresham Machen sent 
a telegram to John Murray from his deathbed that simply read, “So thankful for the active 
obedience of Christ. No hope without it.” Psalm 119 underscores this hope, and the joy, that comes 
from having a perfect Savior. I conclude by returning to verse 74, which I think perfectly captures 
the joy that we have, and will have, in his perfect hope and obedience to God’s word, in the words 
of Christ himself: “Those who fear You will be glad when they see me, because I have hoped in 
Your word.” 



Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 8.1 (Fall 2021) 

 
 

11 

Proclaiming the Word of the Triune God 

Dr. Jeffrey A. Stivason 

 
Professor of New Testament Studies 

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary 

 

1 Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose heart. 2 But 
we have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways. We refuse to practice 
cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the truth we 
would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God. 3 And even 
if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. 4 In their case the 
god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from 
seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 5 For 
what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as 
your servants for Jesus’ sake. 6 For God, who said, “Let light shine out of 
darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory 
of God in the face of Jesus Christ. (2 Corinthians 4:1–6, ESV) 

What does our world need? The Christian will likely and hopefully respond with the gospel. 
Indeed, the gospel is the cold cup of water that the world requires. Yet, what more could be said 
by way of clarification? We might explain what we mean by the gospel itself. In other words, are 
we speaking of the historia salutis or the ordo salutis? Or does the question have to do with 
communication? These and other questions are legitimate and should be discussed. However, I 
want us to think about the means that God uses to reach a world in need. What are those means? 
How might a confessional church address that question?  

The Westminster standards are certainly an aid to the church. Think of question 155 of the Larger 
Catechism. It asks, “How is the Word made effectual to salvation?” The answer speaks to our 
question when it addresses the means used by God to make the Word effectual unto salvation: 

The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially the hearing of the Word, an 
effectual means of enlightening, convincing, and humbling sinners: of driving 
them out of themselves, and drawing them unto Christ; of conforming them to his 
image, and subduing them to his will; of strengthening them against temptations 
and corruptions; of building them up in grace, and establishing their hearts in 
holiness and comfort through faith unto salvation.1 

Think about that answer. The reading of the Word, but especially the hearing of the preached 
Word, is made by the Spirit of God an effectual means of drawing men to salvation in the triune 
God. That’s what our world needs. It needs to hear the preaching of the gospel. Yet, Paul wrote to 
Timothy and said that our world does not want to hear preaching (c.f. 2 Tim. 4:3). So, what is the 
remedy for a world that does not want to hear the preaching it so desperately needs? Paul’s answer 

 
1 Westminster Assembly, Westminster Larger Catechism (1647), Q. 155. 
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was simple: preaching (c.f. 2 Tim. 4:2). Preaching is the remedy even when the world does not 
want what it needs. Unfortunately, the church does not always believe that. 

Several years ago I was chatting with two ministers from different denominations. We were all 
attending a function together when a third minister approached us and said to one of the ministers 
with us, “Brother, my council just voted to cancel the Sunday evening service.” The other minister 
looked at him and said, “Oh, that’s wonderful news, now you can do something useful with the 
time!” Sadly, that is not an isolated incident. Talk to preachers and they will tell you, not so 
directly, that preaching is no longer effective in our changing, visually oriented, technological 
world. But Paul would stop them at that point and say, “You may say that your preaching does not 
work in this changing world, but God has not changed his mind about the efficacy of preaching of 
the word.” God continues to use his word, especially the preaching of the word, to humble sinners 
and subdue their will to his glory. And that being the case, the question which needs to be asked 
is what does such a ministry look like? What sort of ministry does God honor and so use to humble 
sinners and subdue their wills unto him and his word?  

That question leads us to our text because in that text we find that sort of ministry. I will develop 
four points in this paper. First, I will explain what ministry Paul obtained. Second, we will 
consider how that ministry was shared with those who received it. Third, I will examine the nature 
of the new covenant’s unveiled nature. Finally, I will advance some considerations regarding a 
commendable ministry.  

A Ministry Obtained 

2 Corinthians 4 is not a remote and isolated text. The preacher could preach it or teach it as such, 
and we will examine a comparatively small pericope. Yet, the text is part of a larger whole; it is a 
portion of a much broader argument. For instance, chapter three is necessary in order to 
understand chapter four. What is more, the new covenant of chapter four sets itself over and 
against the old covenant of chapter three. Thus, when Paul says in the beginning of our text, 
“Having this ministry,” he is referring to the ministry of the new covenant over and against that 
of the old (2 Cor. 4:1).  

Now, the question is forced upon us, what does that mean? What does a ministry of the new 
covenant look like? What does it look like over and against the ministry of the old covenant? Paul 
would be the first to say that the ministry of the new covenant is one that is open, one without a 
veil, but a ministry of the old covenant is one that is not open. It is veiled. Think about Moses. 
When Moses went to Mount Sinai and into the presence of God his face would be uncovered and 
he would receive from the Lord. He would descend the mountain aglow. And then he would speak 
to God’s people and cover his face. Now why would he cover his face? Verse thirteen of chapter 
three tells us why: “so that the Israelites might not gaze at the outcome of what was being brought 
to an end” (2 Cor. 3:13). 

Not surprisingly, commentaries have a variety of views on what this means. Several simply 
enumerate the various positions. So, what does it mean? At the very least, it means that Moses 
covered his face so as to hide a passing glory from the people of God and so direct them to a glory 
that was permanent and impassible. In other words, Moses knew and understood that he was a 
minister of a covenant that was passing away, that would give way to the fullness that would come 
in Jesus Christ. And so he hid the glory of the old covenant for the good of the people of God that 
they might look forward. But this is not true of the new covenant ministry. The new covenant 
ministry is an open ministry. It is a ministry that proclaims abroad, it is a ministry that shows 
forth the glory of God and does not hide it because it is not a diminishing glory.  
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Then in verse five, the truth of that glorious open ministry is explained further. Paul contends that 
the open proclamation of the truth characterizes this new covenant ministry and in verse five he 
unpacks that truth. He says, “[what] we proclaim is not ourselves.” Stop there a minute. Because 
it’s so important in today’s culture, it's always been important. We do not proclaim ourselves. In 
our world there are so many who would build their own kingdoms. There are so many who would 
take the gospel, and treat it as if it were a license to establish their name, their reputation, and 
their ministry. But according to Paul, we proclaim not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord.  

Now, this raises an obvious question. Who is this Jesus? He is the image of God, and the glory of 
God is found in the face of Jesus Christ. Let this sink in, because as soon as you read that, if you’re 
familiar with the New Testament, you start to think intertextually. For instance, in Hebrews the 
student finds something similar. In Hebrews 1:3 the author of the Hebrews says that, “he [Jesus] 
is the radiance of the glory of God, and the exact imprint of his nature.” 

Geerhardus Vos says that this expression that Jesus is the radiance of the glory of God tells us that 
Jesus did not possess a derived glory, but rather that God’s glory was his glory. Vos explains this 
verse as teaching that Jesus was homoousias with the Father. That is, Jesus was of the same 
substance, the same essence with the Father.  

What about that phrase “the exact imprint of his nature?” Vos argues that this statement teaches 
us that Jesus is monogenes. He is the only begotten Son of the Father. In other words, the 
Scriptures are Trinitarian. God the Father and God the Son share the same essence and yet are 
two different persons. That’s what we find here in this text. We find that Jesus Christ is the image 
of God, the exact imprint of God’s nature. He is different from God as to his person, and yet the 
glory of God shines in the face of Jesus Christ. And the glory of Christ is not a derived or borrowed 
glory because he is homoousias with the Father.  

But what of the Spirit? Go back to chapter three. At the end of that chapter Paul speaks of the 
Spirit and how it was necessary for the Spirit to remove the spiritual veil so that the Old Testament 
person could see. Then Paul says this peculiar thing. He says “For this comes from the Lord who 
is the Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:18). Is Paul a Modalist? In other words, is he saying that Jesus is the same 
person as the Spirit? By no means! What then is he saying? He is teaching what would later come 
to be described by the Latin phrase, opera ad extra Trinitatis indivisa sunt. That is to say, the 
Father, the Son and the Spirit are so closely aligned with one another in their economic 
administration of redemption, that we can say, and Paul does under the inspiration of the Spirit, 
that the Lord is the Spirit, because the Spirit carries out the purposes and the glory of the Son. 
This ministry is the ministry of the triune God. This word of truth that is proclaimed openly is 
indeed the word of the triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

In our day, people want to know what they can do. They see difficulty all around them and they 
are distressed. They see in today’s events the loss of their freedoms and the infringement of their 
rights. And these same people seek from the church the answer to the question, “What can I do? 
What can we do?” I think in some ways what they are asking is, “What should you be doing, pastor, 
that you’re not doing already? Because my rights are deteriorating, and all I see you doing is 
preaching a gospel that has no connection to my losses.” I want to give you Paul’s answer to that 
question. The minister should be proclaiming the Word of the triune God in season and out of 
season. The minister who has this ministry should be occupied with this Word from this triune 
God. The gospel of the triune God boldly and faithfully preached is the need of the hour.  

Perhaps you remember when Paul went to Thessalonica in Acts 17. Paul had already “turned the 
world upside down” (Acts 17:6) and now they became distressed in that town too as Paul came 
and proclaimed another king, Jesus. But what did Paul do in response? He continued to preach 
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the gospel. I need to be direct with you. To want more than the faithful and bold preaching of the 
Word is to doubt the Spirit’s effectual use of preaching to bring dead men to life and so subdue 
their wills. Do you doubt? If so, I would encourage you to get on your knees and say, “Lord increase 
my faith in your means of grace.”  

A Ministry Shared 

The second thing that I want you to notice is that this is a shared ministry. Notice that the new 
covenant minister has this ministry. But I also want you to notice that Paul says “this ministry” (2 
Cor. 4:1), and then he says, “our gospel” (2 Cor. 4:3). This is our gospel. It is the gospel that the 
minister openly shares. It is the gospel that you openly hear. It is the gospel that all believers 
embrace.  

Moreover, Paul says we are “your servants for Jesus’ sake.” When I was very young I worked at a 
grocery store. Upon getting the job, the owner of the business sat me down in his office–he was 
also the manager–and he informed me of the rules. They were very simple: You may not talk to 
fellow employees while you are at work and you may not be their friends outside of work. You 
serve me, and as you serve me, you serve them, but you are not their friend. And by the way you 
are not my friend either.  

You see, that’s not the servitude that Paul is expressing here. The servitude that Paul has in mind 
is an invitation from the triune God to believe his gospel, and to embrace it as our own, and when 
we hear it together to delight in it together, and then serve one another that we might bring God 
glory and honor through that service. And it is as a servant that Paul commends himself and 
ministers like him to everyone who has a conscience in the sight of God.  

And yet, the key to this is not everyone who has a conscience, but it is everyone who has a 
conscience in the sight of God. In other words, it is not like working for the man I worked for at 
this grocery store doing everything I was told knowing that he was the all seeing-eye. That is not 
what is in mind. Paul is saying that the triune God who gave to us this ministry loves us and invites 
us to embrace this gospel such that it is our gospel. And if we’re being anything but faithful, the 
greater judge who is the scrutinizer of the souls and consciences of men will know it. But rather 
than having a fear of punishment we shall be crestfallen because we have disappointed Him who 
is our all. That is what it means to share this ministry. 

An Ministry Unveiled 

Thirdly, this is an unveiled ministry. We began with the new covenant ministry in contrast to the 
old covenant ministry. In the old covenant the gospel was veiled to the Jews. Now, this veil could 
be understood in numerous ways, several of which are described in 2 Corinthians 4:2-3. Think of 
Paul’s situation. He has been pursued by his enemies. They hate him. They are the Judaizers and 
they have not dealt faithfully regarding his ministry. Therefore, the gospel could be veiled by 
underhanded dealings, and by cunning. That word “cunning” is an interesting word. It means 
willing to do anything, and the idea is anything evil. It can be veiled by cunning. It can also be 
veiled by tampering with the word of God, adulterating the word of God. In the Greek, the word 
“tamper” has at its root a word for fish bait.2 You can bait people in. You can bait and then switch. 
You can tamper with the word of God, and peddle it as Paul says in 2 Corinthians 2:17. Paul says 

 
2 Behind the verb δολόω stands the noun δόλος.  According to Liddel and Scott, δόλος means "bait for 
fish, … hence, any cunning contrivance for deceiving or catching, as the net in which Hephaestus catches 
Ares.” Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, Henry Stuart Jones, and Roderick McKenzie, A Greek-English 
Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 443. 
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that we renounce all those things. We refuse to practice them. I want you to understand 
something. Any minister of the gospel must renounce these things. He ought to refuse them 
because he is preaching the Word of the triune God, the truth of God, truth revealed in Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God who is the very image of God, the radiance of his glory.  

However, even if someone preaches the word of God faithfully, I want you to understand 
something. Paul says it very clearly. Men still may not see. Why is that? The answer is because the 
eyes of men are blinded. They are blind because the god of this age has blinded their eyes. You 
know that’s an interesting expression and we don’t really have time to explore it right now, but 
when you think about the two ages in the scriptures you think about looking at this age and the 
age to come. The god of this age has blinded the minds of men, and how has he done that? Well 
he’s done that through his ministers. Not only does Satan masquerade as an angel of light, but if 
that is true of him then it is certainly true of his minions. Paul says as much in 11:14-15.  

Well then, the question becomes, how is that veil removed? It is removed in the same old way. It 
is removed in the same old way that it was in the old covenant. Go back and look with me at 
chapter three. This is the chapter on the ministry of the old covenant; look at verse fourteen, “But 
their minds were hardened, for to this day when they read the old covenant, that same veil remains 
unlifted because only through Christ is it taken away.” It’s only taken away through Christ and his 
Spirit who lifts the veil that people might effectually hear the word. And this leads me to my final 
point. 

A Ministry Commended 

Now, this task of preaching can be wearisome for the minister. It really can be. Think about it. We 
invite a young man with a sense of call to seminary and we tell you how insufficient you are for 
these things, because that’s what Paul says: “Who is sufficient for these things?” (2 Cor. 2:17). And 
we also tell you that you’re ancillary to the whole process. God can find someone else and raise 
him up to replace you. We tell you in many and various ways it is not about you. And now you’re 
really encouraged, aren’t you. But not only that, we find that the task itself is wearisome. Why? 
Because you can preach, and preach, and preach until you’re blue in the face and there’s nothing 
that you can do to lift that veil. That veil has to be lifted by the Spirit of God.  

So I want to talk to you about a ministry commended. Paul says at the very beginning that he has 
this ministry “by the mercy of God” (2 Cor. 4:1). This ministry is a mercy of God–not a 
punishment. Therefore, Paul says, “we do not lose heart.” Let’s pause here because this is an 
interesting word. It’s translated in the New Testament in some places, “we don’t lose heart” and 
in other places, “we don’t grow weary.” It’s ἐγκακοῦµεν. It’s used in 2 Clement 2:2 to describe a 
woman who is fearful to bear a child. It has the idea of fear. 

Paul understands the burden of ministry, and therefore he goes on to say, “we do not grow weary.” 
There is no need to grow weary. Why? Because this is a ministry of mercy that God has given you. 
Yes, you say, but we carry around, as Paul will say “the death of Christ in us that others may live,” 
and that is burdensome! But we must remember what John says. John says that the death of 
Christ is the glory of Christ. This is a glorious ministry that the new covenant minister engages in 
so openly, and so we do not lose heart. But I’ll tell you what else we do. We pray. And that is what 
I want to encourage you to do. I want to encourage you to pray for the ministry of the gospel. 
Because the preaching of the gospel is what this world needs and what the church needs. The 
church needs a ministry of open proclamation of the truth of Jesus Christ–heralding it, and not 
stumbling in it. The church needs to pray for that sort of ministry day by day by day. So, pray for 
it! 
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The Means of Grace and the Prodigal Son 

Jesus told the well-known parable of the prodigal son at Luke 15:11-32. This parable revolves 
around three characters–a gracious and compassionate father and his two very interesting and 
frankly not very attractive sons. We will only briefly focus on the father and the younger son, in 
order to open up the beauty of the means of grace.  

The younger son, known in the parable as the prodigal, was raised and nurtured in the church 
under age. He lived among God’s people and learned to walk under Israel’s good laws. Contrary 
to his own culture then, or even our own culture now, this younger son demanded to receive the 
inheritance that was to be his own only after his father’s death. Such a demand was a blatant act 
of rebellion not only against his earthly father, but also against God and his laws.1  

The younger son–now the prodigal–publicly announced that his earthly father, and all that his 
father stood for, was dead to him. He hated his father and his father’s God. Upon receiving his 
substantial inheritance he then fled from the means of grace offered in the land of Israel and 
sought the bodily comforts found in the filthy culture of wicked paganism.  

In the parable, the prodigal son eventually awakens from his pagan slumbers and remembers life 
back in Israel. It is true that he hungered for earthly bread–but he also knew that he could find 
grace back home among God’s people. That memory of God’s kindness and mercy was, for him, a 
means of grace.  

In a similar fashion the Word of God is a means of grace for us today. As each of us face 
temptations to sin, remembering God’s sweet promises found in his Word will stop our hearts and 
hands from moving forward in prodigal wickedness. The Word of God is indeed a great means of 
grace. 

The main point of Jesus’ parable is not that the Bible is a means of grace, although it is, but rather 
God the Father’s great compassion on undeserving sinners. This is the important point that Calvin 
made in his exegesis of this passage.2 Since many of those reading this article are ruling and 
teaching elders, I would like to draw out one application. Calvin underlined how wretched and 
undeserving the prodigal son was to receive God the Father’s unmerited and magnanimous love 
and mercy. The last 20 months of ministry have been a real struggle for many pastors and elders. 
Brothers, I want to remind you that God the Father is calling you to be like him when it comes to 

 
1 John Calvin, Harmony of Matthew, Mark and Luke, trans. William Pringle (Edinburgh: Calvin 
Translation Society, 1845), 2:343. 
2 Calvin, Harmony of Matthew, Mark and Luke, 2:342-349. 
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offering grace and specifically the means of grace. No matter how demanding and unworthy are 
the members of our congregation, we must keep offering them the word of God which is an oh-
so-rich means of grace. 

The Means of Grace and the Holy Spirit 

Let us now move from exegesis to an analysis of Calvin’s Institutes–focusing on the work of the 
Holy Spirit. This great volume is divided into four books. The first concerns how men and women 
can obtain proper knowledge of our holy God who is the creator of the universe. Knowledge of 
God is intimately connected to knowledge of the self. Men and women cannot know themselves 
until they know that they are creatures created by a holy God. The second book is on the 
knowledge of God the Redeemer in Christ. While those two books comprise the first 500 or so 
pages of the Institutes, there are another thousand pages in the third and fourth books. The third 
book is on the way in which believers receive Christ’s grace–and the benefits that flow from it. 

Calvin on the Holy Spirit and Union with Christ 

The first theme we will address is that of union with Christ by the Holy Spirit. Of highest 
importance for Calvin is that we must be united to Christ. The first two books of the Institutes 
underscore that need. There are vast benefits that come to regenerated believers in our gracious 
union with the resurrected and triumphant Christ. Christ, the firstborn among brethren, must 
become our head and we must put him on. This union is an intimate marriage between the holy 
and powerful Christ and his bride where we actually become bone of his bone and flesh of his 
flesh. It is also the direct result of the powerful Holy Spirit’s action. Because of the love of the 
Father and the redemptive work of Christ in time, the Holy Spirit unites us to Christ, keeps us 
united to Christ despite our wicked and filthy sin, and causes us to possess him.3  

The way in which the Holy Spirit works is called faith. To be united to Christ requires the exercise 
of faith. Calvin acknowledged that some have heard the gospel preached many times but have not 
embraced Christ. While not mentioned by Calvin at this place, the issue of faith connects to 
Christ’s teaching on the prodigal son. The prodigal was bankrupt, filthy, and starving. He was 
desperate to be relieved of his miserable condition. That is the condition of all sinners who hear 
the sweet gospel of Christ. The reason why so many prodigals fail to make their calling and election 
sure is that they do not have faith. Faith only comes by “the secret energy of the Holy Spirit.”4 
Faith is, in fact, the principal work of the Holy Spirit relative to believers. It is the Spirit’s work 
that draws believers to the gospel and is generally defined as faith.  

Calvin, consistent with his theological method in general, developed his theological reflection on 
this most important topic exegetically. For example, the apostle John contrasted flesh and blood 
with faith when he said, “But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the 
right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the 
will of man, but of God” (John 1:12-13, ESV). Calvin viewed this teaching to be similar to what 
Jesus said at Matthew 16:17, when Peter confessed that Jesus was the Christ, and Christ 
responded “flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.” In both 

 
3 “The same purpose is served by that sacred wedlock through which we are made flesh of his flesh and 
bone of his bone, and thus one with him. But he unites himself to us by the Spirit alone. By the grace and 
power of the same Spirit we are made his members, to keep us under himself and in turn to possess him.” 
John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, The 
Library of Christian Classics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1960), III.i.3, 541. 
4 Calvin, Institutes, III.i.1, 537. 
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cases, flesh and blood means remaining in unbelief, and it is only by faith that believers receive 
Christ.  

Calvin’s teaching is also confirmed by Paul. In Ephesians 1:13 the Apostle said: “In him you also, 
when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed 
with the promised Holy Spirit.” Calvin comments that “Paul shows the Spirit to be the inner 
teacher by whose effort the promise of salvation penetrates into our minds, a promise that would 
otherwise only strike the air or beat upon our ears.”5 2 Thessalonians 2:13 also teaches that the 
source of faith is the Holy Spirit.  

However, Calvin says that John is even more clear than Paul in three other places: 1 John 3:24 
(“Whoever keeps his commandments abides in God, and God in him. And by this we know that 
he abides in us, by the Spirit whom he has given us.”), 1 John 4:13 (“By this we know that we abide 
in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.”) and 1 John 4:17.  

Calvin summarized his thinking beautifully: “… perfect salvation is found in the person of Christ. 
Accordingly, that we may become partakers of it he baptizes us in the Holy Spirit and fire, bringing 
us into the light of faith in his gospel and so regenerating us that we become new creatures; and 
he consecrates us, purged of worldly uncleanness, as temples holy to God.”6 

Calvin acknowledged that there is an intimate relationship between Christ and his work and that 
of the Holy Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit who is the bond by which Christ unites us to himself. 
Therefore, he says, “There is good reason for the repeated mention of the ‘testimony of the Spirit,’ 
a testimony we feel engraved like a seal upon our hearts, with the result that it seals the cleansing 
and sacrifice of Christ.”7 

In our natural state we were destitute and lost–but now, by the Holy Spirit’s action, believers have 
been made Christ’s disciples. But this work of the Holy Spirit, uniting us to Christ, has another 
component–it is also a work of separation. The Holy Spirit separates his bride from the world and 
places a hope of eternal life in our hearts. For this reason, the Holy Spirit is called the Spirit of 
sanctification by Paul at Romans 1:4 and 2 Thessalonians 2:13 and by Peter 1 Peter 1:2.  

In the midst of this very practical section of his great book, Calvin discussed the intertrinitarian 
relationship between the Father, Christ, and the Holy Spirit in the work of salvation. The Father 
gives the Spirit for the sake of the Son–yet the Son is the steward of the Father’s liberality. Calvin 
says that the Holy Spirit is sometimes called the Spirit of the Father and at other times the Spirit 
of the Son.  

In our union with Christ believers possess the Holy Spirit. He dwells within us. The Father is the 
author of this gift, for which we give him praise. Yet Christ is the distributor of the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. The Spirit is given to believers according to Christ’s good measure or gift as Paul teaches at 
Ephesians 4:7. 

There is a reason why the Spirit is termed the Spirit of Christ. Of course, as two members of the 
divine Trinity, they are joined or united. Yet, there is the additional aspect of Christ’s economic or 
practical work as mediator. There would be no power to his work as mediator were Christ–as the 
second Adam, whom Paul designates with the unique title of life-giving-Spirit at 1 Corinthians 
15:45–not able to draw us to himself. In this way he is contrasted to wicked natural human life 
outside of salvation. This life of grace in Christ, through the Holy Spirit, Paul calls the fellowship 

 
5 Calvin, Institutes, III.i.4, 541. 
6 Calvin, Institutes, III.i.4, 541. 
7 Calvin, Institutes, III.i.1, 538. 
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of the Spirit at 2 Corinthians 13:14. Without this life of grace people cannot experience God the 
Father’s favor. This is what Paul means at Romans 5:5 when he said that “God’s love has been 
poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.”8 

Calvin on the Titles of the Holy Spirit 

God is certainly known by his works, but especially by his names. Calvin believed that it was 
important to investigate specific titles for the Holy Spirit under the heading of the believers’ 
salvation. He provided a number of major and minor titles and described each. We will look at 
only five. 

First, the precious Holy Spirit is termed the Spirit of adoption. The third Person of the Trinity 
testifies to God’s benevolence in that the Father has embraced his own in his beloved Son and 
thus become a Father to believers. This Spirit of adoption has direct relevance to the practice of 
prayer because a good father gladly hears a son’s petitions. Christ underlined this truth when he 
taught believers to pray “Abba, Father”. 

Second, the Holy Spirit is also called the guarantee and seal of our inheritance. As believers walk 
as miserable pilgrims in this dark and damp world, Calvin says that at times we resemble dead 
men, so we are reminded of heavenly blessing and salvation. Our salvation does not rest in our 
own feeble hands but is safely secured in God’s care–which thankfully never fails. 

Third, the Holy Spirit is described as living water. While the temperatures are cooling after a hot 
summer, we all know how necessary water is for life. Calvin says that it is the Holy Spirit who was 
in mind when Isiah cried out at 44:3 (“For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on 
the dry ground; I will pour my Spirit upon your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants.”) 
and later at 55:1 (“Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters...”). Christ’s statements in the 
New Testament correspond to this Old Testament theology when he announced that “If anyone 
thirsts, let him come to me” at John 7:37. In a similar fashion, the Holy Spirit makes believers 
fruitful to manifest righteousness. Water also functions as a cleanser and purifier. There are no 
clean bodies, dishes or clothes without water. Ezekiel 36:25 promises clean water to wash away 
the people’s filth. 

Finally, Calvin notes that the Holy Spirit is also referred to as oil and anointing. While the figure 
of anointing with oil is foreign to most of American 21st century life, the king or queen of England 
is still anointed with oil at their inauguration. Likewise, in the Old Testament, prophets and kings 
were set apart to office by anointing with oil. A vital New Testament image of using oil is to restore 
and nourish the recipient to health and vigor. Uniting these varying biblical images in the person 
and work of the Spirit, John says at 1 John 2:20, “But you have been anointed by the Holy One, 
and you all have knowledge”; and, a few verses later, at verse 27: “but the anointing that you 
received from him abides in you, and you have no need that anyone should teach you. But as his 
anointing teaches you about everything–and is true and is no lie, just as it has taught you abide in 
him.” 

The final title is fire–which is another powerful image. Fire can be greatly beneficial. While Calvin 
did not use this example, a cold uncooked piece of meat is not very appetizing. But place it on a 
hot grill, and it is delicious! So too the Holy Spirit takes our cold and raw hearts and warms them 
to the love of God. On a cold winter night a cheery fireplace warms our bodies, and similarly the 
Holy Spirit warms us to greater and deeper piety and devotion. But fire can also be brutally 
destructive. A surgeon will sometimes use lasers and burning to destroy unwanted tissues and 

 
8 Calvin, Institutes, III.i.2, 539. 
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cancers. Such a medical procedure is a positive destruction. In a similar fashion the Holy Spirit 
burns away our cancerous and wicked desires.9  

The Means of Grace and the Church 

After the believer’s initial union with Christ effected by the Spirit, Calvin was convinced that 
believers needed help–so that their faith might increase and that they may move on toward the 
goal of the Christian life. To all of those ends, God gave the church, Christ’s bride. Let’s examine 
the church and the means of grace empowered through the Holy Spirit. 

For Calvin, any doctrine must be grounded in the Scriptures, and this is also the case for his 
theology of the means of grace and the church. Calvin’s notion of the Holy Spirit bearing witness 
in our hearts directly through the read and preached word was intimately related to his doctrine 
of scripture. In the Old Testament, God made it clear that he wanted his word to be preserved. 
That word spoke of Jesus Christ.10 It spoke perfectly, for as Calvin said in his Institutes, it was 
“composed under the Holy Spirit’s dictation.”11 Turning to the New Testament, it was the Spirit’s 
work to bring to the apostolic writer’s minds what our Lord had taught by mouth. Thus, he termed 
the Spirit “the key that unlocks for us the treasures of the Kingdom of Heaven.”12  

Since the Old and the New Testaments are perfect, and since the Bible has been preserved, then 
neither individual men nor groups, such as the church, can set forth some type of new doctrine or 
preach a cleverly created gospel.13 Nevertheless, Calvin’s teaching does not mean that the 
Scriptures are always easy to follow. Therefore, the church is important to a right understanding 
of Scripture. The church possesses the whole Word of God in all of its authority, and the Holy 
Spirit, who is active in the church, guides and directs her in all truth. Thus, when the church rightly 
expounds the Word of God, the church speaks authoritatively, and its teaching must be obeyed 
because it is, in a sense, an authentic oracle of God.14  

According to Calvin, living in the midst of Christ’s church is necessary to the Christian life. The 
church is like our tender and nurturing mother because it is through her that we have been birthed 
to life.15 Like a good mother, the Church preserves and protects her beloved children.16 In 
continuity with his parenting imagery, Calvin added the role of Father and applied that task to 

 
9 Calvin also provided a number of minor images. The Holy Spirit is called life because of righteousness 
[Rom. 8:10]; the spring like the source of all heavenly riches [John 4:14]; and the hand of God by which 
he exercises his might. See Calvin, Institutes, III.i.3, 540. 
10 “When I say this, I mean that God has never manifested himself to men in any other way than through 
the Son, that is, his sole wisdom, light, and truth. From this foundation, all the prophets have also drawn 
every heavenly oracle that they have given forth.” “But where it pleased God to raise up a more visible 
form of the church, he willed to have his Word set down and sealed in writing, that his priests might seek 
from it what to teach the people, and that every doctrine to be taught should conform to that rule.” Calvin, 
Institutes, IV.viii.5, 1153. 
11 Calvin, Institutes, IV.viii.6, 1154. 
12 Calvin, Institutes, III.i.4, 542. 
13 “God deprives men of the capacity to put forth new doctrine in order that he alone may be our 
schoolmaster in spiritual doctrine as he alone is true (Rom. 3:4) who can neither lie nor deceive. This rule 
pertains as much to the whole church as to individual believers.” Calvin, Institutes, IV.viii.9, 1158. 
14 “Inasmuch as the church is governed by the Spirit of God, it can proceed safely with the Word; no 
matter where it may go, it can think or speak only what is true; accordingly, if it should ordain anything 
beyond or apart from God’s Word, this must be taken as nothing but a sure oracle of God.” Calvin, 
Institutes, IV.viii.13, 1162. 
15 “For there is no other way to enter into life unless this mother…” Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.4, 1016. 
16 “Not only does the Lord through forgiveness of sins receive and adopt us one for all into the church, but 
through the same means he preserves and protects us there.” Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.21, 1035. 
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God’s pastors in the church. Specifically, Calvin likened the role of a pastor to a father who cuts 
his children’s meat while they are seated at the table.17 

Born to life by the Holy Spirit in the church, nurtured and nourished by the church, parented in 
the church, Christians, like adult children, must therefore give back to the church that which is 
her due. Since God is the common Father of all believers, and Christ is the head over the members 
of the church, and all possess the same Holy Spirit, then individual members should treat each 
other with love and act toward others as they truly are–beloved brothers.18 Those who are united 
to Christ must be loyal to the visible church.19 

Life in Christ is life in the true church. Such a church is built up by the preaching of God’s word 
within the context of God’s prescribed order of worship.20 In public worship, God’s people are 
brought up into God’s very presence.21 While the benefits that come to God’s people through 
preaching and sacraments are ultimately from the Holy Spirit, those benefits come through the 
work of ordained ministers.22 

Therefore, Calvin had a high view of preaching. He viewed preaching as an incomparable 
treasure,23 and offered a number of good reasons why the congregation needed to listen carefully 
to the preached word and to obey it. First, ministers in the pulpit are God’s voice who through the 
ministry of the preached word speak to God’s people, as it were, face to face.24 God wants to speak 
to his people not just through the written word, but also through the preached word.25 Such a 
divine condescension on God’s part brings both great honor, as well as heavy responsibility, to the 

 
17 Ronald S. Wallace, Calvin’s doctrine of the Christian Life (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1959), 115-7. 
18 Institutes IV.1.3, 1014-1015. 
19 Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Christian Life, 245. 
20 “We must hold to what we have quoted from Paul–that the church is built up solely by outward 
preaching, and that the saints are held together by one bond only: that with common accord, through 
learning and advancement, they keep the church order established by God (cf. Eph. 4:12).” Calvin, 
Institutes, IV.i.5, 1019. 
21 “Nevertheless, he laments that he burns, is tormented and well-nigh consumed, with this single trouble, 
vexation, and sorrow. Surely, this is because believers have no greater help than public worship, for by it 
God raises his own folk upward step by step.” Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.5, 1019. Likewise, in discussing “the 
power of the keys”, Calvin writes that “This benefit [the forgiveness of sins] so belongs to the church that 
we cannot enjoy it unless we abide in communion with the church.” Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.22, 1036. 
22 Calvin continues, “Thirdly, it [the forgiveness of sins] is dispensed to us through the ministers and 
pastors of the church, either by the preaching of the gospel or by the administration of the sacraments.” 
Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.22, 1036. 
23 Wallace, Word & Sacrament, 89. For more information, see Richard Stauffer, Dieu, la creation et la 
Providence dans la predication de Calvin (1981), “L’homilitique de Calvin” in Interpretes de la Bible, 
(Paris, 1980), Richard Stauffer, “Les discourse a la premiere personne dans les sermons de Calvin” in 
Revue d'Histoire et de Philosophie religieuses (1965), Rudolphe Peter, “Rhetorique et prediction selon 
Calvin” in Revue d'Histoire et de Philosophie religieuses (1975), and Erwin Mühlhaupt, Johannes Calvin, 
Diener am Wort Gottes, Predigten (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1934). 
24 “... God has vouchsafed to feed us like little children with it [the Word] by sending us mortal men to 
speak it to us face to face… for our faith cannot be without humility, and God tests it in making mortal 
men to be the means by which he communicates himself to us.” Calvin, Sermons on Ephesians 2:19-22, 
215. See also his commentary on Isaiah 55:11 and Haggai 1:12 as cited by Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of the 
Word & Sacrament, 82. 
25 “Today it is his will to teach us through human means.” Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.5, 1017. On the next page, 
he writes that “among the many excellent gifts with which God has adorned the human race, it is a 
singular privilege that he designs to consecrate to himself the mouths and tongues of men in order that his 
voice may resound in them” Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.5, 1018. See also his commentary on Isaiah 50:10 and 
Hebrews 2:11 as cited by Wallace, Word and Sacrament, 83. 
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preacher.26 One reason why preachers are God’s voice is because the preacher can present nothing 
of his own invention but only what has been revealed by God in his own word.27 For Calvin, 
preaching is not equal to scripture. Preaching is derivative and subordinate.28 Nevertheless, the 
connection between God and his word and a proper sermon is so close that a properly ordained 
and installed minister can be called “a minister of the Spirit.”29 

Calvin used three strong visual images to describe the way in which God speaks to his people in 
the sermon.30 First, preaching is a token of the Lord’s presence and a means whereby he comes 
near to us. Through preaching, Christ’s gifts are conveyed to his beloved people.31 Second, 
preaching is analogous to the work of an ambassador, In Calvin’s day, the ambassador would 
speak for a prince, just like the US ambassador today speaks for the President.32 Ordained 
ministers “serve as [God’s] ambassadors in the world,” said Calvin, “to be interpreters of his secret 
will and, in short, to represent his person.”33 Finally, Calvin describes preaching as a tool in the 
hands of God. As a skillful craftsman carefully creates his work manipulating various tools to 
produce his object, so God uses the preacher to accomplish his work.34  

These three powerful visual images could wrongly place emphasis on the quality of the words of 
the sermon. However, that would be a mistake. Basic tools may have a functional beauty to them 
but the source of the tool’s value is in the hands of the craftsman. The sermonic craftsman for 
Calvin was not the preacher himself but God the Holy Spirit. Likewise, ambassadors are usually 
people of ability, but the ambassador’s power is not in his or her own personality but the authority 
of the political figure sending the ambassador. Furthermore, the notion of preachers delivering a 
sermon as representatives of God’s physical presence does not mean that preachers should 

 
26 “For St. Paul does not mean that one should just make a parade here or that a man should show off so 
that everyone applauds him and says, ‘Oh! Well spoken! Oh! What a breath of learning! Oh! What a subtle 
mind!’” said Calvin commenting on 1 Tim. 3. “All that is beside the point… When a man has climbed up 
into the pulpit, is it so that he may be seen from afar, and that he may be pre-eminent? Not at all. It is that 
God may speak to us by the mouth of a man. And he does us that favor of presenting himself here and 
wishes a mortal man to be his messenger.” T. H. L. Parker, Calvin’s Preaching (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), 24-25. 
27 “This is such a usual theme with him, repeated hundreds of times, that there is no need to support it 
with quotations. The preacher shall declare only what has been revealed and recorded in Holy Scripture.” 
Parker, Calvin’s Preaching, 22. 
28 “God presides; the pulpit is his throne, he is in the midst, as if visible, face to face; the Church is joined 
to him. In other words, granted the distinction of primary and secondary which must be maintained 
between Scripture and preaching, the same message is powerful and effective in the one as in the other.” 
Parker, Calvin’s Preaching, 27. 
29 Wallace, Word & Sacrament, 91. 
30 “If the preacher faithfully hands on what he himself has learned in the school of God, then God himself 
‘presides’, he is ‘in the midst’, as if he were showing himself visibly or face to face, and his people are 
‘joined’ to him. Our Lord Jesus Christ is present and the Church is ‘united’ with him. The pulpit is ‘the 
throne of God, from where he wills to govern our souls.’” Parker, Calvin’s Preaching, 26. 
31 See Calvin’s Commentary on Isaiah 11:4; 50:2; 55:6; and 1 Peter 1:25, as cited by Wallace, Word & 
Sacrament, 85. 
32 “Fully empowered by the prince, the ambassador may say: we want this done. He does not depreciate 
the power of the prince but simply speaks with the same authority as the prince.” Parker, Calvin’s 
Preaching, 27-29. 
33 Calvin, Institutes, IV.iii.1, 1053. See also Leroy Nixon, John Calvin, Expository Preacher (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950), 57. 
34 “Because he does not dwell among us in visible presence (Matt. 26:11), we have said that he uses the 
ministry of men to declare openly his will to us by mouth as a sort of delegated work, not by transferring 
to them his right and honor, but only that through their mouths he may do his own work–just as a 
workman uses a tool to do his work.” Calvin, Institutes, IV.iii.1, 1053. 
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employ smoke and mirrors to enhance their appearance like the Wizard of Oz when preaching. In 
all of these strong images, the divine reality was present not through the power of vivid language, 
but by the Holy Spirit’s working.35 

With Calvin’s high view of preaching we need to address a difficult practical issue which was a 
problem during Calvin’s era and continues to be a problem in today’s congregations as well. There 
were then and there are men now who are set apart for gospel ministry who are not preeminently 
endowed with intellectual and speaking gifts, but are nevertheless rightly called to that high office 
by God. As such, even these men must also be heard and obeyed.36 In fact, Calvin says that God 
sometimes lifts up rather vile and worthless persons as ministers. It is true that all preachers are 
contemptible mortals who have just emerged from the dust–but some actually have fewer gifts 
than do the members of their congregation.37 Nevertheless they must be heard, and Calvin offers 
some of the reasons why. 

One of the believer’s obligations is what Calvin terms the true hearing of preaching. Calvin 
mentioned that the peculiar path of proclamation, an avenue which God specifically chose, tests 
the congregation’s obedience to God. “He proves our obedience by a very good test” said Calvin, 
“when we hear his ministers speaking just as if he himself spoke.”38  

From the congregation’s perspective, there are undoubtedly hard parts to that proclamation. 
Sometimes a sermon is difficult to hear because the pastor’s words cut to the disciple’s tender 
heart. Nevertheless, the people must not rebel against God’s good and wise instruction.39 The 
Word of God as preached simply had to be obeyed. The congregation must maintain a proper 
attitude toward preaching. The congregation should not simply be a passive audience during the 
Word’s proclamation.40 The congregation must be willing to obey what they hear from God, with 
no reserve.41  

 
35 Parker, Calvin’s Preaching, 29. 
36 “Again, this is the best and most useful exercise in humility, when he accustoms us to obey his Word, 
even though it be preached through men like us and sometimes even by those of lower worth than we.” 
“But when a puny man risen from the dust speaks in God’s name, at this point we best evidence our piety 
and obedience toward God if we shod ourselves teachable toward his minister, although he excels us in 
nothing.” Calvin, Institutes, IV.iii.1, 1054. 
37 Wallace, Word & Sacrament, 117-8. 
38 Calvin, Institutes IV.i.5, 1018. On the previous page, Calvin speaks of the just punishment of those who 
reject the Word spoken by the preacher: “From this it follows that all those who spurn the spiritual food, 
divinely extended to them through the hand of the church, deserve to perish in famine and hunger.” 
Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.5, 1017. The rejection of the Word by the ungodly is a struggle for prophets and 
preachers in every age. Yet, to reject the Word is foolish: “This is like blotting out the face of God which 
shines upon us in teaching” Calvin, Institutes, IV.i.5, 1018. 
39 In Calvin’s sermon on 2 Timothy 3:16, Calvin says that “the people must not say, ‘Ho! That is too hard 
to be borne. You ought not to go on like that’. Those who cannot bear to be reproved had better look for 
another school-master than God. There are many who will not stand it: ‘’What! Is this the way to teach? 
Ho! We want to be won by sweetness’. ‘You do? Then go and teach God his lessons!’ These are our 
sensitive folk who cannot bear a single reproof to be offered to them. And why? ‘Ho! We want to be taught 
in another style.’ ‘Well then, go to the devil’s school! He will flatter you enough–and destroy you.’” Parker, 
Calvin’s Preaching, 14. 
40 T. H. L. Parker, John Calvin: A Biography (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975), 95. 
41 “…yet the preaching might have little or no effect, if the attitude of the congregation were not all that it 
should be. The congregation makes or breaks the effect of a sermon, according to whether or not they 
come in the right attitude. The only proper attitude for hearing a sermon is the attitude of willingness to 
obey God completely and with no reserve.” Nixon, John Calvin, 65. 
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Sadly, while a preacher may be called by God, and preach only the word, nevertheless that 
preaching may bear very little fruit in the congregation’s life. It is undoubted that there can be a 
satanic hardening of individual hearts against the Word.42 Calvin proclaimed in a sermon on Job 
that to hear God’s Word preached and not obey it is like a warrior who owns fine armor, but then 
hangs up the armor and leaves it to rust.43  

At the same time, Calvin was rightly convinced that there is power in God’s Word independent of 
the recipients.44 Whenever there is true and effective ministry in the church then good fruit will 
blossom in the lives of the congregation’s members. Calvin actually specified the nature of that 
fruit. He tells us that men who had previously lived notorious lives had been changed. Even those 
who had been good and respectable had seen improvements. Finally, men and women who had 
not been able to have clear consciences could now go into God’s presence with joy in their hearts.45 
This is all the gracious work of the Holy Spirit. 

In conclusion, Calvin’s Institutes present who God is in his majestic holiness, and who we are in 
our wretched state of sin and our great need for salvation. Salvation is Christ’s work that is applied 
by the Holy Spirit. On our own we have nothing but darkness of mind and perversity of heart, but 
the Holy Spirit so works in us that we are ruled by his prompting. That connects everything back 
to a faithful walk in the life of the church. In the church the Holy Spirit speaks to our hearts 
through both the written and the preached word. 

 
42 Wallace, Word & Sacrament, 93. 
43 Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Christian Life, 219. 
44 Wallace, Word & Sacrament, 92. 
45 “But is there no fruit in this, that many who are truly pious feel their obligation to us, in that they have 
at length learned to worship God with a pure heart, and to invoke him with a calm conscience, have been 
freed from perpetual torments, and have furnished with true delight in Christ, so as to be able to confide 
in him. But if we are asked for proofs which every eye can see, it has not fared so unhappily with us that 
we cannot point to numerous sources of rejoicing. How many who formerly led a vicious course of life 
have been so reformed as to seem converted into new men? How many whose past lives had been free 
from censure, nay, who were held in the highest estimation, have, instead of retrograding, been able to 
testify by their conduct that our ministry has proved neither barren nor unfruitful?” John Calvin, “The 
Necessity of Reforming the Church,” in Selected Works of John Calvin: Tracts and Letters, ed. and trans. 
Henry Beveridge (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1983), 201. 
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Judas (not Iscariot) said to him, “Lord, how is it that you will manifest yourself 
to us, and not to the world?” Jesus answered him, “If anyone loves me, he will 
keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make 
our home with him. Whoever does not love me does not keep my words. And the 
word that you hear is not mine but the Father's who sent me. These things I have 
spoken to you while I am still with you. But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the 
Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your 
remembrance all that I have said to you.” (John 14:22-26, ESV) 

Of utmost importance in the practice of the chief mark of the church, that of the pure preaching 
of the Word of God, is a conscientious acknowledgement of, and utter dependency upon, the Holy 
Spirit. For the Spirit of God is the true author of the Scriptures (2 Pet. 1:21). He is the One who 
has made God’s truth known to us (John 16:13-15). The Holy Spirit grants illumination to the 
meaning of the text (1 Cor. 2:12-13). He is the One who empowers the preacher (Acts 1:8; Eph. 
6:18-20). As Jesus said in John 14, the Holy Spirit is sent by the Father in the name of Jesus to 
bring God’s Word to His people. Those who keep that word know the love of God and become the 
place where the Trinity dwells. The Holy Spirit alone uses preaching to convict, convert, and 
consecrate. From beginning to end, preaching is a working of the Spirit of God. 

Yet with this perspective, questions arise with respect to the Spirit’s manifestation in preaching. 
How does the Spirit’s primary authorship of the Scriptures relate to the church being the “pillar 
and buttress of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15)? How does the Spirit work with human reasoning in the 
preacher understanding and proclaiming a text, and the congregation receiving the Word 
preached? Are preachers helplessly reliant on the sovereign Spirit’s self-manifestation in their 
preparation and preaching, or do means exist to cultivate the Spirit’s activity?  

To further understand the Spirit’s work in preaching, perhaps no theologian strikes truer with the 
needed clarity as does Francis Turretin (1623-1687). 

The Historic Influence of Francis Turretin in the Reformed Understanding of 
Preaching 

Born in Geneva in October of 1623, the Swiss-Italian Francis Turretin inherited, along with his 
brilliant mind, a full century of the development of Calvinism. Educated in Geneva and then in 
leading academies in Europe (in places such as Utrecht, Leiden, and Paris), Turretin returned to 
Geneva as a young man in 1648 to pastor the Italian congregation there. He eventually took up 
the position of professor of theology at the Geneva Academy in 1653.  
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As pastor and professor, Turretin exhibited a studied concern for Scripture and its place in the life 
of the church. For example, he assisted in the publication of the Helvetic Consensus Formula of 
1675. The last Calvinistic confession of the church in Switzerland, this creedal formulation 
defended the Synod of Dort’s doctrines against Amyraldism by beginning with a treatment of the 
inspiration of Scripture. Later, the Helvetic Formula speaks to the subject at hand when it states, 

Those who are called to salvation through the preaching of the Gospel are not able 
to believe or obey the call, unless they are raised up out of spiritual death by that 
very power that God used to command the light to shine out of darkness, and God 
shines into their hearts with the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ (2 Cor 
4:6)…. man by nature, and so by the law of his formation in the womb, and hence 
from his birth, is the child of disobedience (Eph 2:2); and has that inability that is 
so innate that it cannot be shaken off except by the omnipotent heart-turning grace 
of the Holy Spirit.1 

Turretin’s greatest contribution to theology was his work Institutes of Elenctic Theology, which 
he published toward the end of his life in three volumes: Volume I in 1679; Volume II in 1682; 
and Volume III in 1685. Turretin died on September 28, 1687, working until his death revising his 
magnum opus.  

Turretin’s Institutes had a great impact historically on Reformed theology and preaching, as it 
was used as a standard-bearer in seminaries. For example, even two centuries later, Turretin’s 
Institutes remained “the principal textbook in systematic theology at Princeton Seminary for sixty 
years until Charles Hodge's Systematic Theology replaced it in 1872.”2 (Hodge did not intend to 
replace it himself, as he used it and assigned theological topics for study with readings from 
Institutes for discussion.3 Interestingly, in the days when incoming students had to know both 
Greek and Latin before arriving, RPTS also used Turretin as its primary systematic theology text 
until 1872.4) Both Archibald Alexander and Hodge wrote commentaries on Turretin for classroom 
use, so that “the influence of Turretin's scholastic theology continued at Princeton until it was 
reorganized in the 1930s.”5 With the translation of his Institutes into English in the twentieth 
century, it is hoped that the church and academy will return to Turretin’s insights. 

Preaching as a Sign Tekmeria (τεκμήρια) 

Turretin believed it necessary to know “how of the various assemblies which profess the name of 
Christ, the true and orthodox can be distinguished from the false and heretical, which are 
unworthy of the name of the true church.”6 His reason for this distinction was simple. He states 
what the Scriptures teach and what the Protestant church has always upheld regarding the 
church’s importance: “salvation cannot be obtained except in communion with the true church.”7 

 
1 Helvetic Consensus Formula Canon XXI. 
2 Donald K. McKim, The Authoritative Word: Essays on The Nature of Scripture (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock Publishers, 1998), 216. 
3 Roger E. Olson, The Journey of Modern Theology: From Reconstruction to Deconstruction (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2013), 266. 
4 Robert M. Copeland, Spare No Exertions: 175 Years of the Reformed Presbyterian Theological 
Seminary (Pittsburgh: RPTS, 1986), 84-85. 
5 Olson, The Journey of Modern Theology, 216. 
6 Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, trans. George Musgrave Giger, ed. James T. Dennison, 
Jr. (Philipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing, 1997), 3:87. 
7 Turretin, Institutes, 3:87. 



Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 8.1 (Fall 2021) 

 
 

27 

Turretin lays out the importance of discernment in no uncertain terms, declaring it to be a matter 
of salvation: 

[Since] many glory in this sacred name [“church”] who are destitute of its truth, it 
is of great value to know its true marks that we may be able to distinguish the true 
fold of Christ from the dens of wolves; and the genuine society of pious Christians 
(to whose communion we are called) from the conventicles of heretics, which must 
be shunned by us; also that thus we may know what that assembly is to which it is 
necessary that we should join ourselves that we may obtain salvation.8 

Turretin then discusses the nature of a mark, arriving at the need for it to be both “proper” (i.e., 
not a characteristic common to an object but formal and pronounced) and “somewhat known” 
(i.e., the mark cannot be of an intangible quality but must be able to be measured in some way). 
To locate the true, visible church, he taught that the invisible presence of God’s Spirit must be 
indicated not by mere probable or accidental adjunct signs, which he called the eikota, meaning 
“merely appearing” or “seeming” to be associated. This word is the one we get “icon” from. Think 
of how an app on your smartphone is an icon–it is associated with the program, but separate from 
it. Similarly, some signs that may indicate the Spirit’s presence are merely probable, such as 
saying a place is a Christian assembly. That group may or may not be in Christ.  

Rather, necessary and essential signs were needed, which Turretin used the Greek word tekmeria 
to define. Tekmeria means “demonstrative proofs” or “essential signs,” and they are so much of 
the essence of the thing signified that they are inseparable from it. He used examples such as 
smoke indicating fire, respiration proving life, or the rays of light from the sun to illustrate what 
he meant. Then, he applied this concept to the church. The internal, mystical, invisible church 
consisting of true believers is revealed in an external, visible, instituted way. How so? As a true 
representative of the Reformed tradition, Turretin said that “the pure preaching of the word with 
lawful administration of the sacraments, to which some add the exercise of discipline and holiness 
of life or obedience given to the word” are those signs.9  

Yet Turretin made a sharp distinction between these signs or marks, for he upheld they had 
“different degrees of necessity…. In the first degree of necessity is the pure preaching and 
profession of the word, since without it the church cannot exist.”10 The sacraments were not of the 
same degree as preaching, since a generation of Israel existed in the wilderness without being 
circumcised yet still set apart by the Word of God. Using biblical references and church fathers, 
Turretin states that “such is the preached and received word, which constitutes, conserves and 
nourishes the church so that, it being posited, the church is posited, and it being removed, the 
church is removed.”11 He makes clear that the mere claim of possessing the marks is insufficient 
for any assembly; rather, a demonstrable adherence to the truth is necessary for the claim of being 
a true congregation of Christ. After treating various objections and difficulties, he concludes, “it 
is evident that truth of doctrine or conformity with the word of God is the true and genuine mark 
of the true church.”12  

The Holy Spirit’s All-Encompassing Role in Preaching 

Having established preaching as the church’s sign a priori, the Spirit’s role in this mark can be 
explored. For Turretin, the Spirit is present in all aspects of preaching as He uses God’s Word to 

 
8 Turretin, Institutes, 3:86. 
9 Turretin, Institutes, 3:87. 
10 Turretin, Institutes, 3:87. 
11 Turretin, Institutes, 3:88. 
12 Turretin, Institutes, 3:96. 
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mark the church. This working of the Spirit in preaching can be seen in three primary areas: the 
Spirit’s self-attesting authority in the Scriptures; the Spirit’s presence in the proclamation of the 
Scriptures; and the Spirit’s powerful operation in the hearers of the Scriptures. 

1. The Spirit’s self-attesting authority in the Scriptures 

Unlike the Roman Catholic Church, which maintains that the church authorizes the Scriptures, 
Turretin taught the Protestant view of sola Scriptura, that Scripture is the sole authority of the 
church. He believed the Scriptures were self-authenticating, saying, “But although we do not deny 
that the testimony of the church has its own weight..., yet we maintain that primarily and 
principally the Bible is believed by us to be divine on account of itself (or the marks impressed 
upon it), not on account of the church.”13 For the Word of God was breathed by the Spirit (2 Tim. 
3:16), and the human authors were carried along by the Holy Spirit (2 Pet. 1:21). 

Turretin used numerous illustrations to help his readers understand the self-attesting authority 
of the Scriptures. “For as the works of God exhibit visibly to our eyes by certain marks the 
incomparable excellence of the artificer himself and as the sun makes himself known by his own 
light, so he wished in the Bible (which is the emanation [aporroē] from the Father of lights and 
the Sun of righteousness) to send forth different rays of divinity by which he might make himself 
known.”14 He also spoke of how “objects of the sense presented to faculties well disposed are 
immediately distinguished and known without any other external argument…. Light is 
immediately most certainly known to us by its own brightness; food by its peculiar sweetness; an 
odor by its peculiar fragrance without any additional testimony.”15 He continues,  

Thus the Scripture, which is set forth to us in respect to the new man and spiritual 
senses, now under the symbol of a clear light (Ps. 119:105), then of the most 
sweetest food (Ps. 19:10; Is. 55:1, 2; Heb. 5:14) and again of the sweetest smelling 
savor (Cant. 1:3), may easily be distinguished of itself by the senses of the new man 
as soon as it is presented to them and makes itself known by its own light, 
sweetness and fragrance (euōdia); so that there is no need to seek elsewhere for 
proof that this is light, food or a sweet smelling savor.16 

Turretin’s view of the Scriptures come out dramatically in his teaching of what it means for the 
church to be the “pillar and bulwark (or support or ground) of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). These 
images can sound as if the church must hold up or support the truth of God’s Word for it to be 
authoritative. But, as Turretin explains, 

The church is called “the pillar and ground of the truth” (stylos kai hedraiōma tēs 
alētheias, 1 Tim. 3:15) not because she supports and gives authority to the truth 
(since the truth is rather the foundation upon which the church is built, Eph. 2:20), 
but because it stands before the church as a pillar and makes itself conspicuous to 
all. Therefore it is called a pillar, not in an architectural sense (as pillars are used 
for the support of buildings), but in a forensic and political sense (as the edicts of 
the emperor and the decrees and laws of the magistrates were usually posted 
against pillars before the court houses and praetoria and before the gates of the 

 
13 Turretin, Institutes, 1:87. 
14 Turretin, Institutes, 1:63. 
15 Turretin, Institutes, 1:89. 
16 Turretin, Institutes, 1:89-90. 
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basilica so that all might be informed of them, as noted by Pliny, Natural History, 
lib. 6, c. 28+ and Josephus,? AJ 1.70–71 [Loeb, 4:32–33]).17 

The church does not authenticate the truth but proclaims it and preserves it: “We prove the 
Scriptures by the Spirit as the efficient cause by which we believe. But we prove the Spirit from 
the Scriptures as the object and argument on account of which we believe.”18 

2. The Spirit’s presence in the proclamation of the Scriptures 

The Spirit of God is not only present objectively in the inscripturated, God-breathed Word. For 
He uses the one who preaches to breathe out his word with its life and power in the present 
generation. The preacher should consider that every time he preaches, he is imitating God the 
Father through Christ’s breathing out His Word. This was Turretin’s conviction. According to 
Cunnington, “Turretin was clear that the Spirit expressed himself both externally in Scripture 
(through preaching) and internally through his ‘testimony impressed upon the conscience and 
speaking in the heart.’”19 

In John 14:23-24, Jesus said, “If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love 
him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. Whoever does not love me does not 
keep my words. And the word that you hear is not mine but the Father's who sent me.” Where the 
word of God is kept, God the Father and God the Son through the Spirit of God dwell. As Turretin 
states, “where Christ dwells with the Father, there it cannot be denied that the true church is, since 
it is his house and temple.”20 Furthermore, “Christ cannot be found without his church also being 
found (in which he dwells and which is his body, which cannot be separated from him).”21 So the 
preaching of the Word of God is a Spirit-wrought, Spirit-abiding activity. Brilliantly, Turretin said, 
“The church shows the Scripture by her ministry and a posteriori, as the effect the cause and a 
light the candlestick; the Scripture shows the church by her authority and a priori, as the cause 
the effect.”22 

3. The Spirit’s powerful operation in the hearers of the Scriptures 

Some scholars in the past few decades, because of what they perceive as the dry scholastic 
approach of the seventeenth century, have sought to separate Turretin from Calvin in their view 
of Scripture. One area of concern they raise is the claim that “Turretin departed from Calvin in 
not relying upon the internal witness of the Holy Spirit to persuade readers of the authority of 
Scripture.”23 One almost wonders if the critics have even read Turretin! For he develops clearly 
the relationship between the church being marked by those who have heard the internal witness 
of the Spirit of God. He states, “the same Spirit who acts objectively in the word by presenting the 
truth, operates efficiently in the heart by also impressing that truth upon our minds.”24 

Turretin goes on to say of the Spirit that 

 
17 Turretin, Institutes, 1:93. 
18 Turretin, Institutes, 1:92. 
19 Ralph Cunnington, “Did Turretin Depart from Calvin’s View on the Concept of Error in the Scriptures?” 
Foundations (No. 61, Autumn 2011), 51. 
20 Turretin, Institutes, 3:89. 
21 Turretin, Institutes, 3:89. 
22 Turretin, Institutes, 1:94. 
23 Cunnington, “Did Turretin Depart from Calvin’s View”, 45. 
24 Turretin, Institutes, 1:90. 
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He is not given to us in order to introduce new revelations, but to impress the 
written word on our hearts; so that here the word must never be separated from 
the Spirit (Is. 59:21). The former works objectively, the latter efficiently; the former 
strikes the ears from without, the latter opens the heart within. The Spirit is the 
teacher; Scripture is the doctrine which he teaches us.25 

Turretin says that the effect of the Word and Spirit is “sharper than any two-edged sword, it 
pierces to the soul itself, generates faith and piety in the minds of its hearers, as well as invincible 
firmness in its professors, and always victoriously triumphs over the kingdom of Satan and false 
religion.”26 As a result, a gathered flock of people come around the preached Word, showing that 
they belong to Christ. “For if the church is a flock of sheep and the sheep are no other than they 
who hear the voice of Christ, wherever the voice of Christ is heard, they are the sheep of Christ 
(and so the true church) must necessarily be.”27 

Cultivating the Spirit’s Activity in Preaching 

Does this authoritative, sovereign activity of the Spirit over the Word of God in the church of 
Christ mean pastors and congregations must simply wait idly for the Spirit’s action? By no means! 
Preachers can pursue the Spirit’s assistance in ministering the Word in at least three ways. 
Everyone can encourage their pastors along these lines. 

1. Preach the Scriptures confidently because of their Spirit-granted authority.  

We are living in an age where many places calling themselves churches are not hearing and 
experiencing what we have just described. Covid is causing many people to walk away from a faith 
they did not truly possess. Many of them were in houses of God where the Word was not 
proclaimed and so were a house of God in name only. The Cambridge Declaration of the Alliance 
of Confessing Evangelicals is right to confess that “The work of the Holy Spirit in personal 
experience cannot be disengaged from Scripture. The Spirit does not speak in ways that are 
independent of Scripture.”28 

How preachers need to be men confident to preach the Word of God because they know that the 
authority lies in the Word they proclaim! A paucity of expositional, gospel proclaiming churches 
exists. Too many pulpits lie empty. People are being fed lying doctrines in too many other pulpits. 
A need exists for men who, confident in the sole authority of the Word of God, to arise and preach 
with confidence this Word. 

2. Preach in the prayer-derived power of the Spirit.  

When it comes to the presence of the Spirit in preaching, perhaps James’ proverb rings true for 
too many preachers: “You do not have, because you do not ask” (James 4:2). I wonder how many 
preachers are asking. Like a father honoring a request for food from a little child, he delights to 
grant the Spirit in increasing measures to those who ask. There is a need to pray, and there is a 
need to ask others for prayer. Even Paul recognized his dependence on the Holy Spirit when he 
entreated the Ephesians to “keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the 
saints, and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my mouth boldly to proclaim 

 
25 Turretin, Institutes, 1:59. 
26 Turretin, Institutes, 1:64. 
27 Turretin, Institutes, 3:89. 
28 Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals, Cambridge Declaration (1996), sec. “Sola Scriptura: The Erosion of 
Authority”. 
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the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as 
I ought to speak” (Eph. 6:18-20). 

3. Preach by faith in the Spirit’s inner working.  

I love to rake leaves, paint a room, and even help clean up the kitchen. Why? Because I can directly 
see my work. But preaching! Sometimes you preach and wonder if anything happened! That is 
why we must preach by faith. God promised that His Word would not return void, and we believe 
Him! When you plant a seed, and water it, you expect it to grow. We should expect no less of our 
preaching. 

Conclusion 

For Turretin, the Word of God and Spirit of God were distinct but inseparable. “We prove the 
Scriptures by the Spirit as the efficient cause by which we believe. But we prove the Spirit from 
the Scriptures as the object and argument on account of which we believe.”29 As the old song says, 
like love and marriage, or a horse and carriage, they go together and we cannot have one without 
the other. 

 
29 Turretin, Institutes, 2:92. 
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Introduction 

This article offers a practical perspective on the right reception of Scripture in the Christian life, 
through the eyes of a lesser-known member of the Westminster Assembly of Divines, the Scottish 
Covenanter Archibald Johnston of Wariston (1611-63). Wariston1 is best known in Covenanting 
lore as the “The Lawyer of the Covenant”–a fiery zealot for the Presbyterian cause, who composed 
most of the Covenanters’ legal documents, the most important being the National Covenant of 
1638. He remained at the top of the Covenanter political hierarchy during the turbulent decade of 
the British Civil Wars–including his time as a Scottish commissioner to the Westminster 
Assembly–and surprisingly, collaborated with the Cromwellian regime in the 1650s. This fateful 
decision led to his being hanged for treason by a restored Charles II in 1663, though his scaffold 
recantation and recommitment to the Covenanted Reformation meant he would be remembered 
as one of the first Covenanter martyrs. But our interest is with what lay beneath his remarkable 
public career and fueled it: an intense spirituality marked by an exhausting regime of spiritual 
disciplines centering on the study of Scripture. 

It can be a dubious exercise for historians to try and reconstruct the inner life of specific Puritans 
or Covenanters by “reading between the lines” of their published treatises on Scripture. But when 
we happen to have their own words in the form of a personal diary–or “self-writing”–we possess 
a very intimate portrait of these servants of God, and a unique window into their own devotional 
study of the Word–rich with lessons and warnings.2 If their published treatises and sermons show 
us their theology of the Word, their personal diaries show us their personal reception of the Word. 
They reveal to what extent they practiced the doctrine of the Word that they preached. More often 
than not, there is a clear consistency between their doctrine of Scripture and their Christian 
practice, but in some cases, the congruity between doctrine and practice is rather ambiguous.  

Happily, one of the most important spiritual diaries of the Puritan period is that of Wariston, who 
kept a meticulous record of his spiritual journey almost every day of his adult life.3 This diary will 

 
1 For an excellent overview of Wariston’s life see John Coffey, “Johnston, Sir Archibald, Lord Wariston 
(Bap. 1611, d. 1663),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004). 
2 Diaries were a very common element in Puritan practical divinity in the 17th century across the three 
British kingdoms. See Andrew Cambers, “Reading, the Godly, and Self‐Writing in England, circa 1580–
1720,” Journal of British Studies 46, no. 4 (2007): 796–825. 
3 Wariston was heavily influenced by his pastor, the episcopalian minister of St. Giles, Edinburgh to begin 
keeping a written record of his sins, afflictions and blessings. See William Struther, Christian 
Observations and Resolutions, or, the Daylie Practice of the Renewed Man, Turning All Occurrents to 
Spirituall Uses, and These Uses to His Union with God, II Centuri (Edinburgh: Andrew Hart, 1629), 375-
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be our primary source for this article. Wariston’s diary sheds light on the theology of the Word 
held by one of our spiritual forefathers, but also demonstrates how a right theology of the Word 
does not necessarily guarantee a consistent application of that theology in practice. Wariston’s 
diary (written in a thick Braid Scots dialect) has much to say on the use and abuse of the Word in 
a confessionally Reformed context, and as such, offers timely help and warning for Reformed 
Christians today. 

Wariston on the Word-Centered Life 

We live in an age of abundant cheap Bibles, a plethora of English translations and a burgeoning 
industry of study-Bibles to “let the reader understand.” But this is not the way it has always been. 
It was the Protestant Reformation that first mass-produced and disseminated the Bible, bringing 
a surge of lay Bible-reading across northern Europe on a scale never before seen in history.4 In 
the Scottish Reformation in particular, great emphasis was placed on education, and the chief goal 
of a highly literate nation was a high rate of Biblical literacy.5 Accordingly, readers were 
encouraged to keep pocket journals called “common place” books, in which to write down favorite 
Bible verses with personal reflections, sermon notes, or quotable quotes from the best Christian 
authors.6 Wariston was no different. His diary reveals a truly Word-centered life, with multiple 
contexts in which the Word came to him as both a personal and community pursuit. 

The Personal Pursuit of the Word 

Like so many of his age, Wariston had learned his Bible study methods from a coterie of English 
Puritan spiritual manuals.7 One of his favorites (and arguably chief among the genre) was Lewis 
Bayly’s famous work, The Practice of Pietie (1630), whose directions for personal Bible study 
describe Wariston’s practice perfectly:  

Before thou prayest in the morning, first, reade a Chapter in the Word of God, then 
meditate a while with thy selfe .... apply these things to thine own heart, and reade 
not these Chapters, as matters of Historicall discourse; but as if they were so many 
Letters or Epistles sent downe from God out of heaven unto thee .... One Chapter 

 
394. Regrettably the diary for the 1640s is lost, but much of the diary for the 1630s and 1650-1663 has 
been published by the Scottish Historical Society. The unabridged first volume (1632-1639) is by far the 
fullest record, and thus this essay will focus on his theology of the Word during these formative years. 
4 Until the 16th-17th centuries, Bible-reading had been the sole preserve of the clergy, educators and to 
some extent, the educated wealthy. See Jeremy Schildt, “In My Private Reading of the Scriptures: 
Protestant Bible-Reading in England, circa 1580-1720,” in Private and Domestic Devotion in Early 
Modern Britain, ed. Jessica Martin and Alec Ryrie (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 189–210. 
5 Schildt, “Protestant Bible-Reading”, 192. 
6 Schildt, “Protestant Bible-Reading”, 195-201. See also Tom Webster, “Writing to Redundancy: 
Approaches to Spiritual Journals and Early Modern Spirituality,” The Historical Journal 39, no. 1 (1996): 
33–56. 
7 These included the following: Lewis Bayly, The Practice of Pietie (London: Robert Allen, 1630); Daniel 
Featley, Ancilla Pietatis: Or The Hand-Maid to Private Devotion (London: Nicholas Bourne, 1626); 
Henry Scudder, The Christian’s Daily Walk in Holy Security and Peace (London: Lodowick Lloyd, 1674); 
John Dod, A Briefe Dialogve Concerning Preparation for the Worthy Receiuing of the Lord’s Svpper 
(London: I.B., 1614); Paul Baynes, Holy Soliloquies or A Holy Helper in Gods Building (London: F.K., 
1618); William Struther, Christian Observations and Resolutions, or, the Daylie Practice of the Renewed 
Man, Turning All Occurrents to Spirituall Uses, and These Uses to His Union with God, II Centuri 
(Edinburgh; London: Andrew Hart, 1629); Nicholas Byfield, The Marrow of the Oracles of God. Or, 
Divers Treatises, Containing Directions about Sixe of the Waightiest Things Can Concerne a Christian in 
This Life (London: T.C., 1628). 
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thus read with understanding, and meditated with application, will better feed 
and comfort thy soule, than five read and runne over without marking their scope 
and sense, or making any use thereof to thine owne selfe.8  

Wariston’s closet study of the Word thus involved Bible study: He usually practiced the lectio 
continua approach, working consecutively through the books of the Bible.9 It also involved Bible 
annotation: He had a personal pocket Bible which he poured over every day, and made copious 
notes in the margins.10 This copious note-taking made Wariston’s Bible meditation easier to 
practice; there are 116 references to meditation in the published Diary for 1632-39 alone. One of 
his first diary entries reads, “At night I meditated on the days sermon and resolved ever thairafter 
to meditat at night on the mornings sermon.”11 He kept his resolution, and this “chewing the cud 
of Scripture” was aided by the practice of Bible memorization.12 Another of Wariston’s mentors, 
the English Puritan Nicholas Byfield, urged him, “We must be further careful to ... commit them 
to memory, that we may be often thinking of them, and musing upon them. It will not serve the 
turne that we have them written in the Bible, or in our Note-bookes, but we must get them written 
in our hearts too.”13 It was good to take notes; but it was even better to take mental notes, to make 
sure the Word is written on the heart. 

The Communal Pursuit of the Word 

Wariston also received the Word through corporate means, and this context dominates in his 
diary. Foremost among these corporate means was the preaching of the Word. Wariston was 
privileged to sit under some of the greatest preachers the English-speaking world has ever known: 
Dickson, Blair, Henderson, the Gillespies and Guthries, Baillie, Rutherford, Durham, Binning and 

 
8 Lewis Bayly, The Practice of Pietie (London: Robert Allen, 1630), 244-247; italics original. 
9 Wariston spent literally hours each day in extended devotions, and as a chronic insomniac, often into the 
middle of the night. See e.g. AJW Diary I:280. He followed the most common method used by Scots 
Presbyterians, each day’s portion being called an “ordinary”, which the Dictionary of the Older Scottish 
Tongue defines as follows: “Ordinar,” “Belonging to the regular or usual order; according to the 
established rule; occurring in the fixed or customary sequence” ... “One of a series of sermons on the same 
text; the text of such a series of sermons.” https://dsl.ac.uk/entry/dost/ordinar_n_1 (accessed 8.16.21). 
Wariston wasn’t a slave to this method; at other times, he would diverge from his consecutive daily 
reading practices, e.g. to prepare for a communion season. 
10 “Upon Tuesday morning I read over my marques of Hosea and Joel … then thy marques on Amos, 
Obadiah, Jonah, Micam, Nahum, Habbakuk.” AJW Diary I:172, 174. One day on a trip out of town for a 
Sabbath sermon, he was sorely disappointed to discover it had gone missing: “Coming fra Cranston thy 
litle Byble, quhilk thou had marqued with great pains, was tint [lost].” AJW Diary I:185. 
11 AJW Diary I:154. 
12 See Schildt, “Protestant Bible-Reading,” 204-205. 
13 Byfield, The Marrow of the Oracles of God. Or, Divers Treatises, Containing Directions about Sixe of 
the Waightiest Things Can Concerne a Christian in This Life (London, 1633), 293-294. 

https://dsl.ac.uk/entry/dost/ordinar_n_1
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Gray, Caryl and Owen.14 The Word also came to Wariston in family worship,15 as he faithfully 
taught his wife, children, and servants from the Word each day, praying and singing psalms.16 And 
psalmody was another significant means of Wariston’s Word-intake. There is good evidence in his 
diary that he sang memorized metrical psalms, citing them as authoritative Scripture 
translations.17 One final communal aspect of receiving the Word found in Wariston’s diary is godly 
conversation. From childhood, he treasured the company of seasoned believers, participating in 
conventicles–small group meetings for Bible study and prayer, where much valuable “iron-
sharpening” took place.18 

The Authority and Interpretation of the Word 

Such a Word-saturated life does not happen where there is not an exalted view of the authority of 
Scripture. As with all Scotsmen, Wariston had been taught by the Scots Confession (1560) to 
“believe and confess the Scriptures of God sufficient to instruct and make the man of God 
perfect.”19  

For Wariston, the Scriptures were authoritative and sufficient, and he learned to interpret 
according to sound rules of Reformed hermeneutics, under the personal tutelage of such eminent 
Reformed ministers as Robert Bruce and David Dickson, the writings of English Puritans like 
Edward Reynolds and Robert Bolton, and continental commentators like Calvin and Paraeus, who 

 
14 Wariston made copious sermon notes in a separate notebook. In his diary, he also looked carefully for a 
concurrence between the Word he received in his personal devotions and the Word received in the public 
ordinance, which he considered especially worthy of note. For example, once when struggling with 
depression and a lack of assurance, in his devotions he found comfort in Psalm 89:25: “I will keep my 
covenant with you forever.” Then later, when he went to church, he records, “Oh saule, to Gods glory and 
thy comfort remember that … befor thy going to the kirk in thy auine chalmer [i.e. personal devotions], 
thou went therafter to the Greifr[i]ars churche, and … [by] ane special providence h[e]ard Mr. Andro 
[Ramsay] preatch most comfortably upon [1Thes. 5:8-9],” which reads, “For God did not appoint us to 
wrath but to salvation” (AJW Diary I:33). God’s Word came to him in both settings, and spoke the same 
comfort from different passages. 
15 Jane Dawson is surely right when she writes, “Private and family devotions were the powerhouse 
driving the intense affective piety that developed in the generations following the Scottish Reformation.” 
Dawson, “‘Hamely with God’: A Scottish View on Domestic Devotion”, in Private and Domestic Devotion 
in Early Modern Britain, ed. Jessica Martin and Alec Ryrie (New York: Routledge, 2016), 52. 
16 Wariston was notorious for his long prayers. One of his acquaintances later recalled, “in prayer, he was 
the most ... swallowed up in the work of any man in his time. He heard or noticed nothing when praying. 
One day, in his family, his lady being indisposed, she fell into a swoon in the room [right] beside him, and 
continued some time in it; and the servants observing it, lifted her up and laid her in bed. All this was 
done beside him, and he kneu nothing of it till all was over, and the deuty ended.” Robert Wodrow, 
Analecta (Edinburgh: Maitland Club, 1842), 2:135. 
17 AJW Diary I:44, 100, 124, and 151. 
18 Some of these were attended by such greats as Robert Bruce, Elizabeth Melville and David Dickson. 
AJW Diary I:153. Such Godly conversation was an effective aid to personal devotions. “At night haiving 
discoursed with L O., I meditat[ed] on the sermon with many tears, and cheifly quhyle particularly I 
applyed to my selth the story of the Schunamit[e], 2 Kings 4 c.” To these we might also add letter-writing–
sharing helpful texts among the godly: “I had written yesternight to my Lady Argyle to remind her 
husband of first two and four last verses of Proverbs 29, which did me good.” AJW Diary II:156. 
19 The Scots Confession, XIX: The Authority of the Scriptures in James T. Dennison, ed., Reformed 
Confessions of the 16th and 17th Centuries in English Translation (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2010), 2:200. In Robert Rollock’s words, the Bible is “the lively voice of God containing all articles 
or instructions concerning faith or manners.” Robert Rollock, The Select Works of Robert Rollock 
(Edinburgh: Wodrow Society, 1844), 1:92. 
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all feature in the diary.20 He was a member of the Westminster Assembly, which gave the 
Reformed churches arguably their definitive confessional standard on the doctrine of Scripture, 
tellingly, right from the very first chapter of the Confession.21 In other words, in all these contexts, 
Wariston drank in a Christ-centered, Reformed hermeneutic: rightly divide the Word of truth 
according to its redemptive-historical context.22 

Thus far, there has been nothing particularly revolutionary to report! Wariston led a Word-
saturated life and sets the kind of example our spiritually lazy generation needs. Diligent Bible 
study is a lynchpin of experimental Christianity, and there are very few early modern sources that 
describe in such vivid detail the context and content of day-to-day intake of Scripture as 
Wariston’s diary. But what about personal application of the Word to the life of the believer? What 
about the interface between this objective, infallible Word–rightly interpreted in its sensus 
literalis, and its grammatical, redemptive-historical context–and the subjective, daily experience 
of the believer? This is where Wariston’s journal yields some uniquely fascinating insights–and 
warnings. 

Wariston on the Reception of the Word 

Wariston’s diary abounds with examples of fastidious application of relevant Scriptures to a 
multitude of life events. We find him making careful application of the Word to his preparation 
for the Lord’s Table,23 battling depression,24 struggling with sexual temptation,25 choosing a 
wife,26 facing bereavement,27 considering a career change,28 making business decisions,29 writing 
the National Covenant,30 losing a job,31 facing financial ruin, and suffering persecution.32 For 
Wariston, the Word was not merely an infallible historical text; it was God’s mouthpiece into the 
daily life of the believer. He understood his Bible to be a living Word because it was the Word of 
a Living God who communicates personally through it to His people as an ordinary means of 
grace. Three facets of the reception of God’s Word in the life of the believer were especially 
stressed by Wariston, and are worth examining closely. 

 
20 It is difficult to exaggerate the authority of Scripture and therefore the central place of daily Bible intake 
in the lives of the 17th century Puritans and Covenanters in general, and Wariston in particular. See Alec 
Ryrie, Being Protestant in Reformation Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 270-281. For 
Puritan hermeneutics, see Joel Beeke and Mark Jones, A Puritan Theology (Grand Rapids: Reformation 
Heritage Books, 2012), 27-40. 
21 See Whitney G. Gamble, “The Theology of the Westminster Confession of Faith in Its Context,” in The 
History of Scottish Theology, Volume 1: Celtic Origins to Reformed Orthodoxy, ed. David Fergusson and 
Mark W. Elliott (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 270-271. 
22 We have plenty of examples in the diary of how this was modeled for him by the sermons of his 
theological mentors, and how he practices it himself. For example, he writes, “In going to curche I got 
great good by [comparing] the threatnings of Deutero[nomy] with the real judgements of Juges.” AJW 
Diary I:153. Wariston understands the flow of redemptive history in his interpretation, but the diary is 
still heavily bent towards looking for personal applications. 
23 AJW Diary I:38, 89-90, 96-97. 
24 AJW Diary I:42, 49, 146-147. 
25 AJW Diary I:2, 10, 17, 21, 28. 
26 AJW Diary I:197, 208, 234-235, 246. 
27 AJW Diary I:45-46. 
28 AJW Diary I:127, 134-136, 139, 147-148; NLS MS6254, 142-143. 
29 AJW Diary I:280. 
30 AJW Diary I:320-321, 326. 
31 AJW Diary II:158. 
32 AJW Diary I:152-153, 293. 
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1. Providential Timing of the Word 

One of the most striking aspects of Wariston’s reception of the Word is the frequency with which 
he records not only God speaking through His infallible Word, but in the providential timing of 
certain texts that corresponded precisely with the varied experiences of his life.33 Consider the 
following quotations: 

The 8 day of Julie, on Monday at six hours, my saule, being oppressed with greif 
and distracted with fears, happened by Gods providence to read the 12, 13, 14 
verses of the 2 chap, of Joel...34 

After desner, to the praise of Gods providence and thy comfort, thair was read that 
sueat 8 chap, of the Romains.35 

By Gods providence thou read after prayer the 3 chapter of Jeremiahs 
Lamentations; how every lyne str[uc]k the[e] at the heart and maid thy eies to 
runne doune with rivers of waiter.36 

In this last example, Wariston explains the dynamic of this experience in the following way: 
“Finding the Sp[i]rite of God in his word, and in thy heart the same Sp[i]rite, to coincid[e] in one 
and the same meditation.”37 In other words, it is the same Spirit who inspired the written Word 
that dwells in the believer’s heart, and not only applies an appropriate portion of that Word to the 
believer’s specific circumstances, but schedules an appropriate portion to the believer’s specific 
moment of need. In the language of the Westminster Confession of Faith 1.5, here is an example 
of “the Spirit bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts.” Nor is this an uncommon 
experience for the believer. The infallible Word is unchanged, and unchanging; but our lives are 
constantly changing. Yet the Spirit “speaks a word in season” from the Scriptures to our hearts. 

However, at this point we need to be careful. When God providentially “gives us a verse” like this 
(to speak colloquially), he doesn’t give us a text hermetically sealed from its grammatico-historical 
context and given a fresh meaning by our subjective situations. In other words, when a “timely 
text” comes to us like this, we need to maintain the integrity of our hermeneutics. 

This need for hermeneutically-faithful interpretations of Scripture is why it’s important to stress 
that these “providential texts” were generally received by Wariston in the regular course of lectio 

 
33 It was a typical pattern in Puritan diaries to record Scriptures that had come with particular power into 
the providential circumstances of life. “If it was the duty of readers in reading to diligently observe and 
take note of those special passages that spoke directly to a particular need or occasion, it was their duty 
after reading to put God’s Word to use in life by the practice of re-reading.” Schildt, “Protestant Bible-
Reading”, 202. 
34 AJW Diary I:22. Another example: “O saule, remember to Gods glory and thy comfort on Sunday, 28 
day of Julie, 1633, in thy auine chalmer, betuixt 4 and 6 heurs, hou wonderfully God poured out thy heart 
lyk waiter befor him, ... at the reading and applying to thyselth the parable of the prodigal sone ... Saule, 
remember thou thought that every particular word strook the[e] to the heart ; and that Chryst, as it wer 
forseing thy present estait, had taken from it this present parable so that thy estaite seimed to be the 
pat[tern] and it the exemplar only of thy estaite.” AJW Diary I:75-9. Wariston is here expressing what 
Christians have often found: the text speaking as if it were written exclusively for them. 
35 AJW Diary I:72. 
36 AJW Diary I:25-26.  
37 AJW Diary I:23. 
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continua preaching or consecutive personal Bible reading.38 There was nothing contrived in these 
examples: no flipping through Bibles at random or hunting for a “perfect text for the moment,” 
irrespective of its context. 

2. Personalizing the Word in Prayer 

Wariston’s reception of the Word also included a technique by which he would “personalize” the 
text of his daily reading by “praying through the text.” While he did this with all the literary genres 
of Scriptures, the Psalms were his favorite. A few examples will demonstrate this practice: 

Thou turned the 119 psalm unto ane prayer in thy meditation39 .... Thou turnedst 
al unto ane prayer, using Davids arguments in the 25 Psalme ... I turned the 32 
Psalm unto ane prayer….”; [I] turned the 51 Ps. with many tears in[to] ane prayer 
unto God .... Thou meditated on, and applyed to thy auine prayer, the 102 Psalm … 
After this [34th] psalme, [thou] turned [it] unto ane prayer befor God.”40 

Such personalization of the Word of God is undoubtedly a helpful practice. The psalms are 
especially given for this, as Athanasius memorably wrote in one of his letters to Marcellinus, “Most 
of the Bible speaks to us; the psalms speak for us.” Nevertheless, Wariston progressed a step 
further in “personalizing the Scriptures”–a practice we shall call “self-interpolation.” 

3. Self-interpolation into the Word 

In his diary, Wariston would write out Scripture passages and actually insert his own 
name/pronouns into the text. This took the liberty of “personalizing the text” a step further, 
presumably giving the text a greater sense of immediacy. In the table below I have given an 
example of his self-interpolation of a portion of Psalm 107, when he was struggling with 
depression. The left column is the King James Version of the Psalm; the right column is Wariston’s 
self-interpolation from the diary, which are worth a close comparison:41 

 
38 It is worth noting that the Westminster Directory for Public Worship required sequential Bible reading 
for the Sabbath Day, and this became the pattern for private worship too. The Church of England’s Prayer 
Book lectionary had given English Puritans a different order of Bible reading that was less naturally 
sequential than the Scottish lectio continua pattern, though its ordering of the Book of Psalms into 60 
consecutive portions was a practice even John Knox recommended. See Alec Ryrie, Being Protestant, 275. 
39 “...Chiefly… v25, 28, 49, 57, 67, 71, 81, 92, 114, 116, 123, 132, 147”–here he writes out each verse as a 
personal prayer. AJW Diary I:54. 
40 AJW Diary I:26-27, 35, 57, 58, 81, respectively. 
41 AJW Diary I: 39-40. 
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Table 1: Wariston’s self-interpolation of Psalm 107:22-31 

Psalm 107:22-31 (KJV, 1611) AJW Diary I:39 

23 They that go down to the sea in ships, that 
do business in great waters; 24 These see the 
works of the LORD, and his wonders in the 
deep. 25 For he commandeth, and raiseth the 
stormy wind, which lifteth up the waves 
thereof. 26 They mount up to the heaven, they 
go down again to the depths: their soul is 
melted because of trouble. 

‘Lord, my saule is in the sea of afflictions, thou 
hes raised the waves therof by ane stormy 
wind, quhiles mounting me up unto the 
heavens, quhiles casting me doune unto the 
de[e]ps; my saule is melted within me becaus 
of trouble. 

27 They reel to and fro, and stagger like a 
drunken man, and are at their wits' end. 28 
Then they cry unto the LORD in their trouble, 
and he bringeth them out of their distresses. 

I reel to and fro and staggers lyk ane drunken 
man, and am at my wits end; I cry unto the 
Lord in my trouble; mak me add the rest: And 
thou brought me out of my distresses;  

29 He maketh the storm a calm, so that the 
waves thereof are still. 30 Then are they glad 
because they be quiet; so he bringeth them 
unto their desired haven. 31 Oh that men would 
praise the LORD for his goodness, and for his 
wonderful works to the children of men! 32 Let 
them exalt him also in the congregation of the 
people, and praise him in the assembly of the 
elders. 

thou maidst the storme a calme, and brought 
me unto the desyred heaven, then schal my 
saule praise God for his goodnes and praise his 
wonderful works unto the[e].’  

This self-interpolation Wariston calls an “allegorical” reading of the text. The example is 
particularly interesting because his diary combines both a “literal sense” of applying this text to 
a sea journey to France in university days, with hopes for an “allegorical” application in his 
future: “Yea, O saule, seing thou fand b[y] experience, in thy going to France, the literal sense of 
this trouble and ane real delyvrie, evin blisse thou nou the Lord for his bygon goodnes, trusting 
in that same God for the allegorical delyvrie also, and then promise to exalt him in the 
congregation of his people and to praise him in the assembly of the elders.”42 Wariston applied 
this text to himself literally (deliverance in a dangerous sea journey), and also spiritually 
(deliverance from the “storm” of depression he was then experiencing). This was not an unusual 
hermeneutic to employ among Covenanter and Puritan preachers of the day, and is probably a 
common enough practice in today’s Evangelical and Reformed churches too. Perhaps readers 
have personalized something like the 23rd Psalm in a similar way: “The LORD is David Whitla’s 
shepherd; David Whitla shall not want; He makes David Whitla lie down in green pastures...” 
But this practice is one that is rarely documented, and Wariston’s diary provides a treasure trove 
of examples, because much of it is written as a soliloquy, the diarist addressing himself in the 
second person singular.43 This begs the question: How appropriate is it for the believer to 

 
42 AJW Diary I:39; italics mine. 
43 The psalms have of course been given to the church to give voice to her own praises. But Wariston 
carried the practice of self-interpolation to other genres too. For example, when preparing himself and his 
family for a communion service, we have a lengthy self-interpolation based on opening chapters of Hosea: 
“I turned unto meditation and prayer the 1 and 2 ch. of Hosea, quhilk …I turned both unto my privat and 
publik prayer in my family: 6 v., ‘Lord,’ cryed I, ‘let not my naime be Loruhamah or, ‘on quhom thou wilt 
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interpolate him or herself into the Scriptures? While certainly it can be a very helpful way to 
remind the devotional reader that God speaks directly to him or her by the written Word, 
Wariston’s case study also stands as a warning that such practices can lead imperceptibly to a 
subjectivizing of Scripture that might lead the reader away from its objective truth. Specifically, 
two cautions arise from Warison’s practice of self-interpolation. 

Caution #1: Beware of drifting from self-interpolation to self-interpretation 

While it may be a useful devotional exercise to lace our prayers with Scripture, and to some extent 
even self-interpolate, Wariston is a caution against what we might call “self-interpretation.” This 
we define as the erroneous interpretation of Scripture to suit our personal life context. Such an 
approach to Bible study suspends the basic rules of Reformed hermeneutics; it subjectivizes and 
allegorizes the definitive meaning of the text, turning the Bible into a nose of wax that can be 
creatively molded according to our shifting individual circumstances.  

Several examples of Wariston’s straying from self-interpolation into self-interpretation could be 
cited, but the following example will suffice to illustrate. It’s an entry about a struggle with sexual 
temptation, and how he found help from a rather unlikely text–Mark 6:14-29, where Herod offers 
half his kingdom to Salome, who then asks for John the Baptist’s head on a platter. Wariston 
writes, “O Lord, I remember the year befor my mariage when Mr. Alexander Thomson was 
preaching on that text, being oppressed by the sp[i]rite of bondage, having thy promise not limited 
unto the half of thy kingdome ... I asked of the[e] the head of my lust in ane [platter], and my 
delyverie from the tyrannie of it by thy blissing me in ... mariage.”44 Observe that Wariston had 
allegorized and personalized the text such that Herod’s offer of half his kingdom to Salome 
became God’s blank check offer to Wariston. And in reply, Wariston requested deliverance from 
his own mental Salomes! This is certainly a unique interpretation that is unlikely to be found in 
any published commentaries! Yet it is exceedingly probable that this kind of allegorization of the 
Word is more common than we would like to admit, even among Reformed believers who claim 
to hold a high view of Scripture. 

At the risk of sounding anachronistic, Wariston’s method is not far removed from the modern 
neo-orthodox hermeneutic of Karl Barth. For Barth, a Scripture text becomes the Word of God in 
an immediate revelation-event to the reader in the present, regardless of whether the 
grammatical-historical meaning of that text bears any relation to the reader’s circumstances, or 

 
not schau mercy;’ nor Loammi, 9 v., or, ‘on quho is not of thy people and quhos God thou wilt not be.’ 
Lord, I confesse, 2 ch. 2 v., I haive played the harlot and thou hes striped me naked of al wordlie 
contentments, and hes set me as a dry land, and hes maid me as a wildernesse, and nou slayeth me with 
thrist; 6 v., and indeed, O Lord, justly hes thou nou hedged in mv way with thornes, and maid ane wall, 
that I cannot find my pathes … Therfor nou, O Lord, I wil goe and returne to the[e] my first husband, yea 
unto my first wyfe, for then was it better with me [than] nou, … nou, Lord, according to thy promise; 14 v., 
allure me and bring me unto the wildernes, and speak comfortably unto my wearied saule, and give me 
thy blissings from thence, … yea this comunion of Kirka[l]dy, for ane doore of hoope; and I schal sing unto 
the[e] as in the dayes of my youth, and as in the day quhen I cam up out of the land of Ægipt.” This is an 
interesting example because Wariston not only interpolated himself into the text; he took others with 
him–praying this text at family worship as well as into his personal diary. David G. Whitla, “Archibald 
Johnston of Wariston: The Formation of a British Puritan, 1611-38” (Unpublished PhD thesis, Queens 
University Belfast, 2019), 111.  For other examples of self-interpolation from both Testaments, see 
Wariston’s reception of Joel 2:12-14, Lamentations 3, James 5:16, Luke 15:11ff (the parable of the prodigal 
son), and Psalm 42. AJW Diary I:22, 25-26, 26, 75, and 81-83, respectively. 
44 AJW Diary I:49. 
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whether the historical event recorded in Scripture even happened.45 The Barthian error demotes 
the objective infallibility of the Scriptures and elevates the subjective “experience” of the reader.46 

To be clear, Wariston never abandoned his confessional position on the infallibility of the 
Scripture. However, surely an uncomfortable ambiguity in these circumstance-driven self-
interpretations is seen, usually prompted by a strong feeling that God was speaking to him some 
truth in that moment clearly not contained in that text. And while that may not be a step towards 
neo-orthodoxy (which would be an anachronistic interpretation), then it is certainly a step in the 
direction of mysticism. 

Caution #2: Beware of drifting from self-interpolation to mysticism 

Wariston’s practice of writing himself into the text of Scripture began as an aid to his devotions: 
a memorable way to apply Scripture to the nuts and bolts of daily life. However, as time went on, 
we see a concerning development in this practice as Wariston rose to prominence in public affairs 
at the dawn of the Scottish Revolution in 1637.47 As Wariston wrestled with vocational decisions, 
we begin to see how this pattern of self-interpolation unconsciously became a way of inflating his 
sense of self-importance. Believing himself to have been uniquely appointed by God to play a key 
role in the Scottish Second Reformation, his practice of self-interpolation became a ready way to 
confirm to himself a special role as God’s “man of the hour” for Scotland. This belief is 
demonstrated by Wariston’s self-interpolation of the call of the prophet Jeremiah, shown in the 
table below: 

 

 

 
45 This has led some contemporary historians to anachronistically offer a neo-orthodox interpretation of 
how Covenanters like Wariston received and applied the Word, arguing they are examples of “how the 
Bible became true for them in an existential encounter.” David George Mullan, Narratives of the 
Religious Self in Early Modern Scotland (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 270; italics mine.  
46 Thus Barth can say, “Every verse in the Bible is virtually a concrete faith-event in my own life ... Have I 
anything to testify about myself which I cannot testify infinitely better if I make my own the simplest 
ingredient of the Old and New Testaments?” Cited in Mullan, Narratives of the Religious Self, 269. This 
sounds pious, but it subjectivizes Scripture to the point of redundancy–the reader can make the 
Scriptures say anything they want to fit their changing circumstances. Mullan vainly attempts to portray 
Barth’s neo-orthodox reduction as a continuation of the tradition of Scottish reading of Scripture. It is 
more accurate to say that while both Barth and Wariston may have fallen into similar errors by 
subjectivizing Scripture on this point, the former also fell away from an orthodox doctrine of scriptural 
authority, whereas Wariston (whatever his inconsistencies in practice), retained it. According to Barth, 
this revelation event happens not due to any objective perfection in the Bible, but wholly a subjective 
activity of God in the reader. But, as G.I. Williamson reminds us, “To call one’s inward reaction to the 
Word of God the Word of God is to reject the Word of God and enthrone the word of man.” G.I. 
Williamson, The Westminster Confession of Faith for Study Classes, Second Ed. (Phillipsburg: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 2004), 12. 
47 See Whitla, “Archibald Johnston of Wariston,” chapters 5-7. 
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Table 2: Self-interpolation of Jeremiah 1:4-5, 7, and 10 

Jeremiah 1:4-5, 7, 10 (KJV, 1611) AJW Diary I:300 

(Underlined text highlights Wariston’s 
insertions) 

4 Then the word of the LORD came unto me, 
saying,  

Nou, since in the motions of thy Sprit within 
my heart thou assurs me that  

5 Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee; 
and before thou camest forth out of the womb 
I sanctified thee,  

befor I was formed in the belly thou kneuest 
me; and befor I came forth of the womb thou 
sanctifiedst me (both by thy apoyntment and 
my mothers vou eraysed [engraved] in hir 
heart by thy Sp[i]rit),  

and I ordained thee a prophet unto the nations 
… 7 thou shalt go to all that I shall send thee, 
and whatsoever I command thee thou shalt 
speak. 

and ordeaned me ane advocat to pleade, 
speak, wryte in thy cause quhatsoever thou 
comandest me in the planting, building, or 
mainteaning of thy house, worschip, and 
sanctuary in this land,  

10 See, I have this day set thee … to root out, 
and to pull down, and to destroy, and to throw 
down, to build, and to plant. 

and in the rooting up or pulling doune or 
opposing the rebuilders of Babylon in this 
land. 

This remarkable account was written in the dead of night, during what he calls in a marginal note 
“ane exstasie”. In the heat of his emotional fervor, Wariston took on the mantle of a Scottish 
Jeremiah–personally called by God to tear down the apocalyptic Babylon and build up the 
Reformed Church in his Scottish Israel. Like Jeremiah, he pledged to “plead, speak, write” 
whatever God told him.  

This is clearly taking the hermeneutical self-interpolation a step too far, and begs another 
question: On what possible grounds could Wariston justify this approach? In short, his self-
vindication for handling Scripture this way rested on two extra-Biblical grounds: personal feelings 
and private prophecy. 

Throughout this entire entry, he appeals to the experience of “motions of the Spirit within my 
heart”–subjective feelings of ecstasy which he took as divine confirmations that the prophetic call 
of Jeremiah in Scripture applied to him in a unique way.48 That is how “the motions of the Spirit” 
(his inner feelings) could be put by him on the same level with “the Word that thou hast spoken” 
(Jer. 1:4).  

 
48 Wariston’s nephew, the historian and bishop Gilbert Burnet wrote, “He went into very high notions of 
lengthened devotions, in which he continued many hours a-day: he would often pray in his family at a 
time, and had an unexhausted copiousness that way. What thought soever struck his fancy during these 
effusions, he looked on it as an answer to prayer, and was wholly determined by it.” Cited in Robert 
Chambers, A Biographical Dictionary of Eminent Scotsmen, ed. Thomas Thomson (Edinburgh: Blackie & 
Sons, 1875), 3:263; italics mine.  
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The other ground Wariston appeals to is a private prophecy. He mentions a “vou” made by his 
mother at his birth (also mentioned by at least one contemporary),49 consecrating him to the Lord 
as Hannah had done with Samuel (c.f. 1 Sam. 1:11, 21-28). This he takes to have been prophetic: 
uttered at the instigation of the Spirit, “my mothers vou eraysed [engraved] in hir heart by thy 
Sp[i]rit”. Once this kind of inventive hermeneutic has begun, the believer can be led into all 
manner of fleets of fancy. In the same diary entry, Wariston even goes so far as to insert himself 
into the Davidic Covenant of 2 Samuel 7:1-14–wrenching it from its redemptive-historical context 
and making it fit his personal calling as a 17th century Christian statesman.50  

Again, Wariston never formally abandoned confessional orthodoxy on Scripture, and the vast 
majority of his diary reveals his continued devotion to much more orthodox applications of 
Scripture to daily life. Nevertheless, these occasional practices represent a “slippery slope.” It is 
no surprise that within the year, the diary begins to show even more clear-cut examples of 
mysticism, to the extent of making his own predictions51 (which he declined to call prophecies but 
“forassurances”), and listening eagerly to the words of Scottish “prophetess” Margaret 
Mitchelson, as she predicted the success of the Covenanting enterprise to amazed onlookers.52 

Conclusion 

What lessons can we learn from Wariston’s reading of Scripture? He surely stands as a case study 
of how an orthodox, Reformed understanding of Scripture and its application to the believer can 
sometimes drift from its confessional moorings in practice. Put another way, our inventive use of 
Scripture can subtly become an abuse of Scripture. 

1. Lessons on the Use of Scripture 

First, Wariston’s diary reminds us that Scripture is a living Word to God’s people. Lewis Bayly’s 
advice to Wariston–“read, meditate, apply”–is still sound today. The Puritan diarists show us 
what Word-saturated lives look like, and remind us how a loving Heavenly Father providentially 
sends timely Scriptures to support his children in day-to-day events. We do not deny for a moment 
the experiential nature of Christian Bible study as the Holy Spirit illuminates the Word as “a light 
to our feet and a guide to our path” (Ps. 119:105).  

Second, we are reminded that Scripture provides a powerful script for personal prayer. We ought 
to imitate Wariston’s reception of the Word by saturating our prayers with Scriptural language, 
which gives them a power and a confidence our own feeble words often lack. Romans 8:26 

 
49 Cf. John Lamont, The Diary of John Lamont of Newton, 1649-1671 (Edinburgh: James Clarke & 
Company, 1830), 163-164. 
50 AJW Diary 1:300-301. Did Wariston believe that the Spirit was sending direct revelations? The 
evidence suggests that he probably persuaded himself that he was being consistent with Reformed 
cessationism; after all, he carefully refrained from using tendentious terms like ‘prophecy’ or ‘revelation’, 
and the basis of his experience is undeniably rooted in canonical Scripture and its application by the 
Spirit, however dramatic the context. Garnet Milne’s conclusion might still be applied: “In spite of the 
highly charged and experimental nature of his Christianity, Johnston still requires the conjunction of the 
Word and Spirit before he will acknowledge any prediction as authentically God-given.” Garnet Howard 
Milne, The Westminster Confession of Faith and the Cessation of Special Revelation (Milton Keynes, 
2007), 226. 
51 He even went so far as to predict by the Spirit the death of a brother-in-law. AJW Diary I:288-289. 
52 AJW Diary I:385, 393, 406-407. See also Louise Yeoman, “A Godly Possession? Margaret Mitchelson 
and the Performance of Covenanted Identity,” in The National Covenant in Scotland, 1638-1689, ed. 
Chris R. Langley (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2020), 105–124.  
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reminds us that “the Spirit intercedes with our groans,” yes. But when we cannot articulate our 
prayers, the Spirit has also surely given us a script for prayer in His Word–psalms, promises, 
doctrines–that we can apply to our prayer needs with powerful effect.  

Finally, we are reminded that Scriptural encounters are worth remembering. It is a good practice 
to keep a diary or “commonplace book” to treasure the passages of Scripture God has used to 
particularly minister to the soul; it could even be as simple as underlining texts in our Bibles. 

2. Lessons on the Abuse of Scripture  

Wariston also stands as a warning against subtly abusing the Scriptures by creatively assigning to 
ourselves a unique personalized application that necessitates a forced reinterpretation of God’s 
Word. We may not mean to; we may not realize we’re doing it in the moment; we may even feel 
that we are being very spiritual. But any subjective personalization of a text that strays from its 
hermeneutical integrity is leading us in a potentially hazardous direction, even if we don’t end up 
as thoroughgoing mystics or Barthians! 

We must not confuse illumination with inspiration; we must rightly divide the Word of Truth. We 
do not deny the very real inward work of the Spirit in the hearts of God’s people when they open 
their Bibles–indeed, we depend on it. The Westminster Confession of Faith affirms “the inward 
work of the Holy Spirit bearing witness in and with the Word in our hearts” (WCF 1.5), and in the 
very next breath acknowledges that “the inward illumination of God to be necessary for the saving 
understanding of such things as are revealed in the Word” (WCF 1.6). Wariston may have 
persuaded himself that he was within the bounds of hermeneutical orthodoxy, but he stands as a 
caution against ambiguity in this area. This can be a tightrope in moments of crisis, or heightened 
states of religious excitement, when it is all too easy to confuse illumination with inspiration, and 
forget that the Spirit only testifies to “such things as are revealed in the Word,” not that which we 
have read into the Word from our own subjective experience! As A. A. Hodge helpfully reminds 
us, “Spiritual illumination differs from inspiration ... in that it conveys no new truths to the 
understanding, but simply opens the mind and heart of the subject to the spiritual discernment 
and appreciation of the truth already objectively presented in the Scriptures.”53  

We must receive the Word with care. Our reception of the Word must come with more than a 
conviction of its infallibility. It must also retain hermeneutical integrity. Wariston’s tendency was 
to place too much confidence on his feelings as “motions of the Spirit.” He may have lived a Word-
saturated life, but that did not prevent him–especially in crisis moments–from occasionally 
treating the Word like a kind of personal oracle. Our version of this error may come in the equally 
pious language of, “God gave me a verse,” or “God gave me a burden from this Scripture.” But 
receiving a text that is appropriately applicable to our lives is not the same thing as receiving a 
portent!54 

We must receive the Word accountably. It is important to remember that Wariston’s pursuit of 
God’s Word had both personal and communal dimensions. The dangers of self-interpretation and 

 
53 A.A. Hodge, The Confession of Faith (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1983), 39. 
54 Such an approach to Scripture often sets the believer up for disappointment and disillusionment. If God 
“gives” them a Scripture that they decide (against all sound judgment) assures a happy outcome to their 
wishes in prayer, then what happens when in Providence, that just isn’t how things pan out? The confused 
believer may call into question the integrity of the Scripture–when in reality it is just the integrity of their 
hermeneutic that is flawed. For a helpful contemporary discussion, see Peter Bloomfield, What the Bible 
Teaches about Guidance (Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2006), 78-81. 
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mysticism are far greater when we fail to maintain a healthy balance between the private and the 
communal reception of the Word–most typically, when we elevate our private study and 
interpretation of the Word over the corporate means of grace. Those who think themselves too 
spiritual to need the ordinances of the Church are usually those who succumb most to their own 
hermeneutical fancies. In fact, the diary shows us that Wariston’s faithful attendance to the 
communal reception of the Word–to preaching, group Bible study, godly conversation about his 
devotions, good books–provided a hermeneutical firewall of sorts: vital accountability measures 
against the wildest of personal interpretations and allegorizations, so that he was ultimately kept 
from drifting too far from his confessional moorings.55 This is why today Wariston is best 
remembered by the Church as a Covenanter, and not as a crank! And this kind of accountability 
will do the same for us. It will inoculate us against the pandemic of hermeneutical subjectivism.56 
The application of this study is not to diminish the crucial place of personal Bible study, but to do 
it better!  

Finally, let us thank God if we sit under a faithful ministry. Let us surround ourselves with sound 
expositors who model a sound hermeneutic, and rightly divide the Word of truth. Let us read the 
soundest of Christian commentaries. And let us study our Bibles in conversation with mature 
Christians, so that we will not only be well fed, but see modeled before us–and so practice 
ourselves–the right reception of the Word of God.

 
55 See Jane Dawson, “Hamely with God”, 33–52, and David Stevenson, “Conventicles in the Kirk, 1619–
37: The Emergence of a Radical Party,” Records of the Scottish Church History Society 18 (1972), 99–114. 
56 For a most helpful treatment of this subject, see the profound wisdom of the Baptist Andrew Fuller in 
one of his letters to a parishioner in Michael A.G. Haykin, ed., The Armies of the Lamb: The Spirituality 
of Andrew Fuller (Dundas: Joshua Press, 2002), 115-124. 
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John Owen (1616–1683) devoted his life to the Bible. In this sense, he was a man of his age. As 
the historian Christopher Hill has argued, “The Bible was central to all intellectual as well as moral 
life in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.”2 More specifically, for “most men and women” 
who lived during the English Revolution, including Owen, “the Bible was their point of reference 
in all their thinking.”3 In keeping with the teaching of the Reformation, Owen believed that the 
sixty-six books of the Protestant canon formed the epistemological foundation for matters of 
theology and practice.4 The principle of sola Scriptura, in other words, provided the intellectual 
and moral framework for English dissenters like Owen to view the world. In particular, Owen’s 
literary output was a product of the biblical culture of English Puritanism.5 His commitment to 
Scripture served as the normative baseline for his voluminous writings and gave shape to his over-
eight-million-word corpus.6 For Owen, the Bible was not merely a “polemical weapon” but also a 
“devotional aid” and “theological resource.”7 Whether writing doctrinal treatises, polemical 
diatribes, political tracts, or practical handbooks, interpreting Scripture was the most basic 
characteristic of Owen’s prolific writing career. In what follows, we will survey a cross-section of 
Owen’s early writings (from before his most prolific period of writing after the Restoration), to 
illustrate his development as a biblical interpreter and scholar. 

 
1 This essay draws upon, develops, and extends arguments made in John W. Tweeddale, John Owen and 
Hebrews: The Foundation of Biblical Interpretation, T&T Clark Studies in English Theology (London: 
T&T Clark, 2019) and in the author’s forthcoming chapter, “Exercitations on the Epistle to the Hebrews 
(1668),” The T&T Clark Handbook of John Owen, eds. Crawford Gribben and John W. Tweeddale 
(London: T&T Clark, 2022), 364–383. For titles and quotes from Owen’s works, I have cited the original 
texts and kept the original spelling. 
2 Christopher Hill, The English Bible and the Seventeenth-Century Revolution (London: The Penguin 
Press, 1993), 20; cf. David Daniell, The Bible in English (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 461–
486. 
3 Hill, The English Bible and the Seventeenth-Century Revolution, 34. 
4 Richard A. Muller, Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics: The Rise and Development of Reformed 
Orthodoxy, ca. 1520–1725, volume 2: Holy Scripture: The Cognitive Foundation of Theology, second 
edition (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003); Tweeddale, John Owen and Hebrews, 35–41, 62. 
5 N. H. Keeble, The Literary Culture of Nonconformity in Later Seventeenth Century England (Leicester: 
Leicester University Press, 1987). 
6 John Coffey, “The Bible and Theology,” The Oxford History of Protestant Dissenting Traditions, volume 
1: The Post-Reformation Era, c. 1559–c. 1689 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), 392. 
7 Coffey, “The Bible and Theology,” 376. 
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Pastor and Polemicist 

Owen published his first book in 1643 with the title A Display of Arminianisme.8 While “no 
masterpiece” and lacking in “literary elegance,” in the judgment of Peter Toon, the book was 
designed to expose what Owen believed was the unbiblical teaching of Arminian theology.9 Owen 
used a straightforward method whereby he “laid open” Arminian teachings “discovered out of 
their owne [sic] writings and confessions, and confuted by the Word of God.”10 Relying on anti-
Remonstrant sourcebooks, as Richard Snoddy has perceptively shown, Owen marshals scholastic 
distinctions and biblical proof texts to demonstrate Arminian errors on issues such as divine 
foreknowledge, human sinfulness, and the nature of the atonement.11 The book’s main thrust is 
unmistakable: the debate between Reformed and Arminian theology is fundamentally a matter of 
biblical fidelity. 

The other major anti-Arminian work from this period is Owen’s well-known The Death of Death 
in the Death of Christ (1648).12 In it, Owen constructed his doctrine of definite atonement, in 
order to discern “the end of the death of Christ, as it is in the Scripture proposed.”13 Owen’s classic 
work stands out for at least three reasons. First, Owen uses a litany of exegetical arguments to 
defend the doctrine of definitive atonement.14 In doing so, he focuses on Christ’s work of oblation 
and intercession in his states of humiliation and exaltation to support his view. Second, Owen’s 
defense of what has come to be known as limited atonement prompted a series of debates with 
Richard Baxter on Scripture’s teaching on the nature and extent of the death of Christ.15 Third, 
The Death of Death represents Owen’s development as a theologian. Within five years, Owen 
would ultimately change his mind from arguing that the atonement was a matter of hypothetical 
necessity according to God’s sovereign will, a position he held in The Death of Death, to arguing 
that the atonement was a matter of consequent absolute necessity to satisfy divine justice, a 
position he defended in Diatriba de justitia divina (1653).16 

 
8 For a survey of this work, see the forthcoming chapter by Christopher Cleveland, “Θεομαχία 
αυτεξουσιαστικη, or, A Display of Arminianisme (1643), The T&T Clark Handbook of John Owen, eds. 
Crawford Gribben and John W. Tweeddale (London: T&T Clark, 2022), 275–302. 
9 Peter Toon, God’s Statesman: The Life and Work of John Owen—Pastor, Educator, Theologian (Exeter: 
Paternoster, 1971), 15. 
10 John Owen, Θεομαχία αυτεξουσιαστικη, or, A Display of Arminianisme (London, 1643), title page. 
11 Richard Snoddy, “A Display of Learning? Citations and Shortcuts in John Owen’s Display of 
Arminianisme (1643),” Westminster Theological Journal 82 (2020): 319–335. 
12 For a survey of this work, see the forthcoming chapter by Timothy Robert Baylor, “Salus electorum, 
sanguis Jesu, or, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ (1648), The T&T Clark Handbook of John 
Owen, eds. Crawford Gribben and John W. Tweeddale (London: T&T Clark, 2022), 303–335. 
13 Owen, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ (1648), lib. 1, p. 1. 
14 For example, in the opening chapter alone, Owen strings together the following texts: Matt. 18:11; Luke 
19:10; 1 Tim. 1:15; Matt. 20:28; Gal. 1:4; Eph. 5:25–27; Titus 2:14; Rom. 5:2, 10; 2 Cor. 5:18–19; Eph. 
2:14–16; Heb. 9:12; Gal. 3:13; 1 Pet. 2:24; Rom. 3:23–25; Col. 1:14; Heb. 9:14; 1 John 1:7; Heb. 1:3; 13:12; 
Eph. 5:25–27; Phil. 1:29; Eph. 1:13; Gal. 4:4–5; Eph. 1:14; Heb. 9:15. His point is to “declare what the 
Scripture holds out” concerning the nature and purpose of the atonement. See John Owen, Salus 
electorum, sanguis Jesu, or, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ (London, 1648), lib. 1, p. 4. 
15 For details, see Tim Cooper, John Owen, Richard Baxter, and the Formation of Nonconformity 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2011); Edwin E. M. Tay, The Priesthood of Christ: Atonement in the Theology of 
John Owen (1616–1683), Studies in Christian History and Thought (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2014). 
16 Carl R. Trueman, “John Owen’s Dissertation on Divine Justice: An Exercise in Christological 
Scholasticism,” Calvin Theological Journal 33 (1988): 87–103; Trueman, “The Necessity of the 
Atonement,” Drawn into Controversie: Reformed Theological Diversity and Debates within 
Seventeenth-Century British Puritanism, eds. Michael A. G. Haykin and Mark Jones, Reformed 
Historical Theology (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 204–222. For a summary of 



Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 8.1 (Fall 2021) 

 
 

48 

Owen’s early writings emerged not only out of a polemical context but also a pastoral one. Several 
of these works bear the marks of a busy pastor who sought to apply biblical concepts to his 
congregants and fellow countrymen. In The Duty of Pastors and People Distinguished (1644), 
Owen considers the formative role of Scripture in the life of ministers and the people they serve. 
Owen draws from Old Testament precepts to impress upon his readers the importance of public 
worship and private devotion. Like other puritans, Owen understood that pastoral ministry 
includes faithful biblical exposition in the pulpit and catechesis in the home. This conviction led 
to the publication of one of Owen’s most accessible works, The Principles of the Doctrine of Christ: 
Unfolded in Two Short Catechismes (1645). This pastoral resource was designed “for the use of 
the congregation at Fordham, in the county of Essex,” where Owen pastored.17 It was written to 
supplement his preaching as he visited the homes of his congregants, and is a work which reveals 
Owen the pastor. He opens this pastoral guide by stating, “My hearts desire and request unto God 
for you is, that yee may bee saved.”18 As Owen cared for his “loving neighbors and Christian 
friends,” he would travel from “house to house” to instruct his congregation in the basics of the 
Christian faith, especially concerning the person and offices of Christ. Next to biblical preaching, 
Owen believed that catechizing the church was his most important work as a pastor. He states, 
“Now, amongst my indevours [sic] in this kinde, after the Ordinance of publick Preaching the 
Word, there is not, I conceive, any[thing] more needfull . . . than catechising.”19 As the title 
suggests, the work consists of two catechisms—the “lesser” catechism for children and the 
“greater” catechism for their older siblings and parents. As a pastor, Owen wanted to ensure that 
his entire congregation received a regular diet of the milk and meat of the Word of God. 

Owen’s preaching is epitomized in a memorable sermon preached on Hebrews 12:27 before the 
House of Commons on April 19, 1649, titled The Shaking and Translating of Heaven and Earth. 
Several scholars have noted its importance for providing, among other things, the occasion for 
Owen meeting Oliver Cromwell, an early synopsis of the epistle to the Hebrews, and a model of 
the prophetic and political cast of his preaching.20 He opens the sermon with a summary of 
Hebrews,  

The main designe of the Apostle in this Scripture to the Hebrews, is to prevail with 
his Country-men who had undertaken the Profession of the Gospel, to abide 
constant and faithful therein, without any Apostasie unto, or mixture with 
Judaisme, which God and themselves had forsaken, fully manifesting, that in such 
backsliders the soul of the Lord hath no pleasure, chap. 10:38.21  

As Crawford Gribben has noted, Owen’s allusion to backsliding was an explicit attempt to draw 
biblical principles from the experiences of first-century Jewish Christians to warn English 
Protestants of the dangers of neglecting the Christian faith.22 

 
hypothetical necessity and consequent absolute necessity, see John Murray, Redemption Accomplished 
and Applied (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1955), 11–13. 
17 John Owen, The Principles of the Doctrine of Christ: Unfolded in Two Short Catechismes (London, 
1645), title page. 
18 Owen, Two Short Catechismes (1645), A2r. 
19 Owen, Two Short Catechismes (1645), A2v–A3r. 
20 See, respectively, Cooper, John Owen, Richard Baxter, and the Formation of Nonconformity, 106–107; 
Tweeddale, John Owen and Hebrews, 33–34; Martyn C. Cowan, John Owen and the Civil War 
Apocalypse: Preaching, Prophecy, and Politics, Religious Cultures in the Early Modern World (London: 
Routledge, 2018), 54–56. 
21 John Owen, Ουρανων ουρανια: The Shaking and Translating of Heaven and Earth (London, 1649), 1. 
22 Crawford Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism: Experiences of Defeat, Oxford Studies in 
Historical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 237. On the way the story of Israel informs 
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Another pastoral resource, and Owen’s last attempt at a catechism, is his much-neglected 
handbook simply titled The Primer (1652). It offers Christian parents, especially those who shared 
Owen’s republican and independent sympathies, a rudimentary strategy for teaching their 
children the fundamentals of the Christian religion.23 The work includes the English alphabet, 
selections from the Psalms and Gospels, a simple catechism, names of the books of the Bible and 
key figures, and a sampling of morning and evening prayers.24 As Gribben observes, Owen’s 
primer “showed that he could handle Scripture in as straightforward a manner as the most 
confirmed biblicist.”25 Bible reading in English was a way of life for godly puritans like Owen.26 
The goal was to get children reading Scripture from their earliest days. “As soon as children learnt 
their ABC,” Coffey maintains, “they graduated to reading the Bible.”27 

The Oxford Years 

The next phase of Owen’s literary career spans his years as dean of Christ Church and vice-
chancellor at the University of Oxford. Several of his works during this period illustrate his 
emerging status as a theologian and biblical scholar. 

Three works hang together for their anti-Arminian and anti-Socinian polemic.28 In 1651, an 
English theologian named John Goodwin wrote a book titled Redemption Redeemed, where he 
attempts to articulate a form of Arminianism within a puritan framework and challenges 
Reformed doctrines such as the perseverance of the saints.29 The following year, in 1652, Owen 
was named vice-chancellor of Oxford. One of his tasks was to reform the curriculum of the 
university according to biblical teaching.30 Another major project was the publication on an 
extensive critique of Goodwin’s book. In The Doctrine of the Saints Perseverance Explained and 
Confirmed (1654), Owen grounds his teaching on the inability of true believers to lose their 
salvation in the doctrine of God’s immutability, in covenant theology, in the mediatorial work of 
Christ, and the ministry of the Holy Spirit.31 Owen’s primary concern was to defend biblical 

 
the imagination of English dissent, especially after the Restoration, see Keeble, The Literary Culture of 
Nonconformity in Later Seventeenth-Century England, 263–282, especially p. 275 on the place of the 
epistle of Hebrews. 
23 John Owen, The Primer: or, An Easie Way to Teach Children the True Reading of English. With a 
Necessary Catechisme, to Instruct Uouth in the Grounds of Christian Religion. Also Choice Places of 
Scripture for that Purpose. Composed by John Owen, Minister of the Gospel. Approved and Allowed by 
a Committee of Parliament (London, 1652). This volume is not included in the standard 24-volume 
collection of Owen’s works edited by William Goold. 
24 For the prayers for children, see the appendix in Crawford Gribben, An Introduction to John Owen: A 
Christian Vision for Every Stage of Life (Wheaton: Crossway, 2020), 155–157.  
25 Gribben, John Owen and English Puritanism, 141. 
26 Andrew Camber, Godly Reading: Print, Manuscript and Puritanism in English, 1580–1720, 
Cambridge Studies in Early Modern British History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Ian 
Green, Print and Protestantism in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
27 Coffey, “The Bible and Theology,” 382–383. 
28 For background on Socinianism, see Paul C. H. Lim, Mystery Unveiled: The Crisis of the Trinity in 
Early Modern England, Oxford Studies in Historical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); 
Sarah Mortimer, Reason and Religion in the English Revolution: The Challenge of Socinianism, 
Cambridge Studies in Early Modern British History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
29 John Coffey, John Goodwin and the Puritan Revolution: Religion and Intellectual Change in 
Seventeenth Century England (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2006). 
30 Toon, God’s Statesman, 54; see also the forthcoming chapter by Eric Newton, “Owen and education,” 
The T&T Clark Handbook of John Owen, eds. Crawford Gribben and John W. Tweeddale (London: T&T 
Clark, 2022), 146–169. 
31 Jay T. Collier, Debating Perseverance: The Augustinian Heritage in Post-Reformation England, 
Oxford Studies in Historical Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
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teaching. He states, “The confutation of Mr. Goodwin was but secondarily in my eye; and the best 
way for that I judged to consist in a full scriptural confirmation of the truth he opposed. That I 
chiefly intended.”32 In Vindicae evangelicae (1655), Owen levels a devastating critique against 
Socinian teaching. Of particular interest is his extensive use of the epistle of Hebrews to counter 
Socinian revisions to the doctrine of the priesthood of Christ. The arguments made in this work 
anticipate Owen’s later commentary on Hebrews, where he will contend that the errors of the 
Socinians undermine the biblical understanding of the person and work of Christ.33 The following 
year, Owen published A Review of the Annotations of Hugo Grotius (1656). Owen believed that 
Grotius, a Dutch jurist and biblical scholar who was imprisoned and tried in the aftermath of the 
Synod of Dort for his Remonstrant sympathies, countenanced the overly literalistic interpretation 
of the Old Testament that characterized Socinian exegesis. Grotius had little concern for 
Messianic readings of the Hebrew Scripture and was more interested in a historical-critical 
analysis of the Old Testament. As alternatives to Reformed approaches to Scripture like these 
developed with greater complexity, Owen realized there was need for more sophisticated readings 
of the biblical text. 

Owen continued his preaching ministry amidst his administrative duties, the fruit of which are 
two of his most popular works. In Of the Mortification of Sinne in Believers (1656), Owen offers 
a practical exposition of Romans 8:13 based on a series of sermons preached to students at Oxford. 
In this work, Owen outlines biblical strategies for identifying and defeating besetting sin in the 
life of believers. Waging war on sin is not optional. He states, “The vigour and power and comfort 
of our spiritual life, depends on the mortification of the deeds of the flesh.”34 The Christian’s fight 
against sin is a lifelong endeavor. “The choicest believers,” Owen contends, “who are assuredly 
freed from the condemning power of sin, ought yet to make it their businesse all their days to 
mortify the indwelling power of sinne.”35 Echoing Colossians 3:5, Owen explains why the work of 
killing sin is necessary for Christians. “Do you mortify? Do you make it your dayly work? Be always 
at it whilst you live. Cease not a day from this worke. Be killing sinne, or it will be killing you. Your 
being dead with Christ virtually, your being quickened with him, will not excuse you from this 
worke.”36  

The following year, Owen published Of Communion with God (1657).37 The work offers an 
extended reflection on Ephesians 2:18 to explain how Christians relate to the distinct persons of 
the Trinity. As a result of the work of Christ, believers can enjoy fellowship with God. Owen states, 
“God and the saints … walke together in a covenant of peace, ratifyed in the blood of Jesus.”38 The 
Christian life for Owen is an exercise in reciprocal love that flows from union with Christ and 
culminates in communion with the triune God. This leads to his definition of what it means to 
commune with God: “Our communion then with God, consisteth in his communication of 
himselfe unto us, with our returnall unto him, of that which he requireth and accepteth, flowing 

 
32 John Owen, The Doctrine of the Saints Perseverance Explained and Confirmed (London, 1654), F4v. 
33 See Tweeddale, John Owen and Hebrews, 48–49; Tweeddale, “Exercitations on the Epistle to the 
Hebrews (1668),” 371. 
34 John Owen, Of the Mortification of Sinne in Believers (Oxford, 1656), 12. For a survey of this work, see 
the forthcoming chapter by Joel R. Beeke, “Of the Mortification of Sinne in Believers (1656),” in The T&T 
Clark Handbook of John Owen, eds. Crawford Gribben and John W. Tweeddale (London: T&T Clark, 
2022), 336–363. 
35 Owen, Of the Mortification of Sinne in Believers, 13–14. 
36 Owen, Of the Mortification of Sinne in Believers, 14, edited. 
37 For analysis, see Kelly M. Kapic, Communion with God: The Divine and the Human in the Theology of 
John Owen (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007); Ryan M. McGraw, A Heavenly Directory: 
Trinitarian Piety, Public Worship, and a Reassessment of John Owen’s Theology, Reformed Historical 
Theology (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014). 
38 John Owen, Of Communion with God (Oxford, 1657), 5. 
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from that union which in Jesus Christ we have with him.”39 While the themes of these classic 
devotional works are well known, one of the striking features of Owen’s practical writings that is 
often overlooked is how he attempts to ground the experience of Christians in the text of Scripture. 

Conclusion 

Toward the end of his tenure at Oxford, Owen published three works that perhaps signaled an 
increased focus on producing biblical scholarship that would serve the needs of his puritan cause. 
In Pro Sacris Scripturis (1658) offers a stinging critique of the “fanatical” methods of Quakers. 
The book also provides Owen with an occasion to reflect on the principles of biblical 
interpretation.40 In Of the Divine Originall and A Vindication of the Purity and Integrity of the 
Hebrew and Greek Texts of the Old and New Testament, published together in 1659, Owen raises 
the question of “how we know the Scriptures to be the Word of God.”41 With these works, he sets 
the trajectory of his literary arc that will occupy his efforts for the remaining years of his life. After 
the Restoration, the stage is now set for Owen to produce his most significant works of biblical 
scholarship, seen most clearly in his commentary on Hebrews. Cast in this light, Owen’s early 
writings are important for evaluating his development as one of the leading exegetes and 
theologians of seventeenth century England. 

 
39 Owen, Of Communion with God, 5. 
40 John Owen, Pro Sacris Scripturis adversus hujus tempom Fanaticos exercitaliones apologeticae 
Quatuor fanaticos (London, 1658). For the English translation of this work, see A Defense of Sacred 
Scripture Against Modern Fanaticism, in Biblical Theology: The History of Theology from Adam to 
Christ, trans. Stephen P. Westcott (Grand Rapids: Soli Deo Gloria, 2009), 769–861. 
41 John Owen, Of the divine originall, authority, self-evidencing light, and power of the Scriptures. With 
an answer to that enquiry, how we know the Scriptures to be the Word of God. Also a vindication of the 
purity and integrity of the Hebrew and Greek texts of the Old and New Testament; in some 
considerations on the prolegomena, & appendix to the late Biblia polyglotta. Whereunto are subjoyned 
some exercitations about the nature and perfection of the Scripture, the right of interpretation, internall 
Light, revelation, &c. (Oxford, 1659). 



Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 8.1 (Fall 2021) 

 
 

52 

 

French Huguenots and Scottish Covenanters: 

Similarities and Dissimilarities during the Sixteenth and 

Seventeenth Centuries 

Thomas G. Reid 

 
Retired Librarian and Registrar 

Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary 

 

The Protestants of France have long been called “Huguenots”. Before even the word “Protestant” 
was coined around 1529, French followers of Martin Luther (1483-1546) were called 
“évangéliques” or “bibliens”.1 French Protestants came under the sway of Jean (or John) Calvin 
(1509-1564)2 in the late 1530s and the 1540s, identifying increasingly as reformed in theology and 
presbyterian in polity. The name which these reformed Protestants eventually came to prefer over 
all other alternatives was “Huguenots”, of uncertain derivation.  

Many of the Protestants of Scotland, who became overwhelmingly reformed in theology and 
presbyterian in polity, were called “Covenanters”. This name refers to their practice of signing a 
public commitment to King Jesus, called a “covenant” in the style of Josiah’s covenant with God 
on behalf of the people of Israel.  

Then the king [Josiah] stood by a pillar and made a covenant before the LORD, to 
follow the LORD and to keep His commandments and His testimonies and His 
statutes, with all his heart and all his soul, to perform the words of this covenant 
that were written in this book. And all the people took their stand for the covenant 
(2 Kings 23:3 NKJV).  

The first such covenant was signed by five Scottish noblemen in 1557, and a first National 
Covenant was issued in 1580. The practice of covenanting reached its apex in two widely-
subscribed covenants, the National Covenant of Scotland of 1638 and the Solemn League and 
Covenant of 1643, between England, Scotland, and Ireland.3  

Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters were sorely persecuted over many decades, in the case 
of the Huguenots, over several centuries. Can a comparison of their similarities and dissimilarities 
offer guidance to the church in today’s world, as God’s people face unprecedented, widespread, 
and growing persecution? To do so, the histories of these two movements during the sixteenth 

 
1 “Evangelicals” or “Biblians”. Their opponents later called them “religionnaires”, from the Roman 
Catholic appellation for the movement, the RPR, “religion prétendue réformée”, or “alleged reformed 
religion”. Pierre Janton, Les Protestants Français (Belgium: Brepols, c1995), [9]. All translations from the 
French in the article are by the author. 
2 Calvin was born in Noyon, in the Picardy region of Northern France. Following his education in several 
French cities, he was converted to Protestant beliefs and fled his native land for the relative safety of the 
independent city-state of Geneva, now part of Switzerland. 
3 In fact, the Irish had almost nothing to do with preparation of this document, and most of the Irish 
refused to sign it. 
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and seventeenth centuries will be considered, leaving aside subsequent developments, since the 
stories of the movements diverged dramatically towards the end of the latter century, as the 
modern world order emerged from the crucible of the Protestant Reformation and the misnamed 
Enlightenment. 

First, consider the following nine major similarities.4 

Similarities Between the Huguenots and the Covenanters 

1. Four decades proved key in the development of both the Huguenots and the 
Covenanters. 

First, the Protestant Reformation took root in both France and Scotland in the decade of the 
1520s, following the pioneering work of Martin Luther from 1517 onwards, as reforming 
literature was distributed more and more widely.  

At first, the Huguenot movement was largely underground and limited to the cities, where people 
were better educated and could read the pamphlets advocating the reforming principles. The 
historian of French Protestantism, Raoul Stéphan, claims: “From 1519 onwards, the ideas of 
Luther and Zwingli were diffused in France.”5 Persecution was intense at times. The first French 
Protestant martyr was burned at the stake in 1523. 

In Scotland, the writings of Luther reached the educated classes, including the nobility, in the 
same decade, despite Scotland’s greater geographic distance from the center of the early 
Reformation in the German states. The powerful Romanist church-state conglomeration in 
Scotland persecuted the early followers of Luther; the first Scottish Protestant martyr was burned 
at the stake in 1528.6  

Second, the Protestant Reformation expanded considerably in the decade of the 1560s in both 
France and Scotland. 

The National Synod of the Reformed Churches of France met in 1559 in La Rochelle, a port city in 
the southwest, and adopted the French Confession.7 Standards for church organization, 
discipline, and worship were adopted. In the next few years, the number of organized 
congregations, with their own session of elders, increased from fewer than fifty to over 2,050, and 
the Huguenots founded over 2,000 Christian day schools.8 This dramatic increase stemmed not 
only from the work of Jesus, the Master Church Builder, but, humanly speaking, from the devoted 
work of Calvin and his associates in Geneva, Switzerland, training young French ministers and 
sending them back into France to minister and organize churches which were theologically 
reformed and governed by ordained elders. 

In Scotland, a mass movement of reform in the Church of Scotland occurred during the 1560s, led 
by John Knox (1514?-1572), who returned to his homeland in 1559, having survived serving in the 
galley ships of the French king before, after escaping, studying in Geneva under Calvin. The 

 
4 Under the discussion of certain of these nine similarities, the dissimilarities within those similarities will 
be discussed in this section of the article. 
5 Raoul Stéphan, L’épopée huguenote (Paris: La Colombe, c1945), 36.  
6 The English Reformation of the following decade brought some relief from persecution for Scottish 
Protestants. 
7 Also called the Gallican Confession or the Confession of La Rochelle. Jean Calvin wrote the original draft 
of this Confession. 
8 Stéphan, L’épopée huguenote, 81. 
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General Assembly of the (presbyterian) Church of Scotland met for the first time in 1560, adopting 
the Scots Confession one year after the French Huguenots had adopted their Gallican Confession. 
The Book of Common Order, codifying presbyterian church government, was approved in 1565, 
and the (First) Book of Discipline followed in 1567. The organization of the Church of Scotland 
along presbyterian and reformed lines had thus advanced considerably in the space of a single 
decade. 

Third, the Huguenots and the Covenanters defined their beliefs against both interior and exterior 
opposition in the decade from 1638-1648. 

After two generations of violence against them, the Huguenots had won a measure of toleration 
in the signing of the Edict of Nantes in 1598 by King Henry IV (reigned 1589-1610).9 But under 
the influence of Cardinal Richelieu (1585-1642),10 the dominant figure for decades in the French 
government, the freedoms of the Huguenots began to be curtailed from without. In addition, 
partially in response to the French Reformed Synod adopting the Canons of the Synod of Dort 
(1618-1619) in 1620, opposition to reformed orthodoxy arose within the churches, particularly 
through the ministry of Moïse Amyraut (1596-1664), theology professor at one of the two French 
Reformed seminaries, in Saumur, in the Loire River Valley. Amyraut advocated what has been 
called a “hypothetical universalism”, that Jesus died for all mankind in some real sense, but for 
the elect in some other sense. The controversy over Amyraldianism began before this decade and 
continued after this decade.11 But, the debate over Amyraldianism was at its height during the 
same decade when the Huguenots came under significantly increased pressure from the emerging 
absolutist French state. Since Amyraldianism was openly tolerated among the Huguenots, they 
were increasingly divided and weakened as they approached their greatest crisis.12 

By the 1630s, the Scottish Covenanters were faced with increasing efforts by King Charles II 
(reigned 1625-1649) to re-impose Anglican worship and polity on the presbyterian Church of 
Scotland. Finally, most Scottish presbyterians signed the National Covenant of Scotland in 1638, 
in order to unify themselves in resisting the King’s usurpation of the sole authority of Jesus Christ 
over the church, as He speaks through the Scriptures, the Holy Spirit guiding the church in 
understanding this authoritative Word. The great bulk of Scottish presbyterians now enjoyed and 
deserved the appellation of “Covenanters”. 

 
9 The Edict was termed “of Nantes” because Henry was on a visit to the western city of Nantes when he 
signed the document. Nantes is an important port on the Loire River, not far from where it empties into 
the Atlantic Ocean. Interestingly, an Irish Covenanter mission station has existed there since the late 
1980s. “Nantes” is pronounced “Nant”. 
10 His real name was Armand Jean du Plessis. 
11 For an overview of the three phases of the Amyraldian controversy, see Thomas Reid, “The Battles of the 
French Reformed Tradition”, Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal (Spring 2016): 37-40. More 
recently, consult Martyn McGeown, “Moïse Amyraut and the Controversy over His Hypothetical 
Universalism”, Protestant Reformed Theological Journal 54, n. 1 (November 2020): 3-34. McGeown’s 
article is essentially a review of the book by François Laplanche, Orthodoxie et Prédication: L’œuvre 
d’Amyraut et la querelle de la grâce universelle (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1965), helpfully 
providing extensive English translations by McGeown of this important work. Also, Roger R. Nicole wrote 
his 1966 Th.D. dissertation at Harvard University on the first phase of the Controversy: Moyse Amyraut 
(1596-1664) and the Controversy on Universal Grace. 
12 Ironically, one of the defenses of French Amyraldianism was that, to condemn it, would be to divide the 
Huguenot movement, just when it needed to be unified against the growing royal tyranny. In hindsight, 
and as many of the reformed faithful predicted at that time, just the opposite result was produced by the 
toleration of this heresy. 
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Tragically, the British Isles quickly degenerated into a civil war. The Scottish Covenanters joined 
forces with the British Parliament against the King, formalizing their alliance in the Solemn 
League and Covenant of 1643. The Westminster Assembly of Divines, with help from Scottish 
Covenanters, was soon convened to bring about a greater uniformity in doctrine, worship, and 
government between the government-established churches in England (and Wales), Scotland, 
and Ireland. In 1647, the Assembly produced its Confession of Faith, followed the next year by 
both the Larger Catechism and Shorter Catechism. These documents represented the high point 
of orthodox Reformed theology and practice. But, ironically, by 1648, the Scottish Covenanter 
movement was in decline, divided theologically and tactically.13 

Obviously, the similarities between the Huguenots and the Covenanters in this third key decade 
should not mask significant dissimilarities. First, the Huguenots were experiencing declining civil 
freedoms, while the Covenanters were enjoying increased civil freedoms. Second, Covenanters 
were not troubled by the Amyraldian heresy,14 as were the Huguenots. 

Fourth, the Huguenots and the Covenanters endured their greatest persecution during the decade 
of the 1680s. 

The French Huguenots gradually lost all their religious freedoms under the tyrannical rule of 
megalomaniac King Louis XIV (reigned 1643-1715). In 1685, Louis revoked the Edict of Nantes, 
making it a capital offense to be a Protestant in France. Hundreds of thousands fled the country 
(although the Revocation actually forbade such an act), hundreds of thousands more went over to 
Rome to avoid persecution, while secretly remaining Huguenot. Ministers were hung or beaten to 
death; men and women were imprisoned; men were condemned to be galley slaves; soldiers were 
housed in Huguenot homes, at the expense of the Huguenot families; women and girls were raped; 
children were kidnapped and raised as Roman Catholics.  

The Covenanters, after the restoration of the Stuart monarchy under Charles II (reigned 1660-
1685), were double-crossed by the new king, who reversed everything they had accomplished, 
abandoned the Covenants which he was twice sworn to uphold, and persecuted the Covenanters 
in escalating ways. By the time Charles died and was succeeded by his younger brother, James II 
(reigned 1685-1688), an open Roman Catholic, most Covenanters had abandoned the fight and 
accepted episcopalian worship and polity. Only a remnant, not much more than 20,000, remained 
faithful to the cause. 

Here, the similarity becomes a dissimilarity, for the Huguenots were just entering a long period 
of intense suffering, only ending after the Edict of Toleration of 1787 by King Louis XVI (reigned 
1765-1793), on the eve of the French Revolution (1789). In contrast, the Covenanters were on the 
cusp of a major improvement. They had jump-started the movement that drove James II from the 
throne in favor of his daughter Mary (reigned 1688-1694) and her husband William (reigned 

 
13 For instance, over the question of whether King Charles I (reigned 1625-1649) should be beheaded. 
14 The Amyraldian heresy caught up with the Covenanters a century later, not long after the Reformed 
Presbyterian Church of Scotland was organized by the faithful Covenanters in 1743. A Covenanting 
minister, James Fraser of Brea (1638-1698), had, destructively, written an Amyraldian book, A Treatise of 
Justifying Faith, which was not published until fifty years after his death. The adoption of Fraser’s 
heretical views by some Covenanters led to a major split in the fledgling denomination. David Lachman 
summarizes Fraser’s viewpoint as follows: “Christ died for all, but with different intentions for the elect 
and reprobate. Christ removed the legal impediments so that all might be saved, but died for the elect to 
bring them to glory and for the reprobate to purchase benefits in this life, and, in particular, that they 
might be the recipients of gospel wrath.” Nigel M. deS. Cameron, ed., Dictionary of Scottish Church 
History and Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, c1993), 335.  
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1688-1702), a nephew of James.15 However, the misnamed Glorious Revolution of 1688-1690 
failed to reinstate the historic Covenants, or at the very least their principles, and to bring about 
the desired uniformity among the churches of the Three Kingdoms of England, Scotland, and 
Ireland. But the Covenanters were at least tolerated, while they maintained a separate existence 
from the Church of Scotland.16 

2. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters were confessionally reformed movements. 

As described above, the Huguenots adopted their own confession of faith in 1559, one of the 
earliest of the reformed confessions. Although the Huguenots never adopted a catechism as such, 
they often used, in preaching and teaching, the Heidelberg Catechism (first published in 1563), 
the catechism so popular among the Dutch Reformed churches. As well, although the king refused 
to permit any Huguenots to attend the Synod of Dort, the Huguenots adopted the Canons 
prepared by the Synod as an additional statement of their beliefs. The subsequent inability of the 
National Synod of the French Reformed Churches to condemn the Amyraldian heresy suggests 
that this adoption was not wholehearted on the part of many Huguenots ministers and elders. In 
general, the seventeenth century was a time of decline from the Reformed Orthodoxy of the 
previous century, in particular, in the Arminian heresy which prompted the meeting of the Synod 
of Dort, as well as the Amyraldian heresy which tried to find a middle way between Calvinism and 
Arminianism. The decline of French Reformed Orthodoxy was not unusual, but it was pretty 
complete. In the Bulletin de la Société de l’Histoire du Protestantisme Français, an anonymous 
writer observes in 1932: “Though it seems strange and humiliating, in the home country of Calvin, 
purely Calvinistic theology has had no representative for a long time, I would say, since Pierre du 
Moulin.”17 Du Moulin lived until 1658.18 

The Covenanters lived (and died) for the Covenants, brief statements of reformed belief as applied 
to the contemporary situation. The Covenanters certainly also embraced the Westminster 
Confession of Faith, Larger and Shorter Catechisms, and the other documents produced by the 
Westminster Assembly, such as the Directory for the Public Worship of God and The Sum of 
Saving Knowledge.19 While their commitment to these standards was not altogether different 
from other Scottish presbyterians, the Covenanters alone followed all of them. 

However, again, the similarity of reformed belief should not be used to mask the dissimilarities 
between the confessional documents which the Huguenots and Covenanters embraced. The 
Huguenots held to the continental reformed documents, and the Covenanters held to the British 
reformed documents.  

3. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters sang the psalms.  

At the time of the Reformation, the question of song in worship emerged immediately. 
Congregational singing in worship was quickly accepted as the standard in reformed churches in 

 
15 William and Mary, who ruled jointly until her death, were, indeed, first cousins. 
16 A separation which continues to this day, in the Reformed Presbyterian Church of Scotland, a 
presbytery of five congregations, in Airdrie, Glasgow, North Edinburgh, Stornoway, and Stranraer. 
17 Bulletin de la Société de l’Histoire du Protestantisme Français (1932): 430. The author believed that a 
worthy successor to Calvin and Du Moulin had appeared in the person of Auguste Lecerf (1872-1943), a 
pastor, Bible translator, seminary professor, and writer. 
18 Du Moulin, theology professor in the other Reformed Seminary, in Sedan, near the Belgian border, was 
one of the most prominent critics of Amyraut. 
19 All of the documents produced by the Westminster Assembly are available in one volume (with 
prooftexts from the KJV), published by Free Presbyterian Publications in Glasgow, Scotland, under the 
limiting title of Westminster Confession of Faith. 
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various countries, including France and Scotland. But what were Protestant believers to sing? 
Calvin early on committed the church to singing the canonical 150 Psalms in worship and 
arranged for metrical versions to be prepared in the French language for use by the French 
reformed churches, in France, Switzerland, Belgium, and beyond. Many of the French Psalms 
were prepared by Clément Marot (1496?-1544), a gifted Huguenot poet. A complete French 
Psalter was finally published in 1562, while Calvin was still alive. 

Through Calvin’s influence on John Knox, the practice of Psalm singing in worship was extended 
to the Scottish presbyterians, in both English and Scottish Gaelic, and, eventually to the 
Covenanters who emerged from them. The first complete English psalter, by Robert Crowley 
(1517?-1588), was printed in 1549. The Scottish presbyterians themselves produced psalters in 
1564, 1615, and 1650. The last was the psalter authorized by the Westminster Assembly, proving 
that the Assembly intended the Psalms, and only the Psalms, to be sung in worship.20 

Obviously, the Psalms were being sung in two different languages and, thus, were dissimilar in 
that sense. But the contrast goes deeper, as the Huguenots accepted what can rightly be described 
as paraphrases of the Psalms, while the Scottish opted for more literal versions of the Psalms. 
Moreover, the Huguenots used a wide variety of meters in their Psalm versions, while the Scots 
sang in just three, the Common Meter (CM), the Long Meter (LM), and the Short Meter (SM). But 
both Huguenots and Covenanters could be, and sometimes were, dismissed as mere “Psalm-
singers”, by those who opposed them, as if this appellation were anything but positive.  

4. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters sang the psalms without musical instruments. 

Once again, the influence of Calvin on the reformed churches in France and Scotland was crucial 
in their practice. To Calvin, singing with musical instruments represented a return to the 
ceremonies of the Old Testament, which had been fulfilled in Jesus Christ.21 The Huguenots sang 
their Psalms without musical accompaniment, and so did the Covenanters. 

And how beneficial this practice became when intense persecution befell both movements! God’s 
people were familiar with singing without the crutch of a musical instrument and so they could 
more easily sing in the open air, whether in the “wilderness” areas of France or on the moors of 
Scotland.22  

Both movements developed a special affinity for certain Psalms in their times of persecution, 
whether in a worship service held in an isolated valley or in public on the scaffold. With their 
constant description of evildoers and persecutors in contrast to the righteous, the Psalms were 
ideal comfort for the people of God in difficult circumstances.23 For instance, a favorite Psalm for 
the Huguenots was the 68th, “le psaume des batailles”, or “the Psalm of battles”. It opens: 

 Que Dieu se montre seulement   May God alone show Himself 

 
20 According to the Westminster Confession of Faith, among the “parts of the ordinary religious worship 
of God” is the “singing of psalms with grace in the heart”, the latter phrase suggesting a problem with 
mindless singing among the people of God, still common today. The Assembly’s Directory for Worship 
advocates the singing of two Psalms in each worship service.  
21 See particularly his comments on Psalms 71:22; 81:3; and 92:1. 
22 See Section 7 below for a description of these locations. 
23 Only in the nineteenth century did Scottish Presbyterians and French Huguenots widely accept musical 
instruments in their worship. The Scottish Covenanters, and their direct descendants in other countries, 
have never permitted musical instruments in their worship. 
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 Et on verra soudainement    And we will suddenly see, 

 Abandonner la place     Abandoning the[ir] place, 

 Le camp des ennemis épars.    The camp of enemies scattered. 

No wonder that Raoul Stéphan, calls them “les chants de guerre des réformés”,24 or “the war songs 
of the reformed”. With such words on their lips, it should be no surprise that both Huguenots and 
Covenanters were strengthened in their thoughts and actions by what they sang. 

5. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters were very politically active. 

Roman Catholicism had degenerated into a strong ecclesiastical-civil amalgam by the time of the 
Protestant Reformation. As a result, it was difficult, both in France and in Scotland, for 
Protestants to avoid becoming politically active. Moreover, both movements embraced the 
political realm, since they believed that the Creating and Redeeming God held authority over 
everything through His Son Jesus Christ. 

Faced with the explosive growth of the Huguenot movement in the 1560s, Roman Catholics 
responded with vigor and bloodshed. In response, Huguenots took up the sword to defend 
themselves. What resulted was a series of episodes of civil war, usually termed “the Religious 
Wars”, which devastated France at intervals for three decades, only coming to an uneasy end with 
the signing of the Edict of Nantes in 1598. 

The Huguenots had been able to enlist supporters not only among the nobility but also within the 
royal family itself, including Marguerite of Navarre (1492-1549), a sister of King Francis I (reigned 
1515-1547). And some nobles and royals, while remaining Roman Catholic, were more tolerant of 
the Huguenots than were others. As the French state grew ever more tyrannical during the 
seventeenth century—and not just toward the Huguenots—the inevitable response to this 
development kept the Huguenots firmly in the political fray, until the Revocation of the Edict of 
Nantes in 1685 effectively ended any political influence they may have enjoyed up to that point. 

The Protestants in Scotland at first went along with the mild reforms implemented by King Henry 
VIII (reigned 1509-1542) when he broke with the papacy in 1534, but became decidedly more 
dissentient—and presbyterian—through the influence of John Knox and his successor, Andrew 
Melville (1545-1622).25 Many nobles were presbyterian in conviction or at least in sympathy. In a 
society in which, outside the royal family, only the nobles had real political power, such a situation 
was advantageous, up to a point. After all, everything was becoming political, as England like 
France came to have an increasingly centralized national government.  

As covenanting became the preferred method of rallying the godly against the English usurper of 
King Jesus’s rights in church and society, the nobility became more and more crucial to the health 
and strength of the church in Scotland. The accession of King James VI of Scotland (reigned 1567-
1625) to the joint crown of England (as James I, 1603-1625) complicated the situation, because 
nobles of both England and Scotland were now having to work together in a way not previously 
necessary. 

 
24 Stéphan, L’épopée huguenote, 31.  
25 Melville was imprisoned for some years for his faith under Elizabeth I (reigned 1558-1603), and taught 
at the French reformed theological seminary in Sedan, France, from 1611 until his death, an interesting 
direct connection between the Covenanters and the Huguenots. 
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The Restoration of the Stuarts in 1660 to the throne in King Charles II (reigned 1660-1685) 
reduced the influence of the nobles, in both England and Scotland, but most of them later worked 
together to bring an end to the rule of absolute monarchs in 1688. However, like most people 
north and south of the border, even those formerly Covenanting nobles discarded the historic 
Covenants in favor of the vanilla Revolution Settlement, which pleased nobody but permitted the 
British Isles to at last enjoy a measure of civil peace. Only one noble continued openly to identify 
with the Covenanting cause: Sir Robert Hamilton (1650-1701), who in effect led the continuing 
Covenanting movement after 1690 until his death. 

6. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters developed a doctrine of resistance to political 
tyranny. 

The political activities of the Huguenots engendered rabid opposition from the kings of France 
and their Roman Catholic supporters. The French Protestants were called upon repeatedly to 
honor the call of Romans 13:1a—“Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities”—and 
similar passages, such as 1 Peter 2:13. The whole matter became critical after the start of the 
Religious Wars and especially after the infamous St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572, when 
up to 20,000 Huguenots were murdered nationwide,26 in a genocide planned by some in the royal 
family. 

In response, prominent Huguenots developed a theory which permitted, in certain, limited 
instances, for Christians to engage in resistance to political authority, up to and including 
revolution. The first Huguenot to do so was François Hotman (1524-1590) in his book 
Francogallia, published in 1573.27 Hotman was a distinguished legal scholar who was close both 
to Calvin’s Geneva and to France’s Huguenots. Hotman argues that a superior, universal legal 
system could be created by lessening the influence of Roman law on contemporary political 
thought, in favor, at least in France, of distinctively French aspects of law. This stratagem results, 
in Hotman’s discussion, in a concept that placed much more power in the hands of the legislature 
or “council”, including the appointment and removal of kings. Julian Franklin summarizes 
Hotman’s mature view in the third edition of Francogallia as follows: “The king of France does 
not have unlimited dominion in his kingdom[,] but is circumscribed by settled and specific law.”28 

Theodore Beza (1519-1605), himself from a noble family in France,29 published his work Du droit 
des magistrats30 in the year after Hotman published his work. Beza begins by arguing that only 
God is worthy of unconditional obedience, not any human authority, such as a government. 
Nevertheless, private persons may not overturn a government chosen by the people; that right 
belongs only to the lesser magistrates and the parliament. Beza discusses the situation in several 
nations, including France, to make further delineations of his viewpoint. 

Philippe du Plessis-Mornay (1549-1623), still another thinker from a noble family, and probably 
with the aid of his friend Hubert Languet (1518-1581), wrote the book Vindiciae contra 

 
26 The two most prominent Huguenot martyrs were Admiral Gaspard de Coligny (born 1519) and 
philosopher Peter Ramus (born 1515). 
27 Printed by Iacobi Stocrij, apparently in Geneva. Expanded editions by the author were published in 
1576 and 1586. Critical editions were published after the author’s death in 1599-1600 and 1665. These 
editions and republications indicate the importance which was early attached to Hotman’s work. 
28 Julian H. Franklin, editor and compiler, Constitutionalism and Resistance in the Sixteenth Century 
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, c1969), 90. 
29 His last name in French was de Bèze, the “de” being the normal French way of indicating a noble family 
in its name. In some French surnames, “du” functions similarly, as it is created by the combination of the 
preposition “de” and the masculine definite article “le”. 
30 Probably published in Heidelberg. The title translates as, Of the Right of the Magistrates. 
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tyrannos,31 which had to be published outside France, for the safety of both author and publisher. 
Mornay maintains that subjects are not bound to obey their princes if their orders contradict the 
law of God, for we are to render to God what is God’s, as Jesus says in Matthew 22:21. Since a king 
is created by the citizens of his realm, they are permitted to resist him when he becomes a tyrant. 
Intriguingly, Mornay uses the word “covenant” to describe the relationship existing between a 
sovereign and his people. Both must respect their responsibilities to the other. Mornay marshals 
many Biblical references to defend his ideas. 

Thus, by 1580, the Huguenots had developed, in the space of a few years, a conceptual framework 
which permitted them to break with the tyranny of medieval political thought, in favor of a more 
supple, more practical approach to authority within a commonwealth, one that avoided mere 
proof texting. 

The Covenanters also were doing something very similar, since the difficulties and sufferings of 
God’s people often lead them to a deeper understanding of God’s way than they have hitherto 
enjoyed. The Huguenot thought of the 1570s had been permeating the orthodox reformed world 
ever since, so Covenanter thinking must have been influenced by it. The Covenanter thinker, 
Samuel Rutherford (1600-1661), moved towards the Huguenot conception with his celebrated 
work Lex Rex: or, The Law and the Prince.32 Covenanters James Stirling (1631-1682?) and Sir 
James Stewart (1635-1713) published their book Naphtali in 1667.33 This work contains not only 
stories of early Covenanting martyrs, for which it is justifiably famous, but also advocates for the 
right of self-defense and even of tyrannicide. The Sanquhar Declaration,34 prepared by 
Covenanter pastor Richard Cameron (1648?-1680), renounces the authority of King Charles II, 
due to his civil and religious tyranny.35 The Lanark Declaration was posted on January 12, 1682,36 
calling for the convening of a convention of godly men to reconstitute lawful government in the 
land, which had been forfeited by the King’s and the Church’s twinned tyranny. This Declaration 
considers all the acts of Charles II and the persecuting acts of the Scottish Parliament of July 28, 
1681, as null and void. The faithful Covenanters, now called Cameronians after Richard Cameron, 
issued the Apologetical Declaration in 1684, written by young Covenanting pastor James Renwick 
(1662-1688).37 After recording the sufferings of the Covenanters, Renwick describes the principles 
held by the Covenanters (which did not include killing their enemies, simply protecting 
themselves) and the willingness of the Cameronians to deal with their and God’s enemies 
appropriately. 

The development of Covenanter resistance theory came to mature expression in 1685, when 
Cameronian pastor Alexander Shields (1660-1700) published his book, A Hind Let Loose.38 
Shields provides a justification for resistance to royal absolutism and to “the divine right of kings”, 
increasingly popular among the megalomaniacs ruling many European kingdoms. Shields 
requires “the consent of the governed” to be recognized before a people submits to the rule of a 

 
31 “Vindication against a Tyrant”. Edinburgh: No publisher, 1579. 
32 London: John Field, 1644. 
33 The book was published in Edinburgh by an unspecified publisher, likely fearful of the repercussions 
from bringing such a book onto the market during Charles II’s persecutions. 
34 So-called because of the location of its public unveiling, the village of Sanquhar in the northwest of the 
county of Dumfriesshire, along the English border. 
35 Cameron was killed a month later, at the Battle of Ayrsmoss. 
36 In the town of Lanark, in the county of Lanarkshire southeast of Glasgow. 
37 These three Covenanter documents, along with many others, can be consulted easily at 
truecovenanter.com. 
38 No location: No publisher, 1687. Its subtitle is revealing: An Historical Representation of the 
Testimonies of the Church of Scotland for the Interest of Christ. The Covenanters were always focused on 
the Kingship of Jesus Christ. 
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human prince, and this Covenanter thinker did so before John Locke more prominently advocated 
the same position in his Two Treatises on Government three years later.39 

What the Huguenots accomplished in the 1570s did not occur until the 1680s among the Scottish 
Covenanters: they developed a thoughtful, careful, measured, controlled doctrine of resistance to 
any governmental authority which had degenerated into tyranny, especially tyranny against the 
godly. Key to this doctrine among the Covenanters was the new idea of the consent of the 
governed, which was to transform political thinking in Europe and beyond in the succeeding 
centuries. 

7. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters survived mostly in rural areas. 

As the persecutions by the royal and ecclesiastical tyranny raged, both Huguenots and 
Covenanters were relegated more and more to rural areas. It was not that their presence was no 
longer real in the cities, but it was the case that it was more difficult to openly practice the true 
faith in urban settings, where the government and its military forces were more numerous and 
more active.  

Some parts of France had relatively few Huguenots in rural areas, particularly in the north and 
the east of the county. Strong Huguenot movements tended to remain in other regions, often 
where local nobles were favorable to the Huguenots, though not Huguenots themselves. Four 
areas were particularly important. In northeastern France, Alsace, along the border with the 
Germanic duchies, enjoyed a significant Protestant presence. In west central France, the Poitou 
area also remained relatively Huguenot. In the foothills of the Pyrénées Mountains of southern 
France, Protestants were numerous in the Ariège department. Most significantly, the department 
of the Gard, centered on Nîmes, a Roman city, was majority Huguenot, especially in the Cévennes 
Mountains in its north.40 As church historian Henry Baird writes: “They were … so massed in 
certain parts of the country as to exert an influence which could not be overlooked or 
misunderstood.”41 This concentration of Huguenots may well have created the impression, both 
to the Huguenots and their opponents, that French Protestants were more numerous and stronger 
than they actually were. 

The Covenanters never penetrated into the Western Isles and northern Highlands of Scotland, 
which remained predominantly Roman Catholic until a major movement of the Holy Spirit in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and the Covenanters were weak in the northeast, 
around Aberdeen. The Covenanting movement was, thus, a phenomenon of the Scottish Lowlands 
in the south of the country. As the persecutions raged, Covenanters were openly found in more 
and more rural areas, particularly in the southwest, in the counties of Galloway, Ayrshire, and 
Dumfries. Most of the Covenanting monuments which have been erected in honor of Covenanter 
martyrs and events and which can be viewed today were built in these relatively remote areas. It 
is in the moors of these counties that the famous Covenanter “conventicles” (worship services in 
the open air) were held and from which the occasional Covenanter forays towards the cities to 
check the persecuting advance of the King’s troops emerged. 

 
39 London: Awnshon Churchill, 1690. 
40 To this day, these four regions are distinctly more Protestant than the rest of the country. The Gard 
proved to be the center of the Camisard Resistance (1702-1704), when 2,000 rural hicks held off 60,000 
soldiers of the then-greatest power in Europe, but this fascinating and stirring story lies outside the time 
parameters of this study. 
41 Henry M. Baird, The Huguenots and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, vol. 1 (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1895), 5. 
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8. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters developed some concept of religious 
toleration. 

As the Reformation developed under persecution in France in the sixteenth century, Protestants 
were requesting religious toleration from the predominant Roman Catholic society more and 
more explicitly.42 Protestants certainly hoped to become the dominant religious presence in what 
was then by far the most populous country in Europe.43 Whether they would have turned around 
and granted tolerance to Roman Catholics once they had achieved hegemony is not clear.  

The Huguenot pleas for toleration became more incessant during the Wars of Religion and were 
finally acknowledged by King Henry IV in the Edict of Nantes in 1598. Roman Catholics never 
accepted this state of affairs, and, beginning with the rise of Cardinal Richelieu as the real power 
behind the throne and then the rule of Louis XIV, toleration was gradually reduced until it was 
ended by the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685. But, in the meantime, Protestants had 
developed an expectation of religious toleration which was later to bear fruit, both in France and 
elsewhere. 

As the Reformation developed in Scotland in the sixteenth century, Protestants so rapidly became 
the dominant religious force in the country that they were being called upon to exercise toleration 
towards the minority Anglican, Roman Catholic, and other dissenting Scots. While apparently no 
religious minority was ever executed by Scottish Presbyterians, they permitted underground 
religious movements only with a fair measure of concern and with some real limitations. The 
Solemn League and Covenant notably commits its signers to “the extirpation of Popery, Prelacy 
… superstition, heresy, schism, profaneness, and whatsoever shall be found to be contrary to 
sound doctrine and the power of godliness.”44 But the means of accomplishing this “extirpation” 
are left rather vague. 

The situation changed dramatically when, after 1660, Scottish presbyterians or Covenanters were 
suddenly treated as if they were a religious minority by King Charles II. Now they were keen on 
religious toleration, although they were not afforded much of it. However, by the time James II 
was driven from the throne in 1688, it had become clear to the Covenanters, as well as many others 
in the British Isles, that there was no future for a truly United Kingdom unless the religious 
differences which existed were tolerated, more or less gracefully. As a result, it is fair for the 
Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America to publish an introduction to themselves, 
Covenanters transported across the Atlantic Ocean, claiming that “Their struggle for religious 
liberty laid the foundations for the religious and political freedom which we now enjoy.”45 

9. Both the Huguenots and the Covenanters were willing to suffer and even die for their 
beliefs and practices. 

The Huguenots suffered as other Protestants did from religious persecution by Roman Catholics, 
both officially and unofficially, across Europe. In a country which fancied itself as “the eldest 

 
42 “The sufferings of its [the Reformation’s] followers, as intolerant as Calvin at its inception, gave birth to 
the idea that the conscience of the human person is a sacred thing, that it is unworthy of man to employ 
the stake [for burning] or the block [for beheading] to limit it, and the first duty [of man] is to obey it.” 
Stéphan, L’épopée huguenote, 128. 
43 At the time of the Reformation, it has been estimated that France had about 16,250,000 inhabitants. In 
comparison, England had 2,750,000, Scotland 500,000, Wales 400,000, and Ireland 250,000; only 
3,900,000 lived in the British Isles, less than a fourth of the population of France. 
44 Section 2. Italics added. 
45 Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America: The Covenanters (Pittsburgh: Board of Christian 
Education, ca. 1962), 1. 
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daughter of the Papacy”, there was probably even greater zeal to eliminate this challenge to the 
false gospel of Roman Catholicism than in most other countries. Thousands upon thousands of 
Huguenots died during the thirty years of religious wars towards the end of the sixteenth century. 

After 1685, while hundreds of thousands of Huguenots pretended to return to Rome in order to 
survive, hundreds of thousands of others fled France for the relative safety of the German states, 
Switzerland, the Netherlands, the British Isles, and North America.46 Horrendous persecutions 
became almost universal, as mentioned before. All but a few Protestant church buildings were 
torn down or adapted to other uses, And yet many Huguenots held firm to their faith, to their 
Bibles in French, to their singing of the Psalms, and to family worship in secret. The Huguenots 
truly were experiencing a time in “the wilderness”, as they referred to it.47 

Protestants in Scotland suffered less than most Protestants did, but still significantly in the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The Covenanters of the mature period of their 
development did not suffer much until after 1660. Their ministers were ejected from their pulpits 
in 1662, to be replaced by theological lackeys of the bishops appointed by the King and/or the 
local nobles. In order to hear true preaching, Covenanters had to depend increasingly upon 
itinerant preachers holding forth in remote areas or in private homes and barns, in the famous 
Conventicles. By the time of the Revolution of 1688, about two thousand Covenanters had been 
killed, and about 18,000 had suffered banishment, imprisonment, and/or heavy fines. And yet 
many Covenanters held firm to their faith, to their Bibles in English, to their singing of the Psalms, 
and to family worship in secret. 

Such were nine major similarities between the French Huguenots and the Scottish Covenanters 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Some of the dissimilarities between the Huguenots 
and the Covenanters have been pointed out even in the midst of several of these similarities. 
However, four major dissimilarities between these two movements during those two centuries 
must also now be delineated. 

Dissimilarities Between the Huguenots and the Covenanters  

1. Whereas the Covenanters enjoyed widespread theological agreement, the Huguenots 
did not. 

The Scottish Covenanters emerged out of the Calvinistic wing of the Protestant Reformation, as 
did the French Huguenots. However, over time, the Covenanters enjoyed increasing theological 
agreement, culminating in the decisive decade, 1638 to 1648, when the two historic covenants and 
the Westminster Assembly documents were widely embraced among them. There were certainly 
Arminians in the British Isles, like John Cameron (1579-1625) and Amyraldians such as Edward 
Fisher (flourished 1630-1656), the likely anonymous author of The Marrow of Modern Divinity, 
published in two parts in 1645 and 1649,48 a book which was to play a major role in eighteenth 

 
46 Since the Huguenots exemplified what Max Weber (1864-1920) called “the Protestant ethic”, they were 
wealthier than the average Roman Catholic in France, and so their departure devastated the French 
economy. French President François Mitterrand (1916-1996) admitted as much when he spoke to the 
300th anniversary of the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. See Allocution de Monsieur François 
Mitterand, Président de la République, aux Cérémonies du Tri-Centenaire de la Révocation de l’Edit de 
Nantes … 11 Octobre 1985. www.elysee.fr/front/pdf/elysee-module-6226.fr. 
47 The expression is “le désert” in French, without a connotation of lack of rain. 
48 The fact that both volumes were published anonymously demonstrates that the author considered them 
to be controversial, outside the Calvinistic mainstream, at a time when unprecedented publishing freedom 
was being enjoyed in the British Isles. 
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century Scottish theology and church history during the Marrow Controversy.49 Nevertheless, 
through the end of the seventeenth century, these theological currents remained fairly marginal 
among the Scottish Covenanters.50 

In contrast, the French Huguenots experienced increasing theological diversity after the high 
point of the adoption of the Canons of Dort in 1620. John Cameron spent most of his ministry in 
France, teaching Arminian theology at both Huguenot seminaries (first in Sedan, then in Saumur) 
until his death in 1625. The most obvious problem arose from the Amyraldian heresy, which 
several national synods not only failed to condemn but actually pronounced acceptable,51 Alençon 
in 1637 and Loudun in 1659. Church judicatories met fewer and fewer times as governmental 
persecution mounted, making theological unity more difficult to attain, since discipline could not 
be exercised against ministers and elders wandering theologically outside the reformed 
confessional parameters. The National Synod of Loudun was the final such meeting until 1872! 
Prominent Huguenot pastors embraced the Amyraldian compromise with Arminianism, 
including the famous Parisian pastor, Jean Daillé (1594-1670). 

2. Whereas the Covenanters developed a theology of the mediatorial kingship of Christ, 
the Huguenots did not. 

The Protestant Reformation marked a rediscovery of the old theological ways, obscured by the 
medieval Romanist system of thought, but also represented theological advance in a number of 
areas. The Covenanters, in particular, sought to understand theologically the nature of the 
authority of Jesus Christ over both the church and the state. Gradually, the Covenanters came to 
espouse the doctrine of the mediatorial kingship of Jesus Christ, His universal authority, over 
both church and state, each an ordinance of God but distinguished from the other. 

The Covenanters found this doctrine predicted by the Old Testament, in such passages as Psalm 
2, Psalm 110, Psalm 8:4-9, and Daniel 7:9-14. After the resurrection, Jesus Himself affirms that: 
“All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth” (Matthew 28:18). Thus, to His 
essential authority over heaven and earth, shared with the Father and the Spirit, Jesus has 
acquired, through a spotless life, a horrible death, and a miraculous resurrection, special 
dominion as Mediator of the new administration of the covenant of grace. This mediatorial 
kingship is also expressed clearly in such texts as 1 Corinthians 15:25-28; Ephesians 1:20-23; 
Philippians 2:9-11; and Colossians 1:15-18.52 

 
49 For an overview of this important period in Scottish church history, consult David C. Lachman, The 
Marrow Controversy: An Historical and Theological Analysis (Edinburgh: Rutherford House, 1988). 
The results of this Controversy are still felt in Scotland and far beyond it. 
50 Many of the divisions among the faithful Covenanters occurred late in the seventeenth century and 
early in the eighteenth century and involved only small numbers of people. See the detailed article by Dr. 
Douglas Somerset, based on much research in Scottish archives: “Notes on Some Scottish Covenanters 
and Ultra-Covenanters of the Eighteenth Century, Part 1”, Scottish Reformation Society Historical 
Journal 6 (2016): 87-130. It does not appear that Part 2 has yet been published. 
51 The same could be said of a public dispute held in Thouars in 1649. Each of these decisions came in the 
midst of the three major phases of the Amyraldian Controversy within the French Reformed Churches, 
1633-1641, 1644-1649, and 1655-1661. 
52 See also Luke 9:26; John 3:35; 5:22, 27; 17:1-5; Romans 8:28; I Corinthians 15:27-28; Ephesians 1:10; 
Philippians 3:21b; and Hebrews 1:4; 2:8. 
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The Scottish Covenanters were not the first to embrace this doctrine, as it is earlier found in the 
little-known Confession of the Spanish Congregation of London, in its Confession of 1560.53 The 
Westminster Confession expresses the Mediatorial Kingship in Chapter 3: 

It pleased God, in [H]is eternal purpose, to choose and ordain the Lord Jesus, [H]is 
only begotten Son, to be the Mediator between God and men; the Prophet, Priest, 
and King; the Head and Saviour of [H]is church; the Heir of all things; and the 
Judge of the world … The Lord Jesus … was … furnished to execute the office of a 
Mediator and Surety … His Father … put all power and judgement into [H]is 
hand, and gave [H]im commandment to execute the same.54 

The doctrine of the mediatorial kingship gave the Covenanters an overarching understanding of 
the relationship between Jesus Christ on the one hand and the church and the state on the other. 
This theological clarity invigorated the Covenanting Movement in its life and death struggle with 
the religious and political tyranny created by the Erastianism of the British government.  

In contrast, the Huguenots tended to reduce their principles to “liberty of conscience”, which is 
more defensive and limited, creating a public position which minimized their likelihood of 
winning the battle, practical and spiritual, with the overbearing french state in favor of the crown 
rights of Jesus Christ. 

3. Whereas the Covenanters practiced public covenanting, the Huguenots did not. 

As noted above, as early as 1557, a small group of Protestant nobles in Scotland signed a public 
covenant, committing themselves together to the advancement of the Reformation in their 
country. Such covenanting should be viewed as an expression of the elect’s response to the 
covenant of grace, and, at its best, represents the honest commitment of citizens and government 
officials alike to be in submission to King Jesus. Such a covenant is not like God’s covenant of 
grace, in that it is not imposed by God in all its features and requirements. Moreover, the covenant 
of grace is made with a definite number of people, past, present, and future, known only to God. 
A covenant like those signed by the Covenanters does not have to be approved by the totality of 
the citizenry of the state or the membership of the church in order to be a valid covenant, any 
more than it was in the time of King Josiah of ancient Israel. 

Covenanting has been practiced periodically, usually when the people of God felt particularly 
threatened by tyrants in church and state, whether in Biblical times or in more modern times. 
These covenants were considered binding until replaced by a more contemporary document, 
appropriate to its time.55 

The Huguenots enjoyed no such unifying and strengthening process in their battle against an even 
more powerful and bloodthirsty foe than the one facing the Covenanters. And their lack of public 
covenanting no doubt weakened them in that battle. 

 
53 James T. Dennison Jr., ed., Reformed Confessions of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries in 
English Translation: Volume 2, 1552-1566 (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, c2010), 380. 
54 Sections 1 and 3. Italics added. 
55 The Scottish Covenanters included the two historic Covenants in their Aughensaugh Declaration of 
1712, but added much additional material, since, already at that time, new issues had arisen over a period 
of seventy years which required an updated covenant, thus providing a template for their spiritual heirs to 
do the same until Christ returns. 
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4. Whereas the Covenanters enjoyed real success, the Huguenots did not. 

As the seventeenth century came to its conclusion, the Covenanters could rejoice that their intense 
persecution had come to a dramatic end, although they still faced real limitations on their ministry 
at that time, as did other religious dissenters, especially Roman Catholics. The Covenanters could 
look back with some satisfaction that they had helped to drive King James II from the throne of 
the British Isles,56 to be replaced by joint monarchs who were far less dictatorial. And the 
Revolution Settlement established the Church of Scotland as presbyterian in doctrine, worship, 
government, and discipline, with the Westminster Confession of Faith at its theological core. 

However, the Settlement left Anglicanism triumphant in England (and Wales) and Ireland, falling 
far short of the desired uniformity in religion at the heart of the signing of the Solemn League and 
Covenant and the work of the Westminster Assembly of Divines. Moreover, the presbyterianism 
regnant in Scotland existed on merely pragmatic grounds: the majority of Scots desired it and so 
they had it. Support for the historic covenants remained alive in the Revolution Church of 
Scotland; the three surviving Covenanter pastors all served in it, leaving the continuing 
Covenanter movement without pastoral care for sixteen years.57 From the faithful remnant which 
remained aloof from the Church of Scotland after 1690 would spring the Reformed Presbyterian 
Church in Scotland, and its daughters in Ireland, the USA, Canada, and well beyond.  

In contrast, as the seventeenth century came to its end, the Huguenots were struggling to continue 
to stay alive individually and corporately, let alone minister as the faithful reformed churches of 
France. Functioning, French-speaking Protestant churches were only found outside France, 
especially in Switzerland. The Huguenot movement was dormant, awaiting the time when 
political changes would permit it to minister in the name of Christ openly and, as it turned out, 
with a measure of blessing from God in the nineteenth century. 

Conclusion 

According to this analysis, the similarities between the Huguenots and the Covenanters are more 
numerous and more important than the dissimilarities. But considered together, these two 
movements provide a number of insights as Christians in the United States, Canada, and other 
historically Christian countries are openly being persecuted by the political left, with promises of 
much worse to come. 

Both the Huguenot and the Covenanter movements were strengthened by theological unity, in 
particular, by being confessionally Reformed. However, both, and particularly the Huguenots, 
were weakened by lack of agreement on the essentials of the gospel: does Jesus die prospectively 
for every human being or effectively only for the elect? Furthermore, the Huguenots failed to 
develop a fortifying doctrine of the mediatorial kingship of Christ, buttressed by the practice of 
public covenanting. Not surprisingly, the seventeenth century ended with the Covenanters in a 
much more satisfactory position than the Huguenots. 

Both movements were strengthened by the practice of exclusive psalmody, where they were united 
in singing the songs inspired by the Spirit of God, with their constant instruction about the battle 
between good and evil, elect and reprobate, righteousness and sin. The Covenanters and the 

 
56 A Cameronian Regiment was organized to participate in the parliamentary forces ranged against James 
II, which continued to serve the British monarchy until Labour Party hostility to the military led to the 
demise of the Cameronians in the 1960s. 
57 John McMillan (1669?-1753) served as a pastor in the Church of Scotland advocating for covenanting 
principles for some years before he left in order to minister among the societies of Cameronians scattered 
around Lowland Scotland. 
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Huguenots did not suffer from a saccharine hymnody which left them weak and divided, nor 
experience “worship wars” to divide them against the foe. Their joint practice of singing the 
Psalms without musical accompaniment permitted them to sing them easily on both the moors of 
Scotland and the hillsides of France or in the prisons of both countries. 

While many Huguenots and Covenanters abandoned their commitment under intense 
persecution, many in both movements remained faithful, even unto death. These believers 
continue today to be an inspiration to their spiritual heirs, direct and indirect.58 

In order for Christians today to remain faithful against the steadily rising tide of persecution 
around the world, even in ostensibly Christian nations, the history of the Huguenots and the 
Covenanters in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries suggest the utility of the following 
practices. 

First, Christians need to encourage as great theological unity among themselves as is possible, by 
rallying around the historic reformed confessions and catechisms as accurate summaries of 
Biblical truth. 

Second, Christians need to practice simple, Biblical worship, centered on the preaching of the 
Scriptures in accord with the reformed confessions, with the singing of the 150 Psalms of the Bible 
unaccompanied by musical instruments. 

Third, Christians need to embrace the doctrine of the mediatorial kingship of Christ, which brings 
the sovereignty of Jesus to bear upon individuals and nations, families and groups, without 
requiring the establishment of a stifling state church. 

Fourth, Christians need to be politically active, coordinating with others, particularly what have 
been called the “lesser magistrates”, in order to protect the churches from worldly pressures and 
to ensure the maximum freedom for Christians to work towards the realization of the mediatorial 
kingship of Christ, while awaiting the Second Coming of Jesus. 

Finally, Christians need to prepare updated covenants to unite Christians across each country and 
even around the world appropriate to current circumstances. 

For, united we stand, and divided we fall.

 
58 The faithful witnesses of both the Covenanters and the Huguenots have prompted the publication of an 
enormous number of works throughout the past four centuries, in English and in French especially, 
detailing this faithfulness even to death. 
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So to keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing greatness of 
the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass 
me, to keep me from becoming conceited. (2 Corinthians 12:7, ESV) 

Christians struggle to understand and thereby apply the passage of Paul’s thorn in the flesh. Some 
consign it to the dustbin of theological esoterism. Others seek answers. Regardless of the level of 
understanding or sanctification of believers, they desire to know the identity of the thorn. This 
quest to know is not an unreasonable pursuit. After all, the Lord included the passage for the 
instruction of his people, and for their growth. Even this passage is profitable for teaching and 
training in righteousness. Indeed, Paul himself makes application of the thorn’s painful presence 
to himself and to his readers.  

For its present-day applications, then, studying the thorn is a worthwhile pursuit for both sinning 
and suffering saints. Are they given to conceit? Surely that temptation remains in the hearts of 
believers. Are Christians harassed? Paul affirms this reality when he calls the thorn a “messenger 
of Satan” sent to harass him, used by God to prevent a conceited heart in Paul. Surely Paul is not 
in a category of one. Therefore, this text is useful for all believers. However, the question remains: 
what is Paul’s fleshly thorn? Inquiring minds inquire. Seeking the identity of the thorn is no small 
matter. Yet the desire to know is not merely to titillate the intellect in seeking things too lofty for 
it. Discovering the identity of Paul’s thorn should help Christians make application in their 
respective thorny relationships.  

Summary of Interpretations  

All inquiring minds have to acknowledge that the quest to uncover the identity of the thorn is 
fraught with interpretive difficulties. The challenge is evidenced by the diversity of viewpoints 
among Bible interpreters. Even a cursory consideration of the commentaries yields reason for 
skepticism. Perhaps it is too high of a goal to expect unanimity on such a difficult text. Even the 
more confident commentators wisely stop short of dogmatism. Some reject the possibility of 
knowing altogether, and so they suspend judgment this side of heaven (Harris,1 Matera2). Others 
adopt the view that the thorn is a reference to a bodily affliction like ophthalmia, migraines, 

 
1 Murray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, New International Greek New Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2005), 857. 
2 Frank Matera, II Corinthians: A Commentary, The New Testament Library (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2003), 283-284. 
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malaria, or epilepsy (Tertullian,3 Hodge,4 and Hughes5). Calvin prefers to have his cake and eat it 
too by putting forth a plenary interpretation, saying that the thorn is a summary term for all of 
the temptations which Paul underwent.6 Still others interpret the thorn as a reference to some 
spiritual opposition manifested through false prophets, apostles, or teachers. Chrysostom, for 
instance, sees the thorn in the dynamic duo of Hymenaeus and Alexander (1 Tim. 1:20), or 
otherworldly adversaries. Grogan says the thorn is likely a term for Paul’s enemies.7 Similarly, 
Guthrie, feeling some pressure to choose, loosely holds the view that the thorn represents the 
painful opposition to Paul’s ministry seen in his persecutors.8 Barnett likewise reasons thus, and 
tentatively views the thorn as a rising Judaizing, anti-Paul movement, but he is quick to assert 
uncertainty.9 

With so many options on the table, how can we choose? Should the diversity of opinions ruin our 
hope of nailing down any definitive answer? Granted, we likely cannot know for certainty what 
Paul’s thorn was. This admission may tempt the reader to put down this article altogether and 
read something else. However, the hope is that admitting uncertainty is more a mark of humility 
and invitation to be good Bereans than an encouragement to dismiss the matter wholesale. What 
is suggested below is not entirely unique, although the conclusion was reached independent of the 
research that went into this paper, and the boldness to advance the proposed interpretation may 
be distinctive.  

Because the thorn relates to sin and suffering, matters with which all Christians have to do, we 
would do well to avail ourselves of whatever Biblical data and Scriptural connections God has put 
in his Word. By doing the hard work of connecting the biblical-theological dots, we will, Lord 
willing, grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus. The student is not flying blind. Indeed, 
by knowing how the phrase is used in the Old Testament, and through a contextual reading of 2 
Corinthians, we may be closer to an answer than first thought. In other words, utter skepticism is 
unwarranted. The more we study this issue, the greater should be our expectation of adopting 
confidently and applying effectively a solid biblical-theological answer. After we have considered 
the data available to us in the Scripture, we will see how Paul’s thorn applies to Christians today 
who suffer from similar thorns.  

The Reason for the Thorn 

The context is crucial for understanding Paul’s thorn in the flesh. Paul had been caught up to the 
third heaven (2 Cor. 12:2) and paradise (2 Cor. 12:3), where he had received revelations of 
surpassing greatness (2 Cor. 12:7). Another mystery, one outside the scope of this article, is the 
content of the revelations which Paul mentions. There is every reason, however, for this to remain 
a mystery since Paul himself tells the Corinthians that they were “things that cannot be told, which 
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New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1992), 447. 
6 John Calvin, 1-2 Corinthians, Commentaries, vol. 20, trans. John Pringle (Grand Rapids: Baker House 
Book Company, 1981), 373-376. 
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man may not utter” (2 Cor. 12:4). Therefore, for Paul to plumb the depths of the surpassing 
revelations is off-limits. It is a quest not to be started. Needless to say, when Paul was caught up 
to the third heaven, the Lord must have revealed to him marvelous things.  

Granted, Paul speaks about “a man in Christ,” and it is on this man’s behalf (not his own) that 
Paul will boast (2 Cor. 12:5). Nevertheless, as we read on, it becomes clear that Paul himself had 
the vision and the surpassing greatness of revelations (2 Cor. 12:7). That is why he, and not a 
separate “man in Christ,” received the thorn in the flesh. And we know the purpose of the thorn 
was to kill conceit in Paul. As such, it makes sense only if it was Paul himself who ascended to the 
third heaven (i.e., God’s heavenly abode). Moreover, the whole literary context is about Paul’s 
boastful, foolish speech. He begins chapter 12 saying he will continue boasting, and when we read 
chapter 11, we see that he was “boasting” about his own status, sufferings, and achievements. Paul 
really went into heaven (whether in the body or out of the body is a matter about which only God 
knows).  

In truth, Paul experienced visions. The word for “visions” (ὀπτασία) is used only three other times 
in the New Testament. Luke used the word in the beginning of his Gospel when Zechariah refers 
to his temple vision of the angel Gabriel (Luke 1:22), then again near the end of his Gospel in 
reference to the women’s vision of angels at Jesus’ tomb (Luke 24:23). Finally, he used it in Acts 
in Paul’s address to King Agrippa (Acts 26:19), in which Paul speaks about his vision of the Lord 
on the road to Damascus. Outside of Scripture, the word was used by the early church father 
Polycarp of his three-day, pre-arrest trance-like vision of his impending martyrdom by being 
burned alive.10  

As far as Paul was concerned, his visions were authentic. Paul went to heaven and received real 
revelatory visions (or visionary revelations) about which he was not permitted to recount. That 
experience puts Paul in a unique position. Will Paul, one who once boasted in knowledge, return 
to his old self and arrogate to himself a knowledge superior to that of the whole world? No, and 
the Lord will make sure that Paul does not exalt himself. The Lord paves the way for Paul’s 
humility by guiding him on a thorny path. 

Old Testament Use  

Paul’s use of “thorn” (σκόλοψ) in 2 Corinthians 12:7 is the only time the New Testament uses the 
word. This fact would immediately turn some away from having any hope in identifying Paul’s 
meaning. But not even hapax legomena are beyond usefulness. In situations like this, it is helpful 
to see whether the Old Testament uses the word or phrase. As it turns out, there are four instances 
of the phrase “thorn in the flesh/side” in the Old Testament, and the use in every one of them is 
consistent with the others.  

First, in Numbers 33:55 the Lord warns the people through Moses of the danger of not driving 
out the Canaanites from the land: “But if you do not drive out the inhabitants of the land from 
before you, then those of them whom you let remain shall be as barbs (σκόλοψ in the LXX) in 
your eyes and thorns (βολίς in the LXX) in your sides, and they shall trouble you in the land where 
you dwell.”. The Lord threatens the Israelites that unless they utterly drive out the Canaanites 
from the Promised Land, the Canaanites will be a pain in their neck, or a thorn in their sides.  

Second, Moses’ successor Joshua also warns Israel of the danger of Canaanite entanglement. He 
desired that the Israelites remain in the land once given and allotted. Therefore, before his death 
he summons all Israel and warns them that even though the Lord has graciously given them all 

 
10 Michael Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations (Grand Rapids:  Baker 
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this land, they will be driven out of the land if they marry Canaanites and do not drive them out 
utterly. In Joshua 23:13, he says that these pagan nations will “be a snare and a trap for you, a 
whip (ἧλος in the LXX) on your sides and thorns (βολίς in the LXX) in your eyes.” 

Third, the fulfillment of what the Lord admonished in Joshua 23 is realized in Judges 2:3. Because 
the Israelites did not obey the Lord, the angel of the Lord says of the Canaanites, “I will not drive 
them out before you, but they shall become thorns in your sides (here “thorns” is supplied in our 
English versions), and their gods shall be a snare to you.” 

Finally, in Ezekiel 28:20-26, the “son of man,” (Ezekiel) prophesies against Sidon. This prophecy 
against Sidon is good news for Israel, as it points to a reversal of the mistreatment and contempt 
that Israel’s neighbors showed her: “for the house of Israel there shall be no more a brier (σκόλοψ 
in the LXX) to prick or a thorn (ἄκανθα in the LXX) to hurt them among all their neighbors who 
have treated them with contempt” (Ezek. 28:24). The prick or thorn is a reference to the 
neighboring nations set against the Israelites.11  

When we boil down the Old Testament use of the phrase, therefore, in each of these instances 
there is either the threat of God sending the wicked to the Israelites because of their faithlessness 
to the covenant, or the promise of the wicked being removed. But in every passage it is the wicked, 
persecuting, troublesome, godless nations which are a thorn in Israel’s side. These are 
antagonistic, hostile, subversive, and unbelieving people opposed to God and to his people. This 
is how the phrase “thorn in one’s side” and its verbal and substantival parallels are used in the Old 
Testament. This Old Testament context is the only available background grid through which to 
understand Paul’s context and thorn in 2 Corinthians. 

First Corinthians  

However, before proceeding to 2 Corinthians, we will take a quick look at an analogous situation 
in 1 Corinthians. In 1 Corinthians 4:11, Paul uses the verb κολαφιζω (“to buffet”) in a context 
similar to that of our main text under consideration. Here are Paul’s words in verses 11-13:  

11 To the present hour we hunger and thirst, we are poorly dressed and buffeted 
(κολαφιζόμεθα) and homeless, 12 and we labor, working with our own hands. When 
reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure; 13 when slandered, we entreat. We 
have become, and are still, like the scum of the world, the refuse of all things. 

 The parallels between this text and 2 Corinthians 12 are many. In 1 Corinthians 4, Paul defends 
his apostolic authority as one who is a servant to the Lord. As he follows the Lord, so should the 
Corinthians. Paul and Apollos have been gifted with knowledge only the Lord could give. This 
knowledge is also shared with the Corinthians. However, with this knowledge comes a warning: 
do not go beyond what is written by showing favor over another (1 Cor. 4:6). The careful reader 
can freely admit to a subtle parallel to the revelations given to Paul in 2 Corinthians 12 and the 
subsequent thorn to keep Paul in check.  

As Paul proceeds in the chapter, he speaks of the sufferings that he and Apollos had received, 
representing the experience of all Christians generally: a death sentence, weakness, dishonor, 
hunger, and thirst (1 Cor. 4:9-11). Bluntly, he says that he is “like the scum of the world” (1 Cor. 
4:13). Their trials are more than this, however. He includes his being reviled, persecuted, and 
slandered. All these are ways in which he has been “buffeted” (1 Cor. 4:11). Opposition from the 

 
11 Hosea 2:6 (2:8 in LXX) may be a fifth use consistent with the others. The text uses σκόλοψιν to refer to 
the increasing pressure from pagan nations like Assyria to hedge Israel in, lest she pursue foreign gods 
and nations as her additional husbands.  
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world is a manifestation of Paul’s being buffeted, beaten, struck in the side. Thus “to buffet” 
becomes a verbal equivalent of the thorn in the side, and is used in much the same way.12  

Second Corinthians  

We now have a good handle on how the words and parallel ideas for “thorn” have been used in 
Scripture. We may be right in summarizing Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians thus: there is 
much affliction, but even more comfort in the lives of God’s people, because their God is the God 
of all comfort. We see this theme of God comforting the afflicted from start to finish (c.f. 2 Cor. 
1:3 and 2 Cor.13:11).  

Unsurprisingly, one source of affliction is Satan and his demonic servants, as we see most 
especially in chapters 10-11. Early in the letter, Paul recognizes the crafty, Satanic designs aimed 
at God’s people by tempting them not to forgive the repentant sinner in their midst (2 Cor. 2:5-
11). The theme of Satanic opposition and affliction does not return explicitly, in the sense of the 
term “Satan” being used, until 2 Corinthians 11:14 when Satan disguises himself as an “angel of 
light.” But when the theme does resume, its use is significant for our present purpose. Indeed, 
Paul uses the same word for “angel” in 11:14 as he does for “messenger” of Satan in 12:7 (ἄγγελος), 
speaking of his thorn in the flesh.  

In chapter 11, Paul speaks of this Satanic deception in the form of “false apostles,” and “deceitful 
workmen” who are “disguising themselves as apostles of Christ” (2 Cor. 11:13). Because Satan 
disguises himself as an angel or messenger of light, so too do these Satanic servants (2 Cor. 11:15). 
The emphasis of deceit and disguise recalls the garden of Eden where we read that the serpent 
was “more crafty” than all the other beasts (Gen. 3:1). Eve was right to point out that the serpent 
“deceived” her (Gen. 3:13). Most significantly, this serpentine seduction is noted at the start of 2 
Corinthians 11, where Paul brings us back to the garden by highlighting the cunning serpent that 
is seeking to deceive the Corinthians (2 Cor. 11:3-4). This is who Satan is; this is what he does. He 
is the father of lies, the grand deceiver (John 8:44). So, is it any surprise that his devilish children 
will likewise lie, deceive, and disguise themselves against God and his true messengers?  

This Satanic opposition is exactly what we observe in 2 Corinthians. Paul defends his apostleship 
throughout the letter, and the last few chapters constitute his defense in its most concentrated 
form. He has to refute a false gospel (2 Cor. 11:4), false apostles (2 Cor. 10:12, 17; 11:13), and the 
so-called “super-apostles” (2 Cor. 11:5; 12:11). These false apostles opposed Paul and the gospel of 
Jesus Christ and said that Paul was a hypocrite, that he was weighty while away but weak while 
present (2 Cor. 10:1, 10). It is by means of his wolves in sheep’s clothing that the Serpent of old 
has sought to lead astray the Corinthians and to harass, or buffet, Paul by opposing his gospel 
efforts (2 Cor. 12:7; the word for “harass” is the same word for “buffet” in 1 Cor. 4:11).  

What does all this Satanic opposition have to do with Paul’s thorn in the flesh? All this contextual 
build-up helps us to see that Paul’s mention of his thorn is in the midst of false apostles, deceitful 
workmen, and servants of Satan. In fact, a brief outline of chapters 11-12 shows that Paul mentions 
these false apostles (2 Cor. 11:1-15), speaks of his sufferings and the thorn in the flesh (2 Cor. 11:16-
12:10), and then speaks again of the false apostles (2 Cor. 12:11-13). In fact, the structure is quite 
similar to 1 Corinthians 4. The connection should be clear. Paul sees his suffering in general, and 
his thorn in the flesh in particular, in the context of satanic, super-apostle opposition. These 
“apostles,” like Paul, were messengers, but they brought a message from Satan, one that 
condemned and deceived, instead of one that saved.  

 
12 The word is used only two other times in the New Testament (Mark 14:65, and 1 Peter 2:20), both of 
which refer to the persecution of the godly at the hands of wicked, hostile men.  
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What then is Paul’s thorn in the flesh? Paul tells us that it is a messenger of Satan. It is these false 
teachers viewed collectively in 2 Corinthians 12:7 (“messenger,” rather than “messengers”), who 
are aimed against Paul and calling him an imposter (2 Cor. 6:8). Whether viewed collectively or 
individually, Paul’s thorn is an anti-Paul group or person led by the spiritual forces of evil. It is a 
band of false apostles or an individual false apostle opposed to Paul’s apostleship, and seeking to 
lead astray the Corinthians. This group or individual was hostile to Paul as a true messenger from 
God confirmed by signs (2 Cor. 6:8; 12:12), whom God himself commended (2 Cor. 5:20; 10:8, 
18), evidenced further by the Corinthians themselves (2 Cor. 3:1-3) and by Paul’s tearful affliction 
(2 Cor. 6:4). As he did with the godless nations in the Old Testament (one might even call them 
offspring of Satan a la Genesis 3:15), Satan, by raising up false teachers, brothers, and apostles, 
has kept up his deceitful opposition against God’s people (in our case, the Corinthians) and God’s 
messenger (Paul).  

Why, O Lord? 

If the interpretation above is biblically reasonable, there is another question to answer, or 
objection to address: “Why?” The objection reasons in this way. In 2 Corinthians 12:7, this thorn 
is given to Paul. Paul pleads with the Lord to have it removed. Therefore, the Lord gave this thorn 
to Paul. The thorn is a divine gift. “Why,” the objection goes, “would the Lord give Paul opposition 
of this kind? It seems counter-productive to God’s plan of spreading the gospel. Is God shooting 
himself in the foot? Would a loving God send opposition to his follower who has fully devoted 
himself to the Lord?” There is much to be said about the relationship between God and deception, 
but a brief response should suffice.  

When we read Deuteronomy 13:1-3, we see some of God’s first words on the subject of prophecy 
and false teachers. If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams comes, gives a sign, but gives a message 
against God, what are the Israelites to do? Not listen to the false prophet, of course! But we notice 
that in verse 3, this whole prophetic scenario takes place only because of the Lord’s testing. The 
end of verse 3 concludes, “For the LORD your God is testing you, to know whether you love the 
LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul.” One might say that the Lord stirred the 
pot. The Lord, in effect, is bringing a false teacher into the Israelite camp to test them. Will they 
be loyal? Will they be lovingly devoted to him alone? Our God is sovereign. His sovereignty even 
directs and uses error to test his people, that he might highlight the truthfulness of his own Word. 
We must affirm the Lord’s meticulous providence in accordance with Scripture–the Lord dealt 
with the Israelites thus, and that is how he dealt with Paul. 

What shall we say, then, about Paul and his thorn? Paul has already spoken. The thorn was given 
to him to keep him from being conceited because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations he 
had received (2 Cor. 12:7). In this verse, Paul begins and ends with the Lord’s purpose in mind–
to prevent a conceited heart. The only other time this word for “conceit” is used is in 2 
Thessalonians, when Paul speaks of the man of lawlessness (2 Thess. 2:4). The lawless man exalts 
himself against every so-called god and proclaims himself to be God. Paul understands well that 
knowledge can be used to puff one up. Self-aggrandizement is the way of fallen man. At the 
smallest gain of knowledge lurks the temptation to be proud of self.  

Now consider Paul, who had received great visions and abundantly great revelations. The Lord 
pulled back the curtain for Paul and shows him who-knows-what? Surely, it was awesome and 
excellent. It was a vision of the Lord in the heavens. And then, just when Paul is feeling good about 
this newfound, superior revelation, the Lord steps in and stealthily slips a thorn into his side. 
Surpassing revelations, followed by a messenger of Satan. This messenger was sent to harass Paul 
(literally, to buffet, or beat him up). It sounds like God sent a mercenary to do his divine bidding! 
Would God really do that? Scripture shows that he did it to Adam by sending Satan, to Job by 
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sending Satan, to Israel by sending the offspring of the Serpent, and now to Paul by sending the 
messenger of Satan.  

The One Most Thorned 

But the mystery of divine affliction goes even deeper. There was one more person who was tested, 
one who came into the world with devils filled that threatened to undo him, one who came into 
the world with thorns and thistles encamped around him, one, indeed, whose sacred head was 
crowned with a crown of thorns. In Matthew 4:1, Scripture says that Jesus was led up by the Spirit 
into the wilderness to be tempted by the Devil. Who led Jesus? Was it Satan? Certainly not. It was 
God the Spirit. To what, then, did the Spirit lead Jesus? To devilish temptations. Not merely to a 
messenger of Satan, but to Satan himself, so that Christ might be tried, tested, and opposed. And 
in those temptations, the Word of God was challenged; it was perverted, twisted, softened, and 
craftily denied.  

God sent his Only-Begotten Son (the one in whom he is always well-pleased) to be tested , and 
that testing involved the opposition of God’s very Word. God did not spare his own Son. Such 
testing was essential to Jesus’ state of humiliation, as he retraced the steps of Adam, retraced the 
steps of Israel, and succeeded at every point in his thorny trials. At every point when Adam and 
Israel got pricked, buffeted, beaten up, or “thorned and thistled,” they sinned. They compromised 
God’s Word. They failed. But not so with Christ. When he was tempted in every way as we are, 
and even when he was crowned with that thorny crown, he remained sinless. He held fast to the 
Word. He succeeded. He earned our much-needed righteousness. Such faithfulness is worthy of 
all of our worship. 

A Thorn Common to Christians 

God gave Paul that thorn of apostolic opposition to remind him that the Lord’s grace was sufficient 
for Paul in his weakness (2 Cor. 12:9). Paul could say that despite the “insults” and “persecutions” 
(2 Cor. 12:10), he would rest upon Christ. After all, that is exactly how Paul began the letter. In 
recounting all the affliction he experienced in Asia, he said that he was to the point of despairing 
of life. Why would God give him such affliction to the degree that Paul despaired of life itself? That 
question is just as difficult as the objection about God giving Paul an anti-Paul group of false 
apostles. Paul’s answer is, that intense God-given affliction in Asia was to make him rely not on 
himself but on God (2 Cor. 1:9).  

This answer does not sound too different from God sending the thorn to prevent conceit in Paul. 
After all, suffering has as one purpose in the mind of God–the need for reliance on God’s grace 
and comfort and not on oneself. When God related to the Israelites, he in effect told them, 
“Depend on me, not on those godless nations.” This divine message from the immutable God 
remains for us as we likewise live in evil days (Eph. 5:16; 6:12-13). In effect, he calls us back to 
himself, “Depend on me and my Word and my gospel, not on teaching contrary to my Word, not 
on your imaginations.” This divine motive is sufficient to account for the divine gift of a thorn in 
the flesh.  

What about us? For me, I can easily recount times when my defense of the Word of God was 
opposed by both unbelievers and believers. I remember counseling an unbelieving husband of a 
believer who desperately needed help for their marriage. In the first few counseling sessions, I 
was laying the foundation on which all my counseling would be built–the Bible. Even though the 
husband repeatedly affirmed that the Bible had good moral teachings, he admitted that for him, 
the Scripture was no more inspired than Socrates. Sadly, the counseling did not last beyond those 
few sessions. In every meeting I was met with an argumentative husband who would not submit 
to the Scriptures.  



Reformed Presbyterian Theological Journal 8.1 (Fall 2021) 

 
 

75 

On another occasion and in a different context, I boldly defended God’s Word. I was in Salt Lake 
City, leading a team of high school Juniors and Seniors on a week-long mission trip. Each day of 
the week, we would put ourselves in conversations that involved the clash of worldviews: that of 
Scripture versus that of Joseph Smith, Jr. and his Another Testament (i.e., the Book of Mormon). 
As we began the week on Sunday, we attended the local Latter-day Saints ward for its “worship” 
services. On this particular Sunday, the LDS had its Testimony Sunday during which time any 
person might come up and bear a testimony. I waited for 45 minutes, hearing LDS testimony after 
testimony. As I sensed the time drawing to a close, I immediately arose, walked up to the front, 
and spoke for about 5 minutes, bearing my testimony that the Bible (not the LDS Scriptures) was 
the only Word of God, and that Joseph Smith Jr. was not a prophet of God.  

This testimony shocked them, to be sure, but I calmly left the room and entered the foyer. A few 
minutes later, a man approached me. He had earlier given his tearful testimony of how God had 
worked in his life. He now wanted to speak with me. After some insistence on his part, I agreed to 
talk with him outside. I was hopeful and thought that perhaps the Lord was doing something 
transformative in this man’s life right before my eyes. I soon learned that the Lord was doing 
something, but not what I had expected or hoped. The moment he had me outside, he began to 
yell inches away from my face, cursing me up and down. When he finished spewing his vitriol, he 
slapped my shoulder and left. That encounter shook me, as no one had really talked to me like 
that before.  

One can imagine my confusion. “Why, Lord, did you allow me to defend and proclaim your Word 
so boldly, only to be shut down so decisively and violently?” Trusting in the sovereignty and 
goodness of God, why would my efforts be opposed? Does God not desire his Word to be 
proclaimed boldly and received by faith? Certainly, he does. Nevertheless, the Lord has his 
purposes for sending out his Word. As he says in Isaiah 55:11, “so shall my word be that goes out 
from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and 
shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” Sometimes, the Lord purposes the unbeliever’s 
storing up of wrath for the Day of Judgment. At other times, the Lord purposes the salvation of 
the elect. In either case, his Word goes forth, and it is received or rejected according to his secret, 
sovereign, good purposes (Deut. 29:29). After greater reflection and brotherly encouragement, I 
came to see that the Lord put into immediate action even my weak testimony to expose the 
hypocrisy and folly of a man assured of our mutually exclusive destinies.  

There is no doubt about the sanctifying effect such opposition has had to my defense and 
proclamation of God’s Word. Herman Bavinck, commenting on the sovereign hand of God over 
evil, says, “Scripture repeatedly states that Scripture uses sin … to test and chastise believers (Job 
1:11-12; 2 Sam. 24:1; 1 Cor. 10:13; 11:19; 2 Cor. 12:7).”13 Later in the same volume, speaking this 
time on the kind and level of influence that Satan has on the children of men, Bavinck says, “all 
[suffering] has its root in sin, indeed not always in personal sins (for there is a sparing of the 
wicked [Gen. 18:26ff.] and punishment as a testing of the righteous [Job 1; Matt. 13:21; John 9:1; 
11:4; 2 Cor. 12:7]).”14 In each statement above, Bavinck cites 2 Corinthians 12:7 to buttress his 
points.  

Bavinck is not affirming anything contrary to the Reformed tradition in which he was raised. 
Indeed, three hundred years before Bavinck, Calvin wrote of similar things in his Institutes. In the 
context of writing on the Devil’s power as subordinated to God’s power, Calvin cites 2 Corinthians 
12:7 to prove the point that the Lord uses Satan to buffet all the children of men, and Paul was no 

 
13 Herman Bavinck, Sin and Salvation in Christ, Reformed Dogmatics, vol. 3, trans. John Vriend (Grand 
Rapids: BakerAcademic, 2006), 64.  
14 Ibid., 176.  
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exception. He says, “Paul admits that he was not free from this sort of strife when he writes that, 
as a remedy to tame his pride, he was given an angel of Satan to humble him.”15  

If Paul needed his pride buffeted, then a thorn would do the trick. Colin Kruse says that the Satanic 
torment was used by God to keep Paul spiritually well-balanced.16 If Paul needed a spiritual 
balancing, would it not be presumptuous for us to assert our imperviousness to thorns or the 
needlessness of these thorns from above?  

For me, I know the salutary effect the thorn can have if I entrust myself to my heavenly Father. 
Returning to the account in which I boldly proclaimed and testified to the Word of God, there was 
another encounter that I had, one that took place about 20 minutes after that verbally violent 
encounter with the man who spoke with me outside. Back inside the ward, I was sitting in the 
foyer, and suddenly a young wheelchair-bound lady rolled over to me. We had a nice chat about 
her life. The only thing that was missing in our conversation was the only thing that should have 
been the point of our conversation: the gospel. Just minutes after my bold defense and apologetic 
proclamation of God’s Word, the Lord sent me a thorn in the form of a sweet, young lady who did 
not speak to me as that man had done earlier, but whose heart no less opposed the real Jesus 
Christ and his Word. And it was that second encounter that the Lord used to humble me when 
pride engorged my spirit. The initial courage with which I spoke did not endure before the 
disagreeing but friendly face of this young woman. The Lord has his thorns to humble us.  

How should we react when, faced with these thorns, we fail to respond faithfully to God in our 
trials? We need not despair, because Christ is ours. The familiar hymn says it well: 

Be still, my soul: the Lord is on your side; 

bear patiently the cross of grief or pain; 

leave to your God to order and provide; 

in ev'ry change he faithful will remain. 

Be still, my soul: your best, your heav'nly Friend 

through thorny ways leads to a joyful end.17 

Our Good Shepherd, who laid down his life for his sheep, does not regret his giving himself for 
our justification. Despite our failings, our righteous standing remains, because our righteous High 
Priest and Shepherd remains. This same Shepherd, however, will not stop leading us in a world 
of opposition. He will lead us on paths of righteousness, but sometimes those paths take the sheep 
through the valley of the shadow of death. In that Death Valley are thorns and thistles in 
abundance, persecution from the world, fiery darts of enmity from Satan, and even mordacious 
fellow sheep. All of these the Good Shepherd uses to humble us, to kill conceit in our hearts, and 
to drive us back to the throne of grace. Christ by his Spirit is even now at work in our lives to 
sanctify us through testing. In the face of thorns, we can rely on God whose power runs through 
our spiritual veins. When we are tested and opposed, we are taken back to the God of all comfort, 

 
15 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), 176.  
16 Colin Kruse, 2 Corinthians, Exegetical Guide to the New Testament (Nashville: B&H Academic,  2020), 
251.  
17 Katharina von Schlegel, “Be Still, My Soul,” in The Trinity Hymnal (Suwanee, GA: Great Commission 
Publications, 1990), #689.  
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whose Word is truth, and who cares for us. Christ’s power abides in us. When we are weak, then 
we are strong ... because of Christ! 
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