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Needs there the praise of the love-written record,
The name and. the epitaph graved on the stone?

The things we have lived for, - let them he our story, 
We ourselves hut remembered by what we have

done.
Not myself, but the truth that in life I have spoken, 

Not myself, but the seed that in life 1 have sown, 
Shall pass on to ages; all about me forgotten,

Save the truth I have spoken, the things I have 
done.

So let my living be, so be my eying;
So let my name lie, unblazoned, unknown;

Unpraised ana unmissed, I shall still be remembered; 
Yes, - but remembered by what I have done.

- Eoratlus Bonar



CHAPTER I 
THE LIFE OF HQRATIuE BONAß



CHAPTER I 
THE LIFE OF HOEATIJS BONaR

Horatius Bonar was born into one of the most famous 
manse families in the history of Scotlana.l His great-great 
grandfather, John Bonar, served the quiet country parish of 
Torphichen in West Lothian for fifty-four years after his 
ordination in 1693. He was an intimate friend of Ralph and 
Ebenezer Erskine. During the trying period which preceded the 
Revolution of 1688, he stood for the cause of Presbyterianism 
in spite of the efforts of his father and the principal of his 
college at St. Andrews to induce him to become an Episcopalian. 
In 1712 he refused to take the oath of abjuration, and later 
when the harsh measures agitated in 1732 and 1733 gave rise to 
the Secession, he defended the censured ministers, although 
deeply regretful of their separation from the Church. His 
great-grandfather, also named John Bonar, was ordained minister 
of Fetlar in Shetland in 1729, and was distinguished as a 
classical and Oriental scholar, an impressive preacher, and a 
composer of poetical pieces. His son, John Bonar, who was the

■̂ For a full history of the name of Bonar in Scotland, see 
William Anderson, The Scottish Nation, III, 686-689.
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grandfather of Horatius, was minister first at Cockpen and 
then at Perth« He was noted in his day for a small book 
written in 1750 on The Conduct and Character of Judas Iscariot. 
Although Horatius’ own father followed an older brother into 
the Excise office, an uncle, Archibald Bonar, carried on the 
family tradition as minister of Cramond. During his own life
time, Horatius, his two brothers John James ana Andrew, ana 
two cousins John ana Andrew Redman, all had distinguished 
careers in the minstry. This long record of service, almost 
unparalleled in the annals of the Church of Scotland, came to 
a close in 1930 with the death of Horatius1 son, Horatius 
Ninian Bonar, who served as minister of Salton and in the 
home mission work in Edinburgh. 2

Horatius’ father, James Bonar, ¥ra.s the son of John 
Bonar of Cockpen and Perth, and was born in Perth in 1757.  ̂
Described as "cheerful, sagacious, devout, and consistent,"^ 
he became Second Solicitor of Excise for Scotland, and was 
distinguished for his literary and cultural attainments.
Besides contributing articles on political economy to the 
Edinburgh Encyclopaeaia and the Encyclopaedia Britannica, he

2For the record of John Bonar of Torphichen ana his descendants 
who were ministers, see A.W. Fergusson, Sons of the Manse, 
pp. 44-47; Horatius Bonar, P.P., A Memorial (hereafter referred 
to as Memorial). p. 114f.
'"Tor the life of James Bonar, see Leslie Stephen and Sidney 
Lee, editors, Dictionary of National Biography, II, 797-798.

4John Brownlie, The Hymns and Hymn writers of the Church 
Hymnary. p. 226.



was the author of a hook entitled Disquisitions on the Origin 
and Radical Sense of the Greek Prepositions which was pub
lished in 1805. He was one of the founders of the Astronomical 
Institute in Edinburgh, secretary of the Speculative Society, 
and a member of several other literary and benevolent 
institutions. An office-bearer in Lady Glenorchy's Chapel 
and an elder in the Edinburgh Presbytery, he found time to 
be an active churchman. In 1805 he took a stand with Sir 
Henry Moncreiff and others in dissenting from the decision 
of the Presbytery to interfere with the election of Mr. John 
Leslie to the Chair of Mathematics in Edinburgh University.
A fellow office-bearer in Lady Glenorchy’s Chapel, Mr.
Ebenezer Mason, said of him after his premature death: ”A 
more valuable life I cannot name in the city, to his large 
family and to a wide circle of friends; a distinguished 
scholar, and a member of almost all the literary societies 
in Edinburgh.”5

Marjory Maitland, Horatius’ mother, married James 
Bonar in 1797, and was noted for her piety and devotion to 
her family. Their home stood in Paterson’s Court, Old 
Broughton, ’’nearly alone in its garden, on the northern 
limit of Edinburgh, and from it, green fields and hedges 
sloped away to the sea. ” 6 it was an old-fashioned roomy 
house which Marjory Bonar soon filled with the shouts of

^Marjory Bonar, ed., Andrew A. Bonar, Diary and Letters, p. ix.
®Mary Bonar Dodds, ’’Horatius Bonar,” The Sunday Magazine 
(hereafter referred to as Bonar), p. 198.
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eleven children. Three of them died in infancy, but five 
sons and three daughters grew to maturity. On all of them 
Mrs. Bonar impressed her childlike faith and exercised great 
influence. Each of the children was trained in habits of 
obedience and reverence without the loss of childhood free
dom and happiness.

Horatius, the sixth son, was born on December 19, 
1808, and seems to have passed his childhood years with great 
happiness. Year,, later he 'was to think of his home with 
nostalgia:

I miss the dear paternal dwelling,
Which mem'ry still undimm'd recalls,

A thousand early stories telling,
I miss the venerable walls.

I miss the chamber of my childhood,
I miss the shade of boyhood's tree,

The glen, the path, the cliff, the wild-wood, 
The music of the well-known sea.

I miss the ivied haunt of moonlight,
I miss the forest and the stream,

I miss the fragrant grove of noonlight,
I miss our mountain's sunset gleam.

I miss the green slope, where reposing 
I mused upon the near and far,

Marked, one by one, each floweret closing, 
Watched, one by one, each opening star.

I miss the well-remembered faces,
The voices, forms of fresher days;

Time ploughs not up these deep-drawn traces, 
These lines no ages can erase.7

Horatius Bonar, Hymns of Faith and Hope (hereafter referred, 
to as Faith and Hope). I, 8f. Three volumes of hymns bear
ing this title were published by Bonar in 1857, 1861, 1666.
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He was particularly devoted to his mother, and when he 
left Edinburgh for Kelso in 1837, wrote to her once a 
week until her death in 1854, often enclosing an original 
meditation or hymn to comfort her. The tenderness of his 
love for her is beautifully expressed in these lines:

Meek with no common meekness, self-denied, 
Mindful of all around, she walked in light,
A stranger here, her fellowships above, 
Mother of children who rise up to bless her, 
And to tread softly in her steps of peace. 
My spirit clung to her, and in the night 
Or shaded nook of life still found in her, 
7ftien other lights went out or were obscured, 
An inextinguishable joy; as yon clear star 
Of the deep sky, the star that never sets, 
Midnight's lone darling, so was she to me . 8

The Bonar family were faithful members of Lady 
Glenorchy's Chapel, built by Lady Glenorchy in 1774, and 
connected with the Church of Scotland. Horatius' father 
and his brother James were both successively elders in the 
Chapel, and many other relatives were intimately connected 
with it. The minister of the Chapel, Dr. Thomas Snell Jones, 
was a man of strong, though somewhat eccentric, personality, 
who had great influence over the family. Horatius and his 
brothers and sisters received their early religious training 
in the Chapel, as well as regular Biblical instruction on 
Sunday evenings at home from their father. A period of

Q
Horatius Bonar, My Old Letters (hereafter referred to as 
Old Letters'), p. 252f. There are other touching references 
to his family in Book X, pp. 251-284.
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family prayers and Bible reading was also observed in the 
home every morning and evening. Growing up in this deeply 
religious environment made an early mark on young Bonar. 
Long afterward he spoke his gratitude:

I thank Thee for a holy ancestry;
I bless Thee for a godly parentage;

For seeds of truth and light and purity,
Sown in this heart from childhood’s earliest age.

For word and church and watchful ministry,- 
The beacon and the tutor and the guide;

For the parental hand and lip and eye,
That kept me far from snares on every side.

I thank Thee for a true and noble creed,
For -wisdom, poetry, and gentle song;

For the bright flower, and the wayside weed,
The friendship of the kind and brave and strong. 9

James Bonar died suddenly in March 1821, leaving 
the family to the care of their mother and their eldest 
brother James. His father’s death came as a great shock 
to twelve year old Horatius:

'First bitter drop in the sweet cup of youth!
My memory goes back to the chill hour,
When he to whom my reverence and love
Had early linked themselves went up from us
To join the heavenly household, ere yet age
Had crushed him with her threescore years and ten;
All his large learning gathered richly round him,
And his calm faith, that sought the things unseen,
Lifting him upward, as he walked beneath
The shadow of the cross, - bright as bright noon
In all the purity of noble life,
And all the goodness which makes home a heaven,
And all the happy wisdom which leads on
The young and buoyant in their fervent course,
When the ripe words dropped ripely from his lips, 
As autumn's fruit falls from the laden tree.10

9Faith and Hone. Ill, lSlf. lOQld Letters, p. 251.



7

James became a second father to the smaller children, he 
continued the religious training in the home and was greatly- 
loved by all the children to whom he was a real friend and 
companion. Horatius had a genuine affection for him and was 
grateful for his watchful guidance:

»Him too can I forget, a second father,
Who, when the hand paternal was unclasped 
By death, took up the hands of tender boyhood,
And led us on in goodness and in truth?ll

In addition to the loss of his father and three 
of his small brothers and sisters, another event which made 
a lasting impression on young Bonar was the singularly happy 
death of his eldest sister Marjory, struck down by typhus 
fever in the year 1822 when she was about twenty-four years 
of age. Shortly before her death, with the entire family 
gathered around the bedside, she asked her mother to help 
her repeat the hymn »There is a land of pure delight,' and 
these verses ever after had tender associations for the family. 
Such scenes and recollections from his early childhood greatly 
contributed to making the rather quiet, serious-minded, 
spiritually-awakened youth that Horatius was to become.

His life was intimately linked with that of two of 
his brothers, John James and Andrew Alexander, both of whom 
had outstanding careers as ministers. The older brother, John 
James, completed his divinity studies in Edinburgh University

11Ibid.. p. 255.
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and went as assistant in Leven in 1829. Several years later 
he went to Greenock as minister of St. Andrew's Parish where 
he remained until his death in 1891. Though less widely 
known than his two brothers, he won distinction for his wide 
scholarship and the eloquence of his p r e a c h i n g . 12 Andrew 
entered the ministry only a year after Horatius, being or
dained minister of Collace in 1838. In 1856 he went to 
Finnieston Place Church in Glasgow where he exerted a tre
mendous influence until his death in 1892. Well known as 
the friend and biographer of RobertMurray M'Cheyne, he 
received the degree of D. D. from Edinburgh University in 
1874, and was chosen Moderator of the General Assembly of 
the Free Church in 1878.13 Through a long life of service 
in the Church the three brothers followed the same course 
and preached the same doctrines, each with his own special 
characteristics. They were equally remarkable, in the words 
of one writer, for the "unity of their principles, and the 
variety of their gifts. " ! 4

There are few records of Bonar's school or univer
sity life.l5 His son states that "he had not a mathematical

“Toxc,For details of his life and ministerial work, see Jubilee 
Memorial of Saint Andrew's Parish and Congregation; Parting 
Memorial to John James Bonar, P.P.

l°For the life and work of Andrew Bonar, see Fergus Ferguson, 
The Life of Dr. Andrew A. Bonar; Marjory Bonar, ea., Andrew 
A. Bonar. P.P.. Diary and Letters, op. cit.; Marjory Bonar, 
ed., Reminiscences of Andrew A. Bonar. P.P.

l4Parting Memorial to John James Bonar. P.P., op. cit., p. 39.
l^There is no complete biographical account of Bonar's life.
He himself requested in his will that no memoir be written
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turn of mind, but early in life showed a great liking for 
English literature and the ancient classics. At school he 
was fortunate enough to be under masters who grounded him 
thoroughly in these latter subjects."^ Almost seventy years 
later Bonar recalled his early school days at the funeral of 
Sir Henry Moncreiff: "In the October of 1817, Sir Henry 
Moncreiff and I entered the High School together, and sat 
down in the same class under the same master. We were six 
years together in that venerable building at the foot of 
Infirmary Street, now divested of its educational uses and 
classical dignities. It was a bright warm day, almost like 
summer, when my father, on whom the weight of nearly three
score years was beginning to tell, led me by the hand, intro
duced me to the master, and had my name enrolled in the young
est class of that institution, then the only public seminary 
for the boyhood of Edinburgh in classical l e a r n i n g . "17 He

of him. For some partial accounts of his life and work, see 
Memorial; Memories of Dr. Horatius Bonar, by Relatives and 
Public Men. Addresses delivered at the Centenary Celebrations 
(hereafter referred to as Memories); Sidney Lee, ed.,
Dictionary of 'National Biography, Supplement, I, 251-232;
James A. Wylie, Disruption Worthies, A Memorial of 1845, 
pp. 39-46; Hew Scott, Fasti Ecclesiae Scoticanae, The 
Succession of Ministers in the Church of Scotland from the 
Reformation. II, 74£; Horatius Ninian Bonar, ed., Hymns by 
Horatius Bonar (hereafter referred to as Hymns), pp. v-xxxix; 
Thomas Brown, "Our Great Hymn-Writer," The Free Church of Scot
land Monthly. November 1, 1889, pp. 329-530; "Horatius Bonar," 
The Scotsman. August 1, 1889, December 19, 1908; Ministerial 
Jubilee of Rev. Horatius Bonar. P.P. (hereafter referred to as 
JubileeT~; Bonar; W. Robertson Nicoll, Princes of the Church, 
pp. 16-21.
^ Hymns, p. v. 17Horatius Bonar, "The One Church of God," 
Funeral Sermon in Connection with the Death of Sir Henry Mon
creiff. P.P.. p. 12.
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seems to have been a good student but did not carry away any 
prizes or honors as did his brother Andrew.^ He finished 
Edinburgh High School in 1823, and that autumn matriculated 
in Edinburgh University as a student in literature when he was 
almost sixteen years of age.-*-d Showing an early interest in 
writing verse, he soon became one of the editors or the student's 
magazine, The College Observer, and several of his poems began 
to appear in it after November 1827. The titles of some of 
these pieces give an indication, surprising at that early age, 
of his very serious outlook on life: 'All that's Bright must 
Fade'; 'The Lonely Hearth'; 'The Departed'; 'Our Homes'; and 
'Suxirise.' His last piece in this student publication was a 
semi-editoral valedictory poem, written in February 1828, and 
entitled 'Farewell.' Part of it runs as follows:

And ye too, Academics, parting thus,
Farewell! And when, in future days,
The dreams of other hours come over us
Like breathings of the Spring, or twilight rays,
The record of gone glory, - holy lays,
Of deep-toned melody, that slowly swell 
O'er the dark spirit, telling of old ways 
When our youth's dew all clearly on us fell, 
Forget us not; and now, once more, companions, 

fare-ye-we1 1 J 20

1 ftSee William Steven, The History of the High School of Edin
burgh. Appendix, p. 139.

19See The Matriculation Roll of the University of Edinburgh, 
1811-1829. Ill, 918, 937, 955, 972, 987. Bonar matriculated 
from 1823 to 1828 in literature, but there is no account of 
his graduation from the University, see A Catalogue of the 
Graduates in the Faculties of Arts, Divinity, and Law, of 
the University of Edinburgh since its Foundation.

2°See Hymns. pp. v-ix.
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After finishing his undergraduate studies in 1828, 
Bonar aecided to devote himself to the work of the ministry.
That autumn he enrolled in the Divinity Hall of the University 
for further studies. He could not have come at a more fortunate 
time, for here he was to study under "the greatest man he had 
ever met"21 —  Thomas Chalmers. Bonar and Chalmers came to 
the Divinity Hall at the same time: the former as an eager 
young student of divinity, the latter in the zenith of his 
brilliant career as Professor of Theology. Bonar was present 
at Chalmers’ introductory lecture and joined in the enthusiastic 
response to his fresh and vital approach to theology. In a 
speech on the Centenary of Chalmers' birth, he recalled his 
impression of the occasion: "The reminiscences of his intro
ductory lecture are yet fresh to me; and memory, aided by old 
note-books still preserved, as relics of those times, can even 
now, with some measure of vividness, recall the impression of 
that hour in which we heard the first utterance of a voice 
which was to tell not only on our student life, but on our 
whole ministerial careers. Half a century has gone by since 
then; but who can say how much of the earnest and noble work 
done during it is to be traced to that hour; and how many of 
the men who in that notable period have done true service for 
God and His Church, owed their first impulses to the words then 
so fervently spoken."22 Chalmers' eloquent lectures came as a

gp
"Horatius Bonar," The Scotsman, December 19, 1908, _op. cit.
Horatius Bonar, Chalmers' Centenary, Unclassified Manuscript,
New College Library, p. 1.

22
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refreshing wind to the minds and hearts of his students and im
parted an amazing impetus to their ministry. One of his bio
graphers felt this strongly when he exclaimed: ’’Others have 
amassed larger stores of learning, and conveyed them to their 
students in more comprehensive and compendious forms. But who 
ever lit up the evidences and truths of Christianity with a 
light so attractive; and who ever filled the youthful breasts 
of those who were afterwards to occupy the pulpits of the land, 
with the fire of so generous and so devoted an enthusiasm!”¿3 
Bonar not only received a thorough grounding from Chalmers in 
the creed of his Calvinistic forebears, flavored, in the words 
of James McCosh, ’’with a more humane and benignant aspect, and 
with a more thorough conformity to the principles of man's 
nature, ” ^ 4 but he was indebted to him for an enthusiasm and 
urgency to preach the Gospel which permeated every fibre of 
his subsequent ministry. In addition, Chalmers' kindly per
sonal interest in him kindled a responsive glow of admiration 
and affection which lasted all Bonar's life. To Horatius Bonar 
the name of Thomas Chalmers was ’’the grandest of a ’.’’25

It was during his student days that Bonar was also 
to receive the stamp of another great Scottish preacher of 
his time —  Edward Irving. Through Irving's influence Bonar 
came to believe in those Pre-millennial views which were to 
become the pivot on which his spiritual life ever afterward

— r—  -
' William Hanna, Memoirs of the Life and Writings of Thomas
Chalmers. P.P.. L.L.D.. IV, 420.

^4James McCosh, The Scottish Philosophy, p. 401.
Hymns. p. xxxviii.
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revolved. During the Assembly week in May 1828, Irving, still 
in the height of his popularity in Scotland, addressed crowded 
congregations day after day in St. Cuthbert's, the largest 
church in Edinburgh. The hour was six o'clock in the morning 
and the subject was the Apocalypse of John. "I have no hesi
tation in saying it is quite woeful,” notes Dr. Chalmers of his 
former assistant, "there is power and richness, and gleams of 
exquisite beauty, but withal, a mysterious and extreme allegori- 
zation."^ In 1829 and 1830 Irving was back at the Assembly 
again. Dr. Dickson refused him the use of St. Cuthbert's, "upon 
very reasonable grounds of damage and danger,"^7 but Hope Park 
Chapel (now Newington and St. Leonard's Parish Church) was 
granted him, and he again preached to capacity audiences. While 
spellbound by his powerful delivery, most scoffed at his message. 
Some, however, accepted his version of the future, and among 
these was young Bonar. "He listened, with his whole heart to 
the momentous warnings thundered out in the ears of a generation 
more dead than drowsy,"2^ writes his brother John.

Such views had not been preached in Scotland for 
over a century, and were generally strange and unwelcome to 
the ministers and congregations of that day. The Rev. D. M.
IP-Intyre states, "A certain stigma, as of heresy, was fastened 
on all who received them: for many years the 'pre-millenarians' 
were regarded within God's heritage as speckled birds."^9

"gg —Andrew Landale Drummond, Edward Irving and His Circle, p. lib.
<r) ri
° Ibid.. p. 116. ^Memorial, p. 98.
^Memories. p. 47.



Andrew Bonar testified in his diary in 1852: "A remark of my 
brother Horace went far to satisfy me about missionary labour.
He spoke about the need of labourers and ministers at home, 
and the witness for Christ’s Second Coming borne by few in this 
land. That may be part of our work.”3b Bonar himself witnessed 
to this doctrine with every opportunity which presented itself, 
disseminating his opinions by voice and pen through all the 
years of his long ministry. It was a matter of intense personal 
conviction for him, dominating and coloring all his thinking.
In his first sermon at Kelso in 1837, he closed with these words 
’’And in the prospect of the gathering storm, that is to desolate 
the earth, foretelling the speedy Advent of the Son of Man, here 
find security and shelter, - protection and peace; 'for because 
thou hast kept the word of my patience, I also will keep thee 
from the hour of temptation, which shall come upon all the world 
to try them that dwell upon the earth. Behold, I come quickly] 
hold that fast which thou hast that no man take thy crown]’"31 
And his last sermon preached in Edinburgh in 1887, fifty years 
later, closed with this entreaty: ”In an hour when we think not, 
the Son of man cometh. Gird up your loins. You are living far 
too like the world. ’Make ready’; for sudden destruction is 
coming upon an unready world. ’In such an hour as ye think not 
the Son of Man cometh.'”52

°uMarjory Bonar, ed., Anarev. A. Bonar, op. cit ♦, p. 20.
Kelso: The Sermons and Services at tne Opening of the North 
Parish Church, and the Ordination and Introduction of the 
Rev. Eoratius Bonar, the First Minister (hereafter referred 
to as Kelso), p. 145.

32Memorial, p. 85.
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In the Divinity Hall he was associated with a group 
of fellow students who were to become men of influence in the 
Scottish Church. They formed a society called the "Exegetical 
Society'1 which met every Saturday morning at half-past six 
o ’clock "for the purpose of Biblical Criticism, begun ana con
cluded with prayer; in some sort a prayer-meeting over our 
studies in the Bible."S3 other members of the group, including 
the three Bonar brothers, were Robert Murray McCheyne, William 
Burns, Thomas Brown, Henry Moncreiff, Moody Stuart, Aiexanaer 
Somerville, Robert Hamilton, John Milne, and Patrick Miller.
"In these meetings," notes Thomas Brown, a member of the group, 
"Horatius Bonar took a prominent place, and his fellow-students 
soon recognized not only his scholarship and spirituality of 
mind, but the peculiar earnestness and force with which he

'ZAurged his views."
On leaving the Divinity Hall Bonar was licensed as 

a minister by the Edinburgh Presbytery on the 27th of April 
1853. He was engaged as assistant to the Rev. James Lewis of 
St. John's Church in Leith, and placed in charge of the church's 
mission district. The large aistrict assigned him was one of 
the slum areas of the city and had a population of more than 
three thousand. Several Sunday schools were started and his 
brother Andrew and the Rev. Thomas Smith, later of New College, 
served as teachers. Bonar gives an interesting account of the 
first service in the mission hall: "Mr. Lewis had secured a

23
Marjory Bonar, ed., Andrew A. Bonar. op. cit., p. 85.
Thomas Brown, _op. cit.. p. 329.34
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hall, which held about 2 0 0, in one of these lanes; ana I ivas 
to occupy it every Sabbath, forenoon and afternoon, with the 
Sabbath school in the evening. It had hitherto been used by 
a small body of Roman Catholics. I had scarcely begun the 
forenoon service when the door was thrown open, and a furious 
woman walked in, shouting, ’My curse and the curse of Goo. be 
upon you.' But there was no disturbance, and the curse did 
not come; but in many ways, both among old and young, the 
blessing followed us.”3̂  He served four years of valuable 
and evidently fruitful apprenticeship in this church. He not 
only held preaching services and did house-to-house visitation, 
but started several Sunday schools which prospered under his 
direction. Almost three hundred boys and girls were present 
at the farewell meeting when he was called to Kelso in 1837.

The old border town of Kelso, situated in its lovely 
setting on the north bank of the Tweed where it meets the Teviot, 
famed by the genius of Scott and Leyaen, was to be Sonar’s home 
for the next twenty-eight years. In November 1837 he was called 
there as minister of the new North Parish Church, started in 
connection with Dr. Chalmers' scheme of Church Extension. The 
church had been made possible largely through the efforts of 
Mr. James Nisbet, who was born near Kelso and had become a 
wealthy publisher in London. He had been instrumental in found
ing the Presbyterian Church in Regent Square in London, and was 
eager to do something for the church in his native parish.

gg —
" Memorial, p. 90.
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After securing the consent of the minister of the parish, the 
Rev. James McCulloch., a site was purchased, and on the third 
of May 1836 the foundation stone was laid of a church capable 
of seating eight hundred persons, with a ground floor for 
school rooms. The striking and picturesque church was built 
from designs by a Mr. Pilkington, "an architect of boldness 
and originality."® The cost of the building when completed 
was over three thousand pounds, the greater part of which was 
either given or collected by Mr. Nisbet, who also subscribed 
liberally towrard the maintenance of the building and the salaries 
of the minister and two school teachers.

Despite the fears of his brother Andrew that "Horace’s 
millenarian views are likely to keep him from K e l s o , "37 Bonar 
was elected as minister on September 9, 1837, and ordained to 
the office of the ministry by the Presbytery of Kelso on the 30th 
of November, only four days after the opening of the church.
On the third of December he entered into his new duties and 
preached his first sermon "The Door of the Closet Shut; or 
Prayer and Fasting the Church's Hope of a Revival," taming his 
text from Mark 9:29. In the first sentence of the sermon he 
declared the purpose of his ministry: "My dear brethren, I do 
not come to address you after the manner of man’s wisaom, nor 
with words of human eloquence, but to speak to your souls of 
the things which concern your eternity; - to stir you up to

Guide to Kelso: Historical and Descriptive, p. 38. The church 
was pulled down in 1948 when the congregation united with 
another.
Marjory Bonar, ea., Andrew A. Bonar, op. cit., p. 0 6.37
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seek in good, earnest salvation for yourselves d.nd for others. ” 3 8  

Such impassioned words had an immediate reaction. The Rev.
Thomas Brown writes: !,No sooner had he begun his work than it 
was felt that a new power had come to stir the religions life 
of the old Border town. The gospel which he preached was the 
same that others had been preaching; but from his lips it 
seemed to come with peculiar freshness and urgency. . . . Men 
felt that he had entered the pulpit with a resolute purpose, - 
he was there to win their souls for Christ, and for nothing 
else. " ^ 8 He drew a clear line between the converted and the 
unconverted with no middle ground between; but balanced these 
harsh denunciations with the offer of free and immediate sal
vation through Christ. Such preaching in that day "came with 
all the freshness of a revelation,” says the Rev. James John
ston, who became a missionary to China through Bonar’s ministry, 
”The clear exhibition of the free Gospel of the grace of God 
was new and fresh as the dews of the morning, and, to many, who, 
like myself, had been for years seeking light and groping in the 
dark, it v/as welcomed from the first. But, in the case of others, 
it stirred up the bitterest enmity, and no man was so cordially 
hated and reviled at first, though so loved and honoured at 
last. ” 4 8 In a short autobiographical paper, prepared for his 
jubilee celebration, but never completed and never used, Bonar 
gives his own account of the beginning and character of his 
ministry: ” 1 found there plenty of work, plenty of workmen,

3 8Kelso, p. .125. ^Thomas Brown, _op. cit. > p. 325.
4QJubilee, p. 37.
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and plenty of sympathy, - zealous elders, zealous teachers, ana 
zealous friends. The keynote which I struck was, 'Ye must be 
born again;» and that message found its way into many hearts.
It repelled some, but it drew many together, in what I may call
the bond of regeneration. . . . Certainly that word did run
and was glorified; nor had I ever reason to regret my adoption 
of this starting-point, or to feel that I had made a mistake in 
the prominence which I gave to that solemn and searching truth.”4!

A man of extraordinary energy and versatility, Bonar 
threw himself enthusiastically into his new duties. Ke preached 
three times each Sunday, the evening service being for children. 
The church ran a boarding school for boys and girls, and Bonar 
often taught the Bible classes. He anticipated the methods of 
the Evangelical Alliance and other bodies by arranging for eight 
days or more of united prayer on special subjects. Indefatigable 
in visiting, he conducted meetings in farm cottages, often
preached in the open air, and engaged in a ceaseless round of
other activities. The Rev. Duncan Campbell, speaking of his 
zeal and unrelenting labors, writes: "One said of him that he 
was »always visiting,» another that he was 'always preaching,' 
another that he was »always writing,' another that he was 'al
ways p r a y i n g . " ' 42 a saintly elder who had been with Bonar dur
ing all his Kelso ministry told Dr. Robertson Nicoll how he used 
to watch Sonar's study window: "The lamp burned far into the 
night, and early in the morning the worker was again at his

__
Memorial, p. 91.

Duncan Campbell, Hymns and Hymn Makers, p. 9?.42
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desk. He allowed himself hut a very few hours of sleep. He 
was always working, and always working for Christ.”43 His fame 
and popularity grew rapidly and his influence soon permeated 
the whole district. The Rev. Thomas Brown says of his early 
ministry: ”It is the universal testimony of those who are best
acquainted with the facts that the early years of his ministry
in Kelso were blessed to a degree not often seen on earth. The 
church became the spiritual birthplace of souls, and in its 
services many of God's people found refreshment and strength.”44 

In 1843 Bonar was married to Jane Catherine Lundie, 
daughter of the Rev. Robert Lundie, former minister at Kelso.
As mistress of the manse at Kelso, the place of her birth and 
early life, and later in Edinburgh, she proved to be a most 
sympathetic and helpful wife. Bonar speaks of her in tender 
simile:

'One flower I found, and loved above the rest,
The rose of roses did it seem to me;
I plucked it from the garden where it grew,
And brought it gently home to grov< in mine.
You knew its worth and loveliness. Bright eve 
Was that when first she stood beneath my roof 
And lighted up my dwelling, —  fair and young,
Her lot seemed glad, for holy love was in it,
That maketh all things bright; our cup ran o'er. 40

Mine children were born to them, but their happiness was 
marred by the early cieath of five of them. Only one son and 
three daughters survived their parents. Mrs. Bonar wrote 
religious verse, including the hymn 'Pass away, earthly joyJ',

4tJI.Iemories, p. lOOf. 44Thomas Brown, _op. cit., p. 329.
45For an account of Mrs. Sonar's life, see Edwin F. Hatfield,
The Poets of the Church, p. 85.

^ Qld Letters, p. 142.



which first appeared in 1843 in Sonar's collection of hymns 
entitled. Songs for the Wilderness. She died on December 3,
1884, at the age of sixty-four.

It was during these early years in Kelso that the 
Disruption of 1843 took place. The »Ten Years’ Conflict” had 
so provoked the cleavage between Moderates and Evangelicals 
that on the 18th of May 1843, the Free Church of Scotland was 
formed, with over four hundred ministers leaving the Established 
Church to become a part of this new body. For Bonar the whole 
controversy involved the crown rights between Christ or the 
State as Head of the Church. As the editor of tne Presbyterian 
Review, he wrote a series of articles marking every stage of 
the conflict, writing with great vigor in defense of the 
spiritual independence of the Church. When the crisis ap
proached he joined with the Rev. Walter Wood of Westruther 
and other friends in starting The Border '/ateh, a district 
newspaper designed to be conducted on lines similar to those 
of The Witness in Edinburgh. He not only wrote most of the 
leading articles in this paper, but went all ovex* the border 
districts arousing the people to his cause. Finally, on the 
day which rent the Church, he unhesitatingly joined with his 
brothers and friends in the long procession from St. Andrew’s 
Church to the Canonmills to form the Free Church.

Meantime during those years great revivals of reli
gion had been going on at Kilsyth, Dundee, and elsewhere in 
Scotland. Bonar had aided the movement with his pen and voice,



but until after the Disruption he had little access to adjoining 
parishes as most of the ministers were of the Moderate party. 
Released from the necessity of regarding parochial boundaries, 
Bonar threw himself into evangelistic work all over the district 
Of this work he wrote long afterward: ". . . I found open doors 
and open ears in that populous district among all ranks of the 
people. Year after year the work grew and the people flocked 
to hear.»47 He engaged two evangelists to assist him in the 
work, a Mr. Stoddert and a Mr. Murray, and of their work he says 
»These two were truly the evangelists of the Borders, and tra
versed the three counties of Roxburgh, Berwick, and Northumber
land, with blessed success. . . . whole villages awakened, be
sides many stray souls, both young and. old, gathered into the 
Church of God from various quarters. . .. Many rebuffs we got, 
many angry letters, many threats of ecclesiastical censure, 
much experience of what would now be called 'boycotting'; but 
in spite of all this the work went on, good was returned for 
evil, and the evangelists found themselves and their- message 
becoming more and more acceptable.»46 Qne writer, then a young 
divinity student, gives a picture of Bonar on the occasion of 
one of these evangelistic services in a school room on a week
day evening: "There was something about the service, and about 
the man that made you feel that you were standing on holy 
ground, and that the service was far above that which usually 
goes by that name. To give you an idea of the earnest preacher,

^Memorial, p. 91. 48jbid., p. 9 If.
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imagine before you a youth of slender build, somewhat below 
the common height, with dark complexion, finely rounded heaa 
surmounted with an abundance of auburn locks, large, lustrous 
eyes full of intelligence and strong emotion and a countenance 
well defined, every feature indicating a sensitive kindly nature, 
’Sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought», and you have a 
glimpse of the Rev. Horatius Bonar, D.D., in his youthful prime."49 

This extensive evangelistic work went on for ten or 
twelve years with great success, and gave a fresh impetus to the 
cause of evangelical religion all over the district. Bonar had 
suffered less in a financial sense from the Disruption than most 
other ministers of the Free Church, in that he 'was able to keep 
his church and obtained freedom to preach in parishes into which 
he had previously not been able to go. Largely through his 
efforts new congregations in connection with the Free Church 
were formed in districts where the ministers had remained in 
connection with the Established Church. Although it was no easy 
task to organize congregations and build churches where the 
ministers and many people were opposed to it, Bonar set himself 
to the work with great strength and skill. Help was given by 
many influential farmers in the different localities, and soon 
congregations and churches were springing up in small communities 
all over the border region. That his abundant labors in these 
various efforts were remembered by the people of the district 
is shown by the statement of Lord Polwarth at Sonar’s jubilee:

Duncan Morrison, The Great hymns of the Church, p. 226.49
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"in this district his character is revered, his person beloved, 
and his words cherished."50

Communion seasons were times of special effort by 
Bonar. People from all around the district flocked into Kelso 
for the services. Often his two brothers, reciprocating his 
own visits to their Communion occasions, were present to as
sist in the preaching. Bonar placed great emphasis on the 
occasion and often wrote a hymn to be read at the conclusion 
of the service. After the sermon in the evening of the Com
munion Sunday, it was his custom to hold a short meeting for 
special prayers for which many of the members of the congre
gation remained. One old member, writing of this meeting, says, 
"Our own Dr. Bonar and the other two Drs. Bonar, sometimes all 
three together in the pulpit, asked for a special parting bless
ing, . . .  I used to wish that we did not need to go down into 
the world again, but that we might go straight up into heaven, 
which seemed so near."51

Notwithstanding an ever increasing load of preaching 
and pastoral duties, Bonar found time for study and "writing, 
and soon a copious stream of both prose and verse began to flow 
from his pen. Very early in his Kelso years he had begun the 
publication of a series of tracts entitled the Kelso Tracts. ^  
These brief evangelistic messages consisted of extracts from 
old writers, short sermons by his brother Andrew and other 
friends, and a great many from his o?m pen. They met viith an

5 ^Jubilee, p. 41. ^Memorial, p. 12f.
52See Boratius Bonar, The Kelso Tracts.
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immediate success. One of them called Believe and Live, with 
its emphasis on the freeness of the Gospel offer, was regarded 
by many as dangerous if not heretical t e a c h i n g It had a 
circulation of nearly three hundred thousand copies, almost 
unprecedented for that time, and is said to have been known 
and distributed by Queen Victoria.54

Encouraged by this popular reception of his work, 
and doubtless fortunate in having as his friend and benefactor 
the eminent London publisher, Mr. James Nisbet, Bonar was soon 
turning out a vast multitude of literary products which lasted 
through his long ministry. Books, tracts, and hymns continually 
occupied him, and his pen was never idle. He published a new 
book almost every year, wrote over six hundred hymns, and be
came the editor of no less than three magazines: the Presby
terian Review, in Disruption times; the Christian Treasury, 
from 185? to 1879; and the Quarterly Journal of Prophecy, from 
1848 to 1873. It is almost impossible to enumerate the minor 
books which he published, or the works which he edited with 
introductions and notes. Almost all of his major books had a 
wide circulation for that day, and some were translated into 
several languages. Perhaps his best known one, God 's Way of 
Peace, sold over two hundred and eighty-five thousand copies. 
Through these various literary efforts, particularly the pub
lication of his hymns, Sonar's name became a household word in 
many Christian homes in Brittain while he was yet a comparatively 
young man. The Rev. Thomas Brown, writing of this inexhaus tible

'"See Jubilee, p. 37. 54See Memories, p. o7.
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flow from Bonar's pen, says: "Few ministers discharging, as Dr. 
Bonar did, the duties of a laborious pastorate have ever had 
such a record of original authorship to show, and fewer still 
could tell of such a reception on the part of the public. It 
was the outcome of laborious hours in which he consecrated his 
high literary gifts to the Master's service. " 55

Sonar's unabating labors were recognized in 1853 
when he received the D.D. degree from Aberdeen University.

In 1855 he suffered a severe personal illness, and 
was compelled to suspend his ministry for a time. He used part 
of this time to make a pilgrimage to Egypt and Palestine, which 
colored to a great extent all his subsequent ministry and greatly 
deepened his interest in prophecy. 53 Dr. William C. Prime re
lates an interesting personal reminiscence of Dr. Bonar at this 
time: "One dark night in the year 1856, in the earthly city 
Jerusalem, I wandered into a lighted mission-room on Mount Zion, 
where a small company of men and women of various nationalities 
and complexions were gathered. In the desk was a man of im
pressive countenance, whose voice seemed to me remarkably for
cible, though low and musical. . . . The preacher, as I learned 
later, 'was Dr. Horatius Bonar. Learned and eloquent, there was 
a wonderful charm in what he said that night, because he had 
strong convictions on that subject of much speculation, the

¿r r)second coming of the Lord."'-*'

»3 «3Thomas Brown, op. cit., p. 330.
56For an account of the journey by a companion of Bonar, see 
Memories, pp. 33-43.

57Charles Seymour Robinson, Annotations upon Popular Hymns, 
p. 223.
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Thus the years of his ministry at Kelso passed away, 
twenty-eight of them in all, even in their temper and consistent 
in their fidelity to the evangelical fervor of their beginning. 
For about twenty years after the Disruption, the Kelso church 
had been involved in a prolonged litigation over the ownership 
of the property. Finally, in accordance with the title-deeds, 
the courts judged it to be the property of the Established 
Church, and it was appropriated by them. Sonar’s congregation 
met this defeat with brave purpose, and steps were taken to 
build a new church of imposing architectural design. While the 
church was still unfinished, however, Sonar decided to accept 
a call from the newly formed Chalmers’ Memorial Church in the 
Grange district of Edinburgh. Sonar had frequently refused 
various invitations to other churches. When he had been called 
to a church in Newcastle, he answered: ’’Here I am, and here I 
must remain till my Lord come to me or for me . ” ^ 6 But when the 
call came in 1866 from the Grange church, he decided to move.
His reasons for leaving Kelso are not known, but the desire to 
return to Edinburgh and. the scenes and friends of his youth 
must have partly influenced his decision.

About the year 1861 some members of the Roxburgh Free 
Church living south of the Meadows had begun to consider the 
possibility of forming a congregation in the Grange district 
of E d i n b u r g h . I n  1862 they rented Clare Hall Academy and be
gan holding regular services. Under the leadership of Professor

5 ^Memoriest p. 102.
^9For the history of the church, see Grange United Free Church 

(Chalmers Memorial) Diamond Jubilee. 1865-1026 (hereafter 
referred to as Grange Church Jubilee. The church is now 
known as St. Catherine's in the Grange.
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George Smeaton of New College the small company of worshippers 
made steady progress until, in 1865, the congregation received 
the sanction of the Presbytery, and Dr. Smeaton was appointed 
Moderator of Session. The building of a new church became ur
gent. The intention was to place the new church "as nearly as 
possible equidistant from Dr. Begg’s Church (Newington) and the

r* r\Barclay Church, ” 0 these at that time being the nearest Free 
Churches in Edinburgh. Through the generosity of Mr. John Macfie 
of Hope Terrace, who offered to add fifty per cent to all sub
scriptions given to the new church building before a certain 
date, the necessary funds to begin construction were obtained, 
and the Presbytery granted permission to proceed. From archi
tectural plans prepared by Air. Patrick Wilson the building was 
begun, the foundation stone being laid by Lord Kintore on the 
13th of October 1865. "Grange Free Church" was the name origin
ally proposed for it; and by that name it was generally known, 
but the official title adopted was "Chalmers' Memorial."

On June 7, 1868, Bonar was inducted as minister of 
the new congregation, and preached his first sermon in Clare 
Hall on the 10th of June. The address presented to him at his 
ministerial jubilee recalled the circumstances: "When you were 
called to labour here, there was no church built, and the com
pany that gathered week by v/eek in Clare Hall, the usual place 
of meeting, was not large. But no minister could be settled in 
a new charge without arrangements being made, which might over-

r* r\
Grange Church Jubilee, p. 2,
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strain a small and uncertain congregation. You solved the diffi
culty by saying from the outset, Let these be what they may, I 
will come among you to preach the Gospel. A ministry, begun 
under these auspices, coula not fail to succeed. " ® 1 And from 
the first, his pulpit and pastoral work were amazingly success
ful. The church building was completed and opened for vrorship 
on December 6 , 1866, and wras soon cleared of debt. Several 
years later it had to be enlarged to accommodate the crowds that 
flocked to hear Bonar preach. The work of organization was soon 
completed and among the office-bearers were such distinguished 
names as Dr. John Duncan and Dr. George Smeaton of Mew College,
J. B. Bishop, R. M. Ballantvne, and Patrick Guthrie. A mission 
district was chosen in Causewayside, and the first missionary 
appointed was Mr. Alexander Murray, who had been employed as 
evangelist by Dr. Bonar at Kelso. He is said to have been "a 
most lovable man, with a winsome gift of pleading in his preach
ing. Soon the small hall was crowded at every meeting. In
October of 1866 the first Communion Roll of the congregation 
contained sixty-one names. On the 24th of February 1867, when 
the first Communion 'was held in the new church building, there 
were one hundred and seventy communicants. The roll gradually 
grew as the population increased in the Grange and Twarrender 
Park districts until in 1888 it reached over eight hundred.
Bonar*s congregation thus grew during his ministry from a mere 
handful to one of the largest and most influential in the city.

® 1 Jubilee» p. 8f. ®^Grange Cnurch Jubilee, p. 5.
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Progress in the congregation continued through the 
years with the exception of one episode which led to the loss 
of several office-bearers and members. Strange as it may seem, 
hymns had never been used in the worship services of the church, 
although after 1874 they had been sung in the children's ser
vices. Bonar had all along desired to have hymns in the church, 
but in deference to the wishes of some of the members of the 
Kirk Session had not pressed the matter. It finally became ap
parent, however, that the great majority of the congregation 
were in favor of singing hymns. The Session took up the question, 
and after much discussion, gave their sanction, and the Free 
Church Hymn Book, with many of Bonar's hymns in it, was intro
duced in December 1883. Several office-bearers resigned in con
sequence, among them Dr. Nixon and Professor Smeaton, who had 
been instrumental in founding the church. It is said that when 
the first hymn was announced they rose and strode indignantly 
down the aisle of the church.bó

One marked feature of Dr. Bonar's ministry was his
work among the young. That he had an extraordinary gift of
dealing with them is shown by the popularity of his children's
services. Both in Kelso and in Edinburgh crowded congregations
of children attended his services for them. "It was a wonderful
sight," notes one writer, "to see the Church crammed up to the
top of the pulpit stairs, with children listening intently and 

B4reverently." It was his habit to move up and down the aisles

b0See Theodore Ledyard Cuyler, Recollections of a Long Life, An 
A ut o b i og r a phy t p. 41.

^Grange Church Jubilee, p. 3f.
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of the church as they were assembling, greeting and seating 
them comfortably. When he read the Scripture lesson, he often 
paused and asked his youthful audience for the next word. The 
sermon was always enlivened by questions and answers. Among 
those who achieved fame in various walks of life and who re
called pleasant memories of these children's services in the 
Grange were: Robert M. Ballantyne, the writer of boys' adven
ture stories; Thomas M. Lindsay, who was to become the Prin
cipal of the United Free Church College in Glasgow; Alexander
Mackay, famous in missionary history as "Mackay of Uganda;”

nand John Watson, who as "lan McCIaren” became the well-known 
author of Beside the Bonnie Brier Bush.

Dr. Bonar continued to preach in the open air, being 
one of the few regular ministers in Edinburgh who did. this 
type of preaching. Often he could be seen in the evenings at 
the Meadows or in Parliament Square addressing his audiences.
Up until within a short period of his last illness, he was ac
customed to preach not only on week-day evenings, but often on 
Sunday evenings, after having twice officiated in his own pulpit.

Besides his numerous poetical anticipations of the 
Second Advent, Bonar gave much time and energy to prophetical 
studies. He not only served for twenty-five years as editor of 
and one of the chief contributors to the Quarterly Journal of 
Prophecy and wrote several books defending his views, but also 
was a constant speaker at various religious conferences dealing



with the subject. At Barnet, at Perth, and especially at Mild- 
may, he gathered with members of several denominations, parti
cularly the evangelical section of the Church of England, who 
sympathized with his views. From 1871 to 1881 he gave regular 
attendance at Mildmay and took a prominent part in the meetings. 
"He was welcomed," writes the superintendent of the conferences, 
"and his influence valued as giving weight to the proceedings by 
his firm stand on the side of orthodox views, as well as by the 
spiritual tone which, along with others, he gave to the con
ference.

During the religious revival of 1873-74 under the 
American evangelists, Moody and Sankey, Bonar constantly worked 
for and supported the movement. He wrote many hymns for the 
team and his pen was busy again in Times of Blessing, a vjeekly 
magazine containing accounts of the revival movement. One 
writer says of him during this time: "Perhaps his happiest time 
was in the revival of 1874, when his whole nature seemed to 
mellow and b r o a d e n . A f t e r  the evangelists had left, he de
voted himself to guiding the new converts in their church life 
and finding outlets for their service.

In the proceedings of the Church courts Bonar took 
little part. He rarely attended meetings of the Presbytery, 
and seemed content to leave the business of the Church in other 
hands. On several occasions, however, when principles were at 
stake which he held to be of vital importance, he spoke and

o5Thomas Brown, _op. cit., p. 330. Memories, p. 103.



wrote boldly and sometimes caustically. In the "Union Contro
versy" he joined with Dr. James Begg and others to fight a 
proposed merger of the Free Church with the United Presbyterian 
Church. And in 1881 he gave his aid to the "Constitutional" 
party in their vain attempt to demolish the views which were 
put forth by Professor Robertson Smith. The general esteem in 
which he was held by the Church was shown in 1883 when he was 
raised to the Moderator's Chair in the General Assembly, the 
highest honor the Free Church had to bestow upon him.

In 1886 the first steps were taken to secure a 
colleague for Dr. Bonar, who had begun to feel the burden of 
his seventy-eight years, and had not been able to preach regu
larly for the preceding two years. The following year a call 
'was given to the Rev. John M. Sloan of Glasgow, and on the 
11th of September Bonar made his last appearance in the pulpit. 
In his retirement he continued to issue monthly messages to 
his people which are preserved in the Congregational Record 
of the church.6  ̂ They breathe all the tenderness of affection 
he felt for his congregation, and are filled with the old 
evangelic fervor of warning and pleading.

On the 5th of April 1888, Dr, Sonar's ministerial 
jubilee was celebrated with a public meeting in the Grange 
Church.®^ A large and distinguished company assembled to do 
him honor. Testimony was given of his power as a preacher,

__ . —
See Congregational Record of the Grange rree Church. This
record is still in possession of the church (St. Catherine's).

®8For an account of the proceedings, see Jubilee.
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author, and writer of hymns. Addresses were presented to him 
by the congregations of the Grange and Kelso churches, and the 
Free Presbyteries of Kelso and Edinburgh. Sir William Muir, 
Principal of Edinburgh University, presented him with a silver 
salver and a thousand pounds. The salver bore the following 
inscription:

Presented on the occasion of his Ministerial Jubilee,
30th November, 1887, along with One Thousand Pounds, 
to the Rev. Horatius Bonar, D.D., Chalmers Memorial 
Free Church, Edinburgh, by his Congregation and Friends 
throughout the -world, in grateful recognition of his 
eminent services to the Church of Christ, by his hymns, 
his writings, and his faithful ministry. Edinburgh,
5th April, 1888.63

In spite of his failing strength, Dr. Bonar made a touching 
reply, closing with this appeal: "And let me say this, that 
should you at any time feel particularly called upon to re
member the poor and needy, the weary and heavy laden, you will 
think of your old minister and lay my name before the throne.

As age advanced, his sufferings became extreme and 
he was almost continuously in pain. Until the very last, how
ever, he conducted family worship and poured out his thoughts 
in long prayers for his family and congregation. Finally, too 
weak to think or speak clearly, he repeated portions of Scrip
ture and favorite texts. One such text had great meaning for 
him, "Until the day break, and the shadows flee away." It hung 
on the wall opposite him as he lay in his bed and was constantly

69Ibid., p. 15. , p. 16.
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on his lips during his last days. It is now graven on his 
tombstone in the Canongate Churchyard in the heart of the busy 
city he loved so well.

Bonar died on the 31st of July 1889, and -was buried 
in the family plot in the Canongate on the 5th of August. Dr. 
Theodore Cuyler's account of his funeral service is especially 
interesting:

On the day of his obsequies there was a tremendous 
downpour. . . . But in spite of the storm the Morn
ing side Church, by the entrance to the Grange Ceme
tery, was well filled by a representative assembly. 
The service was confined to the reading of the 
Scriptures, to two prayers and the singing of Bonar's 
beautiful hymn, the last verse of which is

’Broken Death’s dread hands that bound us,
Life and victory around us;
Christ the King Himself hath crown'd us,
Ah, 'tis Heaven at last.'

. . . I rode down to the Canongate Cemetery with 
grand old Principal John Cairns. . . and Bonar's 
colleague, the Rev. Mr. Sloane. . . . The storm- 
swept streets that day were lined with silent 
mourners; and under weeping skies, we laid down to 
his rest the mortal remains of the man who attuned 
more voices to the melodies of praise than any 
Scotchman of the century.71

Almost nothing is known of Sonar's private life. 
Markedly reserved and silent, particularly reticent as to his 
own feelings and experiences, the most frequent impression he 
left on others was that of a strangely solemn and stern man. 
Dr. George Wilson said of him: "Excitement, frenzy, loudness,

Theodore Cuyler, jug. cit., pp. 41-43.71



mere noise, could not live in the presence of Dr. Horatius 
72Bonar." Underneath this somewhat stern and forbidding ex

terior, however, he seems to have had a genuinely sympathetic 
and warm nature. Lord Guthrie speaks of the "benignity of his 
welcome, the manifestly genuine interest of his personal in
quiries, and the beauty of his smile - most beautiful of all 
smiles, the rare smile of a grave man."73

As a father Bonar showed an understanding love for 
his children. Although acknowledging the fact that his father 
struck some people as stern, his son states that the idea was 
strange to him: "So skilfully did he exercise his guidance as 
a father, that I never felt the rein that was driving me. I 
admired his strength and firmness, and as a schoolboy I felt 
him to be always absolutely fair. He laid himself out to be
approachable, and he continually invited my confidence."74 
His daughter notes that while he held the "severer for ms of 
truth and never hesitated to speak out what he believed, he 
was gentle to all he met, however weak and erring they might 
be. For ourselves, I can only say, that when God was called 
'Our Father', we children found it easy to understand and trust 
His love: we knew what 'as a father pitieth his children' meant 
for did we not see it every day"."75 Five successive deaths of 
his children brought out the depths of his affection for them. 
"Often have we seen him," says his daughter, "like David, plead

^Memories, p. 120. ^Ibid., p. 84.
^Ibid., p. 54. 75gonart p> 202.
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Ing passionately for life while the child was yet alive, hardly 
when the child was dead, to gain David’s calm, but rather to have 
his sorrows transmitted into the still more passionate looking 
for reunion.

One sidle of Dr. Eonar's character which would hardly 
be suspected by readers of his hymns and books was his sense of 
humor. A charming example of his humorous side is illustrated 
in a poem which he wrote about his brother Andrew describing an 
incident which happened at Anwoth where they were spending a 
holiday shortly after his brother had held the office of 
Moderator in the Free Church. Here is his description of his 
brother:

A second Rutherford he seemed, 
But statelier in his mien, 

For in the great Assembly he 
Had Moderator been.

Then follows the story of his adventure in attempting to rescue 
a duck which was half-drowned in a muddy pond:

A duck of noble ancestry,
A Covenanting bird 

Whose Anwoth sires had oft been fed 
By the great Rutherford.

At first the Moderator shrank from the rescue:

His valour in a moment cooled 
At touch of that dark ooze;

He would have risked his life to save, 
But could not risk his shoes.

76Ibid., p. 199.
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’Make haste, poor drowning duck,T he cried, 
As to and fro he ran,

Shouting with awful voice as none 
But Moderators can.

At last the duck was brought to safety by means of an old bas
ket, its rescuer remaining dry-shod:

The grateful duck went curtseying home, 
And, though in woeful plight,

It turned again and yet again 
To gaze upon the knight.

Ne'er had the great man got before 
So shrill a vote of thanks,

As on that memorable day
On Disarm's verdant banks.

And many a duck shall tell the tale 
To ducklings gathered round,

How the great mother-duck was saved 
By Andrew the renowned.‘*

Spiritually Dr. Bonar was a truly humble and con
secrated man. He shrank from publicity and deprecated recog
nition and honors. "In very many practical ways," states his 
daughter, "he refused to let this world gain power over him, 
or to seek such things as success, or fame, or money. He took 
these things when they came to him, and made use of them, or 
freely gave away - that was all. "when remonstrated with for 
not retaining the copyright of his numerous works he replied:
'I will not entangle myself; a minister should be free from 
worldly care. ' " ^ 8 He was pre-eminently a man of prayer, spending 
hours each day in earnest prayer and meditation. His daughter

iyryHymns, p. xxxvif. For examples of his humor as Moderator of 
the General Assembly, see Proceedings and Debates of the 
General Assembly of the Free Church of Scotland, held at 
Edinburgh, May 1885.

^8Bonar, p. 199f.



speaks of hearing Ma slow step pacing the study floor from end 
to end, and a cry, broken and indistinct, but rising at times 
to audible words, and some one petition, repeated, at intervals 
over and over again, and this literally for hours. And it was 
thus that pausing awestruck beside that locked door, some of us
gained our first conception of what the deep, true communion of
a soul with its God might be.5’ The most striking quality of 
his spiritual life, however, was his continual attitude of one 
who waited for the return of his Lord. Dr. Bonar literally 
lived from day to day with his loins girt and his lamp burning, 
ready, if his Master should come, to greet Him.

The key to a full understanding of Heratius Bonar, 
however, is to be found in his verse, so much was his poetry 
a part of himself. For he found expression of his feelings and 
experiences in his pen. "Lie there, my penJ" he wrote in the 
last years of his life;

Thou art the lute with which I sang my sadness,
'.hen sadness like a clouo. begirt my way;

Thou art the harp whose strings gave out my gladness,
When burst the sunshine of a happier day,
Kesting upon my soul with sweet and silent ray.üü

Much could be written concerning Bonar*s poetry as an expression 
of himself. His daughter wrote of him; "Thoughts, emotions, 
sorrows, hopes, joys too deep for common utterance, yet too 
strong and soul-shaking to be safely repressed, sought an out

39

79Ibid.. p. 200. 8001a Letters, p. ii.



40

let. They found it in the pulpit he loved. They found it at 
the family altar, when, forgetting himself and his listeners, 
he poured himself out in prayer. They found it, most of all, 
in his poetry.”^' Many of his poems faithfully reflect his 
innermost thoughts and deepest feelings expressed on occasions 
of great joy or brooding sorrow. They were intimately linked 
to the daily experiences of his life, and almost every event 
is mirrored in some sweet song. As such they constitute an 
extraordinarily interesting human document, palpitating with 
real life. But there is more in them than that, for they un
fold the drama of the very soul of the man: his hopes ana fears, 
his aspirations and affections, his failures and victories; the 
gamut of his experiences is recorded in song., and scarcely a 
note is missing. It must here suffice to look at some of them 
which found expression from the more intensely personal relation
ships of his life, kith thankful remembrance he looked back 
over his past life:

I look along the past, and gather themes,
For praise to Thee, my ever-gracious God.

It is a past of mercy, and it teems
With goodness at each step aloiig the road.^

In beautiful flowing lines he recalls days of great happiness:

I was in love with hill and vale,
The noon's warm flush, the starlight pale,

The murmur of the midnight gale,
The mirth of wayward streams.

olBonar, p. 197. ^-Falth and hope, I, 1G1.



41

I wooed the silence of the night,
The blushes of the bursting light,
The sea’s green depths, the heaven's blue height, 

And days went by in dreams.83

ith characteristic^ pensiveness he wrote on the birth of his son:

This day of war and weariness,
'dill soon with me be ctone;

But thine, my chiia of love and joy, 
Is only now begun.

Time's years of fever and unrest 
Are nearly run for me;

But Life, with all its ill and good, 
Is still in store for thee.°-

Ana in memory of some friend he says:

The earth is lonelier now, when he
Who walked with me its ways is gone; 

But soon the loneliness is o'er,
The blank forgotten and unknown;
Not long, not long a l o n e i85

The majority of these personal poems are "songs of
sorrow" poured out from his inmost soul in the midst of deep 
emotions. The hymn which he wrote on the death of his mother 
in 1854 is a chapter from real life which strikes a deep, ten« 
der note of grief:

Past all pain for ever,
Done with sickness now;

Let me close thine eyes, mother, 
Let me smooth thy brow.

Rest and health and gladness;
These thy portion now;

Let me press thy hand, mother, 
Let me kiss thy b r o w . 86

^6hymns, p. 164.
8 6Hymnst p. 186.

84Falth ana Hope, II, 25b. 
8 6Faith ana Hope, 1, 9 9.



His sorrow on the death of his children was pathetic in its 
intensity:

The flowers of Spring have come and gone:
Bright were the blossoms, brief their stay; 

They shone, and they were shone upon,
They flourished, faded, passed away.

Bo, hidden from our sorrowing eyes,
Our young, sweet, spring-bloom buried lies 
One blast of earth swept o'er the flower;
It died, the blossom of an hour.5?

Again in the following lines, written after the death of his 
duaghter Lucy, is a touch of engaging intimacy and sincerity 
in his sorrow:

All night we watched the ebbing life, 
As if its flight to stay;

Till, as the dawn was coming up,
Our lesst hope pass'd away.

She was the music of our home,
A day that knew no night,

The fragrance of our garden-bower,
A thing all smiles and light.bb

Even in the midst of death, however, he always shows a simple, 
childlike trust of God, as evidenced in the lines written on 
the death of his son Henry Robert:

He died to live; for Jesus died:
He lives, to die no more, 

why weep fur one whose tears are dried,
For whom all death is o'er?

You miss the little footsteps here,
You miss the golden smile;

You miss the sunny locks so fair,
You miss the playful wile.

°7 Ibld. t I, 2 2 1 . bbIbUi,, II, 229.



Yet all is well: you part to meet 
And clasp your gem once more,

When all shall deathless be, and sweet,
On the eternal shore.89

His daughter is right, when she says of him: "In his poetry, 
his whole nature seems to lay itself bare, with its emotions, 
its conflicts, Its beliefs, its hopes and longings, its tran
quil musings and its tears - all is here. It is himself. The 
poet is the man.n

gg—  — "
IQiu., p. loaf. 

d0Bonar, p. 20Gf.
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Introduction

The traditional medium of praise in the worship of 
the Scottish Church after the Reformation has been the metrical 
Psalms. From time-honored familiarity the words anti their 
melodies, many of which were inuigenous, have exercised great 
influence upon the mind and heart of the Scottish people, and 
have been one of the characteristic features of their public 
worship. This strict adherence in every detail of worship to 
the Bible and the divinely appointed praise of the Psalms 
lasted until the eighteenth century. Indeed, no other form 
of vocal worship was used in the churches until a new develop
ment of Scripture songs took place, after much conflict and 
discussion, in the form of the Paraphrases of 1741-1781. 
Although a considerable number of hymns had grown up sloe 
by side with the psalms and paraphrases, the singing of hymns 
in public worship diu not become general until after 1852 in 
the United Presbyterian Church, after 1870 in the Established 
Church, and not until after 1873 in the Free Church.'*-

-*-For an account of the history and growth of Scottish psalms,
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While the psalms and paraphrases composed, the 
hymnary of the Church of Scotland during these years, there 
has been a long list of sacred poets and many collections 
of hymns and sacred songs. Sir William Alexander, who was 
born near Stirling in 1580, wrote three volumes of hymns, in 
addition to having the principal share in a version of the 
Psalms which was published in 1631 as the work of King James, 
and was sought to be imposed upon the Scottish Church. Sir 
William Mure of Rowallan published a version of the Psalms 
and wrote several devotional sonnets, william Drummond of 
Hawthornden, one of the most literary Scotsmen of his time, 
made several contributions to the sacred poetry of Scotland, 
the most notable being his ’Hymn on the Dedication of a 
Church.’ David Dickson, the reputed author of 'Jerusalem, 
my happy home,' was a professor of divinity in Glasgow and 
Edinburgh Universities, who, at the time of the Restoration, 
was deprived of his office for refusing to take the oath of 
supremacy, Robert Campbell wrote the lovely Communion hymn, 
’At the Lamb’s high feast we sing’; Gilbert Rorison was the 
writer of the stately hymn, ’Three in One and One in Three’; 
the saintly Robert Murray McCheyne of Dundee wrote ’When this 
passing world is done’; Norman Macleod is the writer of the 
well-known hymn ’Courage, brother, do not stumble’; and Dr.

paraphrases, and hymns, see J.C. Garrick, Psalms, Paraphrases, 
and Hymns In the Church of Scotland; W.M. Page, Our Psalms .and 
Hymns ; John Julian, ecu, A Dictionary of Hymnology"Thereafter1 
referred to as Julian), pp. 1020-1035; Millar Patrick, The 
Story of the Church's Song, pp. 103-108.



George Matheson of Edinburgh was the writer of the magnificent 
hymn »0 Love that wilt not let me go.' Still other represen
tative Scottish hymn-writers are Ralph Erskine, John Logan, 
William Cameron, Michael Bruce, James Thomson, Ralph Wurdlavv, 
Mary Lundie Duncan, James Drummond Burns, Andrew Young, and a 
host of others who have poured themselves out in sacred verse.

Two of the best known Scottish hymn-writers are 
James Montgomery ana Henry Francis Lyte. Montgomery wrote over 
four hundred hymns, many of which stand, in the first rank of 
sacred poetry. Two of his best known are 'Prayer is the soul's 
sincere desire' and 'Angels from the realms of glory.' The 
most widely used of Henry Francis Lyte's many hymns is 'Abide 
with me, fast falls the eventide.' No Scottish hymn-writer, 
however, has won so high a place in sacred song as has "the 
prince of Scottish hymn-writers" 2 - Horatius Bonar.

A. Bonar and his Poetry

Horatius Bonar seems to have begun his "great life- 
harvest here on earth"3 at an early age. It is not possible 
to tell when he first began to express himself in rhyme, but 
even as a student he showed some facility in writing verse.

2Statement by James Moffat, ed., Handbook to the Church 
hymnary, p. 273.
’-"Olo Letters, p. ii.
^Evidently his daughter did not know of his early poems in her 
article Bonar, p. 198. His son states that he was not aware 
of their existence until 1904 when they were found in an olct 
bundle of magazines, see Hymns, p. ix.
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According to his son, the first of his poems appeared in 1827 
when Bonar was not quite nineteen years of age. One of the 
first pieces he ever published, and of special interest for 
that reason, is entitled 'The Lonely Hearth,* and runs thus:

He stood bewildered on his lonely hearth;
Sadness was written on his fixed brow;
For he had witnessed happy days of mirth,
Where silence dwells and desolation now.
The grief he felt he recked not to avow;
Proudly he stood, yet sorrowfully too;
The latest leaf upon the topmost bough 
Of a tall oak, aloft that lately threw 
Its hundred leafy arias, when Summer days were 

new.
Friendless and homeless, how unlike the past] 
Once-honoured scion of a noble stem]
But now forsaken, desolate, - the last 
Bright .jewel of a kingly diadem:
The last dim dewdrop of all those that gem 
The still, grey dawning, ere the sunbeams fall.
He trod his once-glad halls, but found in them 
Naught but his shivered household-gods; for all 
’las tomb-like, hushed, and dark as with a funeralpall.5

In addition to his university and divinity studies,
Bonar brought to his poetry an intimate acquaintance with the 
great writers of all ages. His daughter, speaking of his pre
paration, writes: "He was nourished on antiquity ana the classics, 
ana loved patristic and medieval poetry. Old phrases, aphorisms, 
'jewels five words long,' were ever ringing in his ears. Some 
sentence of Augustine would set him musing, some verse of Chyro- 
stom appeal to him for translation or imitation, or suggest a 
felicitous heading.rtt> He was at home among the classics and

°Ibid.. p. vi. 6 Bonar, p. 201.
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frequently quoted and alluded to them in his writings. 1 He 
loved Horaer more than any other secular writer; Euripio.es, 
Sophocles, Virgil, and Cicero were great favor.ities and he read 
them frequently. Among English writers Chaucer, Spenser, and 
Milton were highly valued and received much study. Shakespeare's 
plays were thoroughly studied and the most remarkable passages, 
beautiful phrases, and striking words, were written down in a 
notebook for future use. He loved the narrative poems of Sir 
Waiter Scott, and other favorites of his were Campbell, Cowper, 
and Coleridge. It was his habit to carry a pocket edition of 
Ossian or some other book about with him in vacation time, ana., 
as he walked in the hills or by the seashore, would read some 
familiar passages aloud to his children. "The fact which 
strikes me," writes his son, "is the thorough way in which 
they were all studied, not only for personal profit or for 
pleasure, but with a view to being of use at some future time. 11 a

Strange as it may appear, while Bonar was "delicately 
sensitive to the music of words" and. showed a great mastery of 
metrical technique, he was not musical in the ordinary sense at 
all. His daughter notes that "he could only distinguish very 
familiar airs, and those of marked measure. Instrumental music 
was a sealed book to him. 11 ̂

Dr. Bonar was a thorough stuaent of hymnology. He 
made many translations and imitations from Greek and Latin poems,

7For an example of such use, see Old Letters, p. 10.
8 aHymns, p. xxviii. yBonar, p. HOI.
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and v?as an authority in his day on the early hymnology of the 
church.10 jn 1852 he edited The Hew Jerusalem, 1 1 a treatise 
marked by learning and research. From time to time he aiuec. 
in the compilation of several hymnals, including the English 
Presbyterian Hymnal. He edited, several collections of psalms 
ana hymns, and frequently published articles on hymnology in 
the periodicals of the time, and for the benefit of his own 
c ong r e g at i on.

■j QSee Horatius Bonar, «Hymns of the Early Church,” The Sunday 
at Home, A Family Magazine for Sabbath Reading, pp. 8-1C, 
90-93, 202-204, 229-232, 315-317, 357-359. He concludes 
chis work on e-mrly hymnology by saying: «The Church of God 
will not lose much by setting aside the largest portions of 
the old hymns. For the embodiment of Scripture truths, for 
noble sentiments, for spiritual thoughts, and for the ex
pression of religious feeling, the hymnology of the nine
teenth century need not shrink from comparison with the 
religious lyrics, whether Greek or Latin, of an over-lauded 
antiquity.«, p. 359. This series of articles appeared in 1878

-^Horatius Bonar, ed., The New Jerusalem, A Hymn of the Olden 
Time. For a review of this book, see The 'Lesley.ni Times, 
April 14, 1862.

■^See Psalms ano, hymns for Divine Lor ship.
13'"See Horatius Bonar, «The Hymnology of the Scotch Reformation, 
The Christian Church, December 1881. This article was re
produced, with some alterations, on the cover in which the 
Free Church Monthly. October 26, 1883, was supplied to his 
congregation. It was introduced by Dr. Bonar with this dog
matic statement: «I think it right to publish my views on
Hymnology, for the benefit of the congregation. They are 
views which I have always held, ever since I began to read 
Scottish Church History. The opposite views are not con
sistent with our Reformation History, but are departures 
from the sentiments of Knox, Melville, Craig, and Henderson - 
innovations, in short, upon Reformation principles.” This 
article aroused great controversy in clerical circles, and 
Bonar was violently attacked for his views in an answer by 
D. Hay Fleming. See D. Hay Fleming, The Hymnology of the 
Scottish Reformation. A Reply to Dr. Horatius Bonar and Dr.
G. .. Sprott.
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No particular method was employed, by Bonar in writing 
his hymns; they were tossed, off in a rather casual manner, as 
the spontaneous and inevitable expression of one who lived close 
to God. In addition to the numerous hymns which expressed his 
own devotional thoughts, he seemeu only too glad to answer the 
many calls made upon him for special hymns, his main concern 
being that they should be of help to others, His daughter says 
of these efforts urged on him from without: ”. . .  he was almost 
too ready to answer all appeals. A hymn to comfort a mourner, 
to please a child, to suit a particular case, to be sung to a 
given tune or on some special occasion, was constantly wanted. 
His pen was almost constantly at work, filling the notebook 
which was always in his pocket. In spare moments he would jot 
down some idea which occurred to him as likely to be of use In 
the future, sometimes in prose, sometimes in verse. Among the 
unfinished pieces found in his notebooks were many scattered 
outlines of hymns and poems, prayers which were the expression 
of his own personal spiritual longings, and couplets or frag
mentary verses filling some vacant corner of a page. Some of 
these fragments were later used as ideas for new pieces, but 
many of them were afterwards destroyed. His son has preserved 
two of these which are expressive of Bonar*s own spiritual life, 
and are ’’full of force if not finished poetic beauty.”-^ The 
first is a pleading prayer for help and succour:
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By Thy cross, Incarnate God,
Hear me when with Thee I plead; 

By the merits of Thy blood 
Succour me in this my need]

By Thy Same, all names above,
Oh, regard my bitter cry;

By Thy finished work of love. 
Jesus, hear me, or I die I To

The second fragment is a confession of sin:

There never came an emptier soul to Thee, 
Never, never!

All want and weariness ana sin,
Evil without me and within,

To Thee, 0 Lord; I flee, I flee!
Wilt Thou say nay to me?l?

Reproductions of the original manuscripts from Dr. 
Bonar's notebooks are unique among hymnal manuscripts,and 
give some insight into the method the writer adopted when 
composing his hymns. It is evident from the manuscripts that 
he used a kind of shorthand, and while thinking out the lines 
of his hymn, made all kinds of quaint little sketches and pro
files of faces on the margin of the paper.

Small concern was given by Bonar to minor imperfections 
in the structure of his verse. He rarely took the time to edit 
or revise his original manuscript, even with his best hymns. 
Speaking of this aspect of his father’s methods, his son writes: 
". . . they are full of contractions, with an occasional word 
or phrase in shorthand; sometimes a line is struck out and an
other substituted, yet in nearly every case the complete hymn,

Ibid.. p. xix. ^Ibid., p. xix.
18Bee Ibid.. pp. 46, 50, 159, 207, 233, for reproductions of 
Sonar’s original manuscripts; also Appendix.



almost as it was afterwards published, can be gleaned from this 
rongh draft.n ̂

Much of his poetry was written when he was away from 
his ordinary work, travelling by the train to some speaking en
gagement, walking in the countryside or by the seaside. Gener
ally no account was noted of the circumstances or experiences 
which prompted the hymns, ana only rarely was a record even 
made of their dates. His sou states in this connection: "There 
is no publication which contains any account of the history or 
circumstances connected with the origin of any of my father’s 
hymns. Indeed, my father has kept no record himself of even 
their dates. Some of his best known he wrote in railway trains; 
others, when sitting by the firesiae at night.l,k--0 Bon^r him
self is reported to have replied, when asked about the dates of 
his hymns by his colleague, the Rev. J. M. Sloan, "I have got 
no record as to when they were written, or the circumstances. " ^ 1  

Strangely enough, even his best known hymns had very obscure 
origins. Speaking of one of his tender hymns, ’I heard the 
voice of Jesus say,' Bonar writes, "I have nothing on record 
but a little scrap of paper without a date and the hymn written 
in pencil. ’’ ’00

As the years passed he gradually developed the habit 
of thinking in verse form and it became a natural thing for 
him to translate, imitate, or versify almost any subject or

hymns, p. xiv.
2 0H.7/. Welsh and E.G. Edwards, Romance of Psalter ana hymnal. 
Authors and Composers, p. 219.

2 Jubilee, p. 33f. ^Duncan Morrison, op. elt. ♦ p. 22.0.



thought that struck him. Indeed, in his latter years, many of 
his poems were not written with the public in view at all, but 
for his own self-expression, or for the enjoyment or comfort of 
his family or social circle.

His hymns had their beginning in a very simple manner. 
While he was assistant to the Rev. James Lewis of St. John’s 
Church in Leith, he was in charge of a Sunday School in the 
church’s mission district, ’/hen he began his work among the 
boys and girls, he found himself hindered by their lack of 
interest in the worship services. He felt that this attitude 
was largely owing to the fact that there were almost no suit
able children’s hymns for them to sing. The psalms and a few 
hymns, not suited in words or tunes to young people's needs, 
were all they were accustomed to use in their services. In 
order to stir their interest, he selected some of the tones 
the children liked to sing, ana set himself to 'write more suit
able words for them. It was in this manner that his first two 
hymns, ’I lay my sins on Jesus,' and 'The morning, the bright 
and the beautiful morning,' came to be written. The tunes used 
were 'Heber‘ and 'The Flowers of the Forest.’ These first hymns 
were printed on leaflets and distributed for the children’s use; 
they were delighted with the verses written especially for them. 
Later on he collected other hymns which seemed to be suitable 
for them, and these were printed in leaflet form, along with 
three new hymns of his own composition: 'There was gladness in

_____________________
For an interesting, though incomplete, account of the history
and chronology of Bonar's hymns, see Hymns. pp. x~xxvii; also
Julian, pp. 16If, 1554.
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Zion,’ ‘For thee we long and prey, 0 blessed S&bbeth-morn, 1 

and the better known !I was a wand‘ring sheep*’
Probably the first hymn Bonar wrote which was not 

primarily intended for the young was the now familiar hymn,
‘Go labour on; spend and be spent,» which was written in 1856 
to encourage his fellow workers in his mission district at 
Leith. It was composed to the tune of 10 1c. Hundredth.*

When he left Leith in 1637, he wrote the hymn, ‘’Tis 
thus we press the hand and part, ’ to be sung at the farewell 
meeting. These verses were later improved and revised when 
published in his first volume of Hymns of Faith nr. Hope.

After Bonar went to Kelso in 183? as minister of the 
North Parish Church, his interest continued in providing hymns 
for children. In a few years he brought out a small unbound 
book of selected hymns by various writers, including several 
from his own pen.^ One of the best known of these was the 
hymn, ‘Happy Sons of Israel.»

Shortly after the Disruption he collected, and pub
lished twenty-six hymns in two series of tract, under the title 
Songs for the V,ilderness. ̂  This contained the melancholy 
New Year’s hymn, *A few more years shall roll,’ which was 
written for the members of his congregation on Hew Year's Day 
1845.

In 1845 he edited a collection of over three hundred

__ .
“Eoratius Bonar, ecu, Hymns for Schoois.

^Horatius Bonar, Gongs for the Wilderness, Series I and II. 
Most of the hymns already mentioned were first published in 
these books; unfortunately neither of the series is ob
tainable at the present time. For a partial listing, see 
Julian, p. 161.
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hymns by various writers under the title The Bible hymn-book. 
Although the authorship of none of the hymns was indicated, and 
Bonar »s name did not appear on the title page or in the preface, 
at least fourteen of his own hymns were included in this little 
volume. Among those hymns appearing in this collection the 
following by Bonar have become well known: 'In the beginning 
was the Word'j 'All that I was, my sin, my guilt'5 'This is not 
my place of resting'; 'There is a Morning Star, my soul'; 'That 
clime is not like this dull clime of ours'; ana 'The Church has 
?»aited long.'

The next year Bonar edited another book of hymns en-
O O’titled Hymns: Griginal and S e l e c t e d which contained hymns 

of various writers and several of his own including the well
loved hymn, 'I heard the voice of Jesus say.'

In 1848 Bonar undertook the editorship of the Quar
terly Journal of Prophecy. a n d  during its twenty-five years 
of existence published a piece from his pen in every single 
issue. Typical of the hymns which appeared in this magazine 
are the following: 'Where the faded flower shall freshen'; 'The 
last long note has sounded'; 'Till He co^e, we own His name';
'It will be order then'; and ''Tis the Beloved from glory calls.'

From 1857 to 1879 he also edited the Christian Trea
sury, ^  and many of his hymns were first published in it.

^Horatius Bonar, The Bible Hymn-Book.
^fioratius Bonar, ed., Hymns: Original --nc Selected.
28];]oratius Bonar, ed., The Quarterly Journal of Prophecy.
29Horatius Bonar, ecu, The Christian Treasury»



The first authorized collection of Bonar's poems die 
not appear until 1857, more than twenty years after the v;riting 
of his first hymns. This book was the first of three volumes 
of poems bearing the title Hymns of Faith and hope, and it 
contained one hundred ana fifteen hymns by Bonar. In addition 
to most of those already mentioned, it included the following 
which have since become widely known: 'Beyond the smiling and 
the weeping'; 'Calm me, my Goa, and keep me calm'; 'Up ana 
away, like the dew of the morning'; 'No shadows yonder'; 'Thy 
way, not mine, 0 Lord'; 'Come, Lord, ana carry not'; and the 
lovely Communion hymn 'Here, 0 my Lord, I see Thee face to 
face.' This latter hymn was written in 1855 in response to 
the request of Dr. John James Bonar of Greenock for a hymn 
to be read aloud at the close of a Communion service In which 
Horatius Bonar was assisting his brother.

Shortly after this time, in December 1855, Bonar 
ana some companions visited Egypt and travelled by camel 
through the desert of Sinai to Palestine. His visit to these 
countries made a lasting impression on him, effecting to some 
extent his preaching and writing the rest of his life. Nowhere 
was this more apparent than in his verse, and many of the poems 
written during this period were suggested by this Eastern visit.

In 1861 the second volume of hymns of Faith ana Hope 
was published by Bonar. It contained one hundred and twenty- 
three poems, including a number of translations and imitations, 
and poems on Eastern and Biblical scenes. Although most of
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the hymns are now little known, the following have become 
familiar: 'Make use of me, jay Gob' ; 'Not what these hands have 
done'; *0 love of God, how strong and true1; '0 love that casts 
cat fear'; 'He liveth long who liveth well'; 'Not what I am,
0 Lord, bat what thou art'; and 'Thou must be true thyself.'

It was during this period that Bonar assisted in the 
compilation of the English Presbyterian Hymnal. This volume 
contains no less that fifty-one hymns by Bonar, and his son 
states that three of his best known hymns were written 
especially for this collection. The three hymns were: 'No, 
not despairingly'; 'Glory be to God the Father'; and 'When the 
weary, seeking rest.' This latter hymn -was based on Solomon's 
prayer at the dedication of the temple in II Chronicles, 6 : 29- 
30; and came to Sonar's mind when he was asked to provide a re
frain for "the two lovely lines of Mendelssohn's, Tilth which 
Callcott's tune 'Intercession' ends." The Rev. R. E. Lundie 
says that this intercessory poem was Bonar's own preference 
among his hymns. Once when a friend tola him that this hymn
was his favorite among all of Bonar's hymns, Bonar is said to
have replied, "I think that it is my own favourite too; it has
less poetry in it than some of them, bat I like it."^l

The third volume of Hymns of Faith and hope was pub- « . 
lished in 1866. It contained one hundred and one hymns, and 
translations of forty-seven of the Psalms. Among those hymns 
which are still in current use are the following: 'Blessing and

Hymns. p. xxii. olMemoriai, p. 20; see also Hymns, p. xxiif.
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honour ana glory and power»; ’Ey the cross of Jesus standing’; 
’Father, our children keep»; and »Through good report and, evil.*

The popularity of these three volumes can be seen 
from the statement of James Tait, writing in 1889, that they 
had circulated to the extent of 140,7,89 copies6*5—  an immense 
circulation for that time. And Canon Duncan states that the 
three books ’’were at one time found in almost every Christian 
home. f»0,i

Bonar brought out a little volume of poems in 187« 
entitled The Song of the hew Creation. 0 4 Most of the pieces 
were of a meditative or devotional character, and only a few 
have appeared as hymns. The following are the best known: ’For 
the bread and the wine'; 'Light of life, so softly shining'; 
'Acquaint thyself with God'; and 'Praise ye the Lord, all 
things that be.'

Beginning in 1875 Bonar wrote many hymns in connection 
with the efforts of David Sankey, the American evangelist, and 
others, to "sing the gospel." These hymns were included in the 
various hymn-books usea at the evangelistic meetings of the 
time. Several of these were widely adopted and among the more 
widely used are: »Yet there is room'; ’Rejoice arid be glad’; 
and ’Watch, brethren, watch.’ One writer, speaking of Sonar’s 
contribution in this field of sacred song, says: "Dr. Bonar
is probably the only example of a really great hymnist in

James Tait, Two Centuries of Border Church Life, p. 340.
*7 '2Canon Duncan, Popular Hymns. Their Authors and Teaching, p. 183. 
64Horatius Bonar, The Song of the New Creation.
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modern times who has consecrated his gifts to the production 
of verses specially adapted for times of religious revivalV66

Much of his time was absorbed during these years in 
writing a long bl&nk-verse poem entitled My Old Letters. This 
bulky volume of three hundred and fifty-two pages was published 
in 1877 and »consists of meditations on many subjects, suggested 
to the writer by his re-reading the letters received in his 
earlier days from old friends. ” 06 Although there is much of 
poetic value in the book, it apparently did not receive the 
literary recognition which Bonar had hoped for it. Dr. Robertson 
Mieoll says in regard to Bonar*s attitude to the work, ”It was 
touching to hear him say, when some reference was made to it,
*1 had hoped the literary journals would give it more notice.' 
kith this he passed at once from the subject, and. even from the 
thought.

In 1879 Bonar published fifty-seven pieces in a small 
book entitled Hymns of the nativity.5** Many very lovely Christ
mas poems are to be found among the other poems including:
'Night of wonder, night of glory'; 'The Christ of God hath 
come'; 'From the far East we come *; ana the very fine sailor's 
litany, 'Great Ruler of the land aa^sea.* d

Two years later Bonar issued a collection of thirty 
Communion hymns,several of which had already appeared in 
previous books. Most of these hymns had been written by Dr.

fa

% K Garrett Border, The Hymn Lover, p. 473. 
obHymns, p. xxiv. ^Memories, p. 1 0 2 .
®8Horatius Bonar, Hymns of the Nativity. 69koratius Bonar, 

Communion Hymns.
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Bonar to be read aloud at the close of the communion service 
in his own church. Among many lovely ones are the following:
'Food of the soul, eternal bread'; 'Hot far from any one of 
us, 0 Lord'; ana "that perfect exposition of the author's 
standpoint before Gud"4  ̂—  'On merit not my own I stand.'

Shortly after Bonar5s death his son collected over 
a hundred of his best hymns, poems, ana fragments, which had not 
previously appeared in his father's books, and published them 
under the title until the Lay Break.'*-1 among those hymns in
cluded were the following: 51 know not in what watch He conies';
'I would see Jesus now*; 'In Me ye shall have pecice*; 'How long 
shall the shadows linger'; and his last hymn»Long years of peace.'

Several writers have said that the lines of 'In me 
ye shall have peace,' with its references to sickness and sleep
lessness, was the last hymn to come from Bonar * s pen. His son, 
however, maintains that this hymn was composed in 1880, nine 
years before his father's death, to comfort an old friend in 
his last illness. Bonar's last hymn, according to his son, was 
'Long years of peace,» which was written for Mew Year's uay 
1888.̂ 2

In 1804 his son published a collection of Sonar's 
hymns with selections from his previous works,4«* which in
cluded one of his finest hymns —  'Beloved, let us love: love 
is of God.*

4^Hymns» p. xxvi. ^iHoratius Bonar, 'Until the Day Breakf » 
and other Hymns and Poems Left Behind.

42Hymns» p. xxvii; the hymn will be found on p. 236.
4*5Hymns»
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All in all Horatius Bonar seems to have published 
over six hundred hymns and sacred poems during his long ministry. 
Although a number of them are translations of psalms and imi
tations from Greek and Latin sources, it is an outpouring of 
sacred verse which has been surpassed by few poets.

B. His Hymns In Their Doctrinal Aspect

Ever since St. Paul defined the purpose of hymns in 
the early Christian Church as ’’teaching and admonishing one 
another,” hymn-singing has not only been an essential feature 
of public worship in the Church, but also a great aid to de
votion and the teaching of Christian doctrine. Throughout 
the centuries hymns have had a teaching office, an office of 
prayer, and an office of mutual edification and encouragement, 
as well as St. Augustine's simple definition of a hymn as "a 
song of praise to God.” "Next to the Bible,” writes Frederick 
John Gillman, ’’the common hymn book of Christendom has perhaps 
done more than any other factor to restore the soul, to rejoice 
the heart, to enlighten the eyes, and to sustain the faith and 
love of Christian men and women throughout the world. ” 4 4 Even 
so early a writer as Basil the Great, who lived about the 
middle of the fourth century, realized the incalculable impor
tance of the hymxi in fashioning Christian thought: "By song we

Frederick John Gillman, The Evolution of the English Hymn, 
p. 28f.

44
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are at once recreated and improved; the precepts of instruction 
are more deeply engraven on our hearts; for lessons which we 
receive unwillingly have a transient continuance, but those 
which charm and captivate in the hearing are permanently Im
pressed upon our s o u l s , I n d e e d ,  it is almost impossible 
to estimate the influence of sacred song upon religious thought 
and character through the years. "Once a mere rivulet, " notes 
Gillman, "this stream of sacred song has gone on widening ana 
widening, until now it irrigates the vast territories over which 
the Christian gospel holds away, ana it is a moot point whether 
the great hymns, such as 'Abide with me' and 'Jesu, Lover of 
my soul, 1 have not been as potent in keeping the soul of the 
people alive as the greatest creations of literature and art," 

Few sacred poets have realized the importance of the 
hymn as an instrument of religious instruction more clearly 
than Horatius Bonar. While some of his hymns were sentimental 
and introspective, and others were often hurried and diffuse, 
Bonar rarely wrote doggerel: the great majority of his hymns 
are filled with theological substance. Though his hymns were 
emotional, their content throughout was Biblical and doctrinal. 
Beneath all of them lay a substratum of sound and well-digested 
doctrine, which gave them a spiritual strength they would other
wise have lacked. They di& stir emotion, as all good hymns do, 
but more than that, they caused their singers to learn religious 

_
a. C. Procter, The Story of [•acred bong» p. Sf.

4 Gillman, op. cit., p. 28.
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truth ana meditate upon it. They are not merely emotional 
effusions on the one hand, nor formal theological statements 
on the other; they are heartfelt songs of personally experienced 
doctrine and aspirations, which, because of their doctrinal 
soundness, are hymns of abiding value.

The doctrine of Sonar's hymns cannot be properly 
understood apart from his life and experience. The teachings 
of his hymns are not abstract, analysed, or speculative doc
trine; they sprang from his own actual spiritual experiences 
and were expressed in personal language. His most vital ace
trines were not ratiocinations, but a witness of what he him
self had experienced by moral and spiritual struggle rather 
than by intellectual deductions. He rarely argues or engages 
in controversy in his hymns; his ultimate appeal is always to 
experience, for his own theology issued from many hours of 
spiritual travail. ’’When ail is said,” writes his daughter 
in this connection, ” 1 believe the power that has often been 
found in my father’s simplest and least polished utterances,
as well as his most musical, lies in this -- that they are
utterly true - true, I mean, to his own heart and. life.”4^

The value of his hymns would be greatly diminished if 
there were not behind them a highly cultivated scholar whose 
knowledge and culture was classical as well as theological.
Apart from M s  love of the classics, however, he seems to have 
showed little Intellectual interest in any other than Biblical 

__
Bonar, p. 200.
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subjects. He was "affected very slightly by current literary 
moods, still less by the influence of other religious poetry, ” 4 8  

writes John Julian. He found his constant inspiration in study
ing the Bible, which was for him the source of all truth. His 
extensive and profound mastery of the Scriptures is reflected 
in his hymns, ana many of them were suggested by some Biblical 
passage or scene.

While his hymns express no originality of doctrine 
in one sense of the word, they do vivify the orthodox doctrines 
which he had received from the past, ana add the personal 
testimony of his own genuine experience of the divine life ano. 
the theology it involved. It may well be said of him as was 
said of Charles vvesley: "He blended competent theological 
knowledge with the deepest religious experience, and expressed 
it by the least objectionable mode open to the theologian - 
sacred song. " 4 8

The main sources of his doctrinal hymns were those 
truths which formed the substance of his preaching and writing, 
and which ruled his life: the majesty arid love of God, and 
the blessedness of confidence in that love; the exceeding love 
of God to man in Jesus Christ, with its mysteries of Incarnation 
and Redemption, especially the wonder of the blood of the Lamb; 
the power of the Holy Spirit upon the heart of man, to convict 
and convert, to train and sanctify; the sublime freedom of

48Julian, p. 161.
4 9 J. Ernest Rattenbury, The Evangelical Doctrines of Charles 

vesley(s Hymns, p. 85f.
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justifying grace, with its walk with God through all the duties 
ana sufferings of this sinful world in a holy life, and its 
promise of victory over death; the value of the Lord's Supper 
as the means of the closest communion with God; and the un
speakable brightness of the prospect of the Second Coming of 
Christ.

Bonar's hymns are thoroughly saturated with the spirit 
of praise to God: for His power, justice, love and superintending 
providence over all the vicissitudes of chis .life. The following 
piece, typical of many, manifests the writer's spirit of de
votion and his sense of God's power in nature:

Praises to Him who built the hills; 
Praises to Him the streams who fills; 
Praises to him who lights each star 
That sparkles in the blue afar.
Praises to him who manes the morn,
And bids it glow with beams new-born;
ho draws the shadows of the night, 
Like curtains, o'er our wearied sight.

Again he sings of God's majesty and power :

Ascribe ye strength to Godi 
The mighty Lord is he,

The God of majesty,
Jehovah is His name;
O'er all the earth Plis fame: 

Ascribe ye strength to Godici
of His unchangeableness:

Light of the world! forever, ever shining,
There is no change in Thee;

True light of life, all joy and health enshrining, 
Thou canst not fade nor flee.

50Faith and Hope, II, 39. ^Hymns. p. 161.



6?

Thou hast arisen, but Thou deseendest never;
Today shines as in the past:

All that Thou wast, Thou art, and shalt be ever, 
Brightness from first to last!

Night visits not Thy sky, nor storm, nor sadness;
Day fills up all its blue;

Unfailing beauty, and unfaltering gladness,
And love for ever newl°2

and of His watchful care:

I know thou art not far,
My God, from me; yon star

Speaks of thy nearness, and its rays 
Fall on me like thy touch: Oh raise 
These eyes of mine 
To see thy face, even thine,

My Father and my Godi06

Much of his feeling finds expression in a contemplation of 
nature as showing forth Goa’s praise in return for His bounty:

From this green earth of ours, 
From this wide rolling sea, 

From these fair hills ana vales, 
Praise goeth up to Thee.

From every field and plain,
From every flower and tree, 

From every stream and rill, 
Praise goeth up to Thee.

God of the heaven and earth,
Thou Lord of all we see,

From this Creation of Thy hand, 
Praise goeth up to Thee.

From all that e'er hath been, 
From all that yet shall be, 

Of thy vast handiwork,
Praise goeth up to Thee, 04

^Faith anu Hose, II, 165. 5 5Ibld., II, 62.
^Tlntll The Day Break» p. 78f.



Often he simply burst.s forth in a song of spontaneous praise, 
as in the following well known hymn, which utters an ascription 
of praise to God over and over with a tireless repetition:

Glory be to God the Father, 
Glory be to God the Son, 

Glory be to Goa the Spirit,
Great Jehovah, Three in One;

Glory, Glory,
While eternal ages run! 00

Most of his thought concerning God, however, finds expression 
in God's love for man. One of Bonar's best hymns fully ex
presses his belief in this all-encompassing love, with the 
various manifestations of itself in human experience:

0 Love of God, how strong and true I 
Eternal and yet ever new, 
Jncomprehended and onbought,
Beyond all knowledge and all thought.

Bonar's answering confidence in that love Is shown in the 
foliowing hymn:

Through good.report and evil, Lord 
Still guided by Thy faithful word,
Our staff, our buckler ana our sword, 

We follow Thee.
Whom have we in the heaven above,
Whom on this earth save Thee to love? 
Still In Thy light we onward mpye,- 

We follow Ihee.01

The »unspeakable gift” of God to man in Jesus Christ, 
with its wonders of Incarnation and Redemption, occupies the

55Faith and Hope. Ill, 195. 5 6Ibid., II, 52. 5 7 IMa., Ill, 112.



subject of many of Sonar’s hymns. He sings of the love behind 
t he I nc a mat ion:

Light of life, Thou liest yonder 
Mystery of mighty love, 00

rejoices in the glory of the birth of Christ:

The angel has come down,
The glory now has shonei,

The shepherds see the light and hear the voice. 
Fear not; behold I bring 
Glad tidings of your King;

Let all the nations of the earth rejoice.
Sing a new song to-night,
Sing all ye scars of light,

The Lord of Glory leaves His glorious heaven.
To earth behold Him come 
From His celestial home;

To us a Child is born, a Son is given!

a Christ who is truly man and truly God:

The Christ of Gou hath come,
Long promised, long delayed 

True God, from heaven He cometh down;
True man, of woman made.

The Son of God is here:
0 fair and welcome morn;

God manifest in flesh hath come,
To us a chila is born!

In lowliness He lies,
That blessed Babe of heaven;

Our God for us becometh man,
To us a Son is given.bU

while the birth of Jesus is one of the two supreme events in 
His life, it is Bis death that dominates everything else in

'Hymns of the Nativity, p. 3. 5^Tbid., p. 8 . QQlbid., p. 5.58
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Sonar's thought. Jesus has come aown from heaven, dwelling 
for a short time in a human tabernacle, with a heavenly purpose 
to which all other things are subordinated. He has come to 
earth in His love to die as a "substitute'' for our sins:

He eometh in His love,
For us on earth to live; 

Bearing the burden of our guilt, 
For us His life to give.bl

This is Sonar's grand theme, and he sings it in all of its 
variations, pouring forth in hymn after hymn the doctrine of 
the substitution of Christ for the sinner in the plan of sal
vation. Here are only a few examples of pieces selected from 
the many dealing with the subject among his hymns:

He bore the sini
Alone He bore the loact;

For us He drank the cup, 
Jesus, the Soq of Gou.

He bore the sini^S
*

Done is the work that saves!
Once and for ever done.

Finished the righteousness ... ...
That clothes the unrighteous one. 0 0

-if -if if if -if -if *5f
From the cross the biooo. is falling, 
And to us a voice is calling

Like a trumpet silver-clear.
'Tis the voice announcing pardon,
IT lb FINISHED is its burden,

Pardon to the far and near.

61Ibid., p. 5. b^Ibld., p. 29.
65Faith and Hope. Ill, 67. 6 4Ibiu., Ill, 187.
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Bonar recognizes the exceeding sinfulness of man, "Be not 
deceived," he cries -

Into each human vein 
Sin penetrates. .

the impossibility of man's atoning for his own sins:

Thy cross, not mine, 0 Christ 
Has borne the awful load

Of sins, that none in heaven
Or earth could bear, but God.ob

and the necessity of Christ's personal interposition as the 
Hedeemer, in order to effect a permanent reconcilation between 
the Creator and His rebellious creatures:

Not what these hands have done 
Can save this guilty soul}

Not what this toiling flesh has borne 
Can make my spirit whole.

Not what I feel or do
Can give me peace with God;

Not ail my prayers, and sighs, and tears,
Can bear my awful load.

Thy work alone, 0 Christ,
Can ease this weight of sin;

Thy blood alone, 0 Lamb of Gpd,
Can give Die peace within. 0 '7

The substitution of Christ's merit for the sinner's guilt was 
a very personal doctrine for Bonar, ana his intensive belief in 
it is reflected in such words as:

I hear the words of love,
I gaze upon the blood,

I see the mighty sacrifice,
And I have peace with God.bb

D5 Ibid.♦ III, 120. 6 6Ibid.. I, 149. 6 7 Xbla., II, 175.
6 8Ibid., II, 155.
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and the well-known:

I lay my sins on Jesus
The spotless Lamb of God;

He bears them all and frees.us 
From the accursed load. 6 9

This relationship to Christ for Bonar is the supreme experience

To Know the Christ of God,
The everlasting Son;

To know what. He on earth,
For guilty man has done:

This is the first and last
Of all that»s true and wise;

The circle that contains ail light 
Beneath, above, the skies. ? 6

Bonar hela a despairing ana melancholy outlook on
the world. In his eyes the world was ruled by Satan with the 
sinful forces of unbelief, error, delusion, pride, and hatred

I walk as one who knows that he is treading 
A stranger soil,

As one round whom a serpent-world is spreading 
Its subtle coil.?*!

He was deeply conscious of the short, swift passage of these 
earthly years:

for man:

ful world:

Life is the changing deep,
And I a little wave,

Rising a moment ano then passing down,
Amid my fellows, to a peaceful grave. 6

6 ijIbid.. I, 150. 
7 1 Ibla., I, 229.

?°Ibia.. II, 104. 
?^Ibia.. II, 112.
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and rejoiced that time was passing:

Well-pleased I find years rolling o’er me, 
And hear each day time’s measured tread; 

Far fewer clouds now stretch before me, 
Behind me is the darkness spread.73

Mo Christian could have his home amid such scenes:

This is not my place of resting,
Mine’s a city yet to come;

Onwards to it I am hasting.
On to my eternal heme.'4

or love this world:

Love not the world]
What is there here to love?

That which is lovable is not of earth; 
Fix thou thine above.75

Man must not use his years here for the passing pleasures of 
the world:

'Tis not for man to trifle I Life is brief, 
tod sin is here.

Our age is but the falling of a leaf,
A dropping tear.

We have no time to sport away the hours,
All must be earnest in a world like oars/ ’'6

for this life is the proving ground for our souls:

The life above, when this is past,
Is the ripe fruit of life below.‘‘

The true Christian, redeemed by the blood of the Lamb, mast

'''-Ibid., I, 10. 1 bin., I, 57. 75 ibid.. Ill, 119.
7 6 1bid., I, 69. 77ibid.. II, 130.
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part himself from the worldly aims of life that he might spend, 
and he spent in winning souls for Christ:

Go, labour on; spend, and be spent,- 
Thy joy to do the Father's will;

It is the way the Master went,
Should not the servant tre-d it still?'®

Bonar devotes many hymns to giving counsel and practical in
struction to the Christian seeking to follow "the way the 
Master went." He must practice the presence of God in his life

Begin the day with Goa]
He is thy sun and day;

His is the radiance of thy dawn,
To him adoress thy lay.

Take thy first meal with Goal 
He is thy heavenly food;

Feed with and on him; he with thee 
Will feast in brotherhood.

Take thy first walk with God]
Let him go forth v»ith thee;

By stream or sea or mount&in-path,
Seek still his company.

Thy first transaction be 
Witii God himself above;

So shall thy business prosper well,
And all the day be love.7®

endure the sufferings of this world:

Not first the glad and then the sorrowful,
But first the sorrowful, and then the glad;

Tears for a day; for earth is full of tears,
Then we forget that we were ever saa.®®

be happy in his reconciled state with Goa:

/bIbld., I, SB5. 7 9 1bid., II, 16of,

8uIbiu.» I, 1 .
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Be happy in thy God;
On Him cast every load,

To Him. bring every care,
To Him pour out thy prayer.81

and look to heaven as the goal of life:

Look up, beyond these cloudsi 
Thither thy pathway lies; 

Mount up, away, and linger not, 
Thy goal is yonder skies.¿¿2

Dr. Robertson Nicoll writes that Bonar had a 
"nostalgia for heaven," and that "all his life on earth he 
was homesick."^  This longing for heaven is one of the most 
striking aspects of his hymns. His "hymns of homesickness" 
speak of his "dull weight of loneliness" and of his "greedy 
cravings for the tomb. " 84 In one hymn he explains himself:

It is not that I fear
To breast the storm or wrestle with the wave, 
To swim the torrent or the blast to brave,
To toil or suffer in this day of strife 
As He may will who gave this struggling life; 

But I am homesickI85

Sonar's vehement desire for heaven is further explained in 
another of his most revealing hymns:

My God, it is not fretfulness 
That makes me say "how long?"

It is not heaviness of heart 
That hinders me in song;

>Tis not despair of truth and right, 
Nor coward dread of wrong.

8 'Tbia., II, 2<d7. 8^Iblc.t II, 164. 8¿Memories, p. 104.
Robertson Nicoli, op. cit., p. «21. ^Faith anci Hope, I, 21.



76

But how can I, with such a hope 
Of glory and of home;

7'ith such a joy before my eyes,
Not wish the time were come, - 

Of years the jubilee, of days 
The Sabbath and the sum?

Yet peace, ray heart, and hush, my tongue;
Be calm my troubled breast;

Each restless hour is hastening on 
The everlasting rest:

Thou knowest that the time thy God 
Appoints for thee, is best.

Let faith, not fear nor fretfulness,
Awake the cry, "haw long?"

Let no faint-heartedness of soul 
Damp thy aspiring song:

Right comes, truth dawns, the night departs 
Of error and of wrong.86

Heaven to him was the place where all suffering and. sorrow 
would oe put away:

No shadows yonder!
All light and song; 

Each day I wonder,
And say, How long 

Shall time me sunder
From that dear throng?

Do weeping yonder!
All fled away;

While here I wander 
Each weary day;

And sigh as I ponder
My long, long s t a y , 8 '

where God's children scattered abroad came together in Christ 
to part no more:

S°Ibid., II, 7f. 
8 7 Ibid.. I, 19.
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inhere no bond is ever sundered;
partings, clasping, sob and moan,

Midnight waking, twilight weeping,
Heavy noontide, - all are done:

Where the child has found its mother,
Where the mother finds the child,

Where dear families are gathered,
That were scattered on the wild:

Brother, we shall meet and rest 
•Mid the holy ana the blest 188

With these views, it was natural for Bona** to hold that death 
was a welcome release from this world and its woes. In one 
hymn he says:

I go to life ana not to death;
From darkness to life's native sky 

I go from sickness and from pain 
To health and immortality.

Let our farewell then be tearless,
Since I bid farewell to tears;

Write this day of my departure 
Festive in your coming years.

and in another hymn he writes:

Bright morn of morns to me,
When I arise,

Leaving the.grave behind;
When these dull eyes 

Shall my Redeemer see 
In immortality

In yonder skies.^

The following characteristic hymn of Bonar's, with its longing 
for release from this world and its consciousness of immortality, 
summarizes his «other-worldliness:«

8 6Ibla.t I, 6 . B9lbid.. II, 122.

9QIbid., III, 99.
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Upward, where the stars are burning, 
Silent, silent, in their turning

Hound, the never-changing pole; 
Upward where the sky is brightest, 
Upward where the blue is lightest,

Lift I now my longing soul.
Far above that arch of gladness,
Far beyond these clouds of sadness,

Are the many mansions fair.
Far from pain and sin and folly,
In that palace of the holy, -

I would find my mansion there 1
.'here the glory brightly dv.elueth,
Where the new song sweetly swelleth,

Ana the discord never comes;
Where life's stream is ever laving,
And the palm is ever waving; -

That must be the home of homes.^

Nowhere in Bonar's hymns is his broad catholicity 
of spirit more apparent than in his Communion hymns. Here 
he has expressed profound Christian doctrines in simple lan
guage and in a form which is acceptable to Christians of very 
diverse opinions. If Dr. H. Bett is justified in his dictum 
that the .esleys "evangelized” the Sacrament for their day, ^  
it is also true to say that Horatius Bonar tried to make it 
the rallying-place for Christians of his own day. The Sacra
ment of the Lord’s Supper in his eyes was the central act of 
Christian worship; it was "the sign and se... 1 of present and 
of final b l i s s . T h e  best known of his Communion hymns

9 1 Ibid.. Ill, 59.
ykj. Ernest Rattenbory, The Eucharistie Hymns of John and Charles 

.esley, p. 19.
9°John Brownlie, gup. cit. » p. 931.
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exemplifies the spirit v/hieh pervades all of them;

Here, 0 my Lord, I see thee face to face;
Here would I touch and handle things unseen; 

Here grasp with firmer hand the eternal grace, 
And all my weariness upon Thee lean.94

The key-note struck in Bonac’s hymns, however, was the 
imminency of the Lord's Second Coming. This is the dominant 
theme in a large number of his hymns, ana an ever-recurring one 
in almost every hymn. In fact his poetical anticipations of 
the Lord's return are so numerous and so fervent that he has 
been rightly styled by the Rev. D. M. McIntyre as the "HymnLst 
of the Advent.”^5 Bonar was not interested in determining minor 
points or dogmatizing on matters of detail in connection with 
the coming of Christ:

I know not in what watch He comes,
Or at what hour he may appear, 

whether at midnight or at morn,
Or in what season of the year;
I only know that He is near.

I know not what of time remains
To run its course in this low sphere, 

Or what awaits of calm or storm,
Of joy or grief, or hope or fear;
I only know that He is near.

The centuries have gone and come,
Dark centuries of absence drear:

I dare not chide the long delay,
Nor ask when I His voice shall hear;
I only know that He is near.36

9^Faith and Hope. I, 162. ^Memories, p. 48.

Until the Day Break, p. 99f.
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Bonar believed that the forces of sin and evil in the world 
would not be broken until Christ should eome; indeed, he 
believed that these forces would become more deadly, until, 
immediately before the return of the Loro, these iniquities 
would be represented by the Anti-Christ himself:

The serpent*s brood increase,
The powers of hell grow bola,

The conflict thickens, faith is low,
And love is waxing cold,

How long, 0 Lord our God,
Holy and true and. good, 

ilt Thou not judge Thy suffering Church, 
Her sighs ant. tears and blood]

Come, then, Lord Jesus, come

The return of Christ would be like a sudden thrust of lightning 
which would smite the forces of evil by the brightness of His 
appearing and inaugurate a glorious reign of grace:

Come, Lord, and tarry not,
Bring the long-looked-for day;

Oh, why these years of waiting here, 
These ages of delay?

Come in thy glorious might,
Come with.the iron rod,

Scattering Thy foes before Thy face, 
Most mighty Son of G .d.

Come, and make all things new,
Build up this ruined earth;

Restore our faded Paraaise,
Great ion * s s e c one. b irth.

Come, and begin Thy reign 
Of everlasting peace,

Come, take the kingdom to Thyself, 
Great King of righteousness.® 8

Faith ana Kane, I, ok. 98Ibia., I, 254f.
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The hope of His return in the darkest hour of its need is the 
peculiar heritage of the Church:

Far down the ages now,
Her journey well-nigh done,

The pilgrim Church pursues her ray,
In haste to reach the crown."

and of those who call themselves disciples of Christ:

’Tis but a little while 
And He shall come again,

Who died that we might live, who lives 
That we with Him may reign.

Then, 0 my Lord, prepare
My soul for that great day;

0 wash me in thy precious blood,
And take my sins away.

These, then, were the beliefs of Horatius Bonar as 
they were expressed in his hymns. Dr. Charles Seymour Robinson, 
speaking of the singing of didactic theology in hymns, asks, 
’’When did Dr. Horatius Bonar ever sing anything else?”iu^
Indeed, his hymns were alike in that they were not only a clear 
and lucid, reflection of his own doctrinal position; but, more 
than that, they served as a vehicle to carry his beliefs to 
the people of his day in popular form. He was not primarily 
a poet writing beautiful religious sentiment; he was first 
and last a preacher expressing the evangelical doctrines of 
his day in poetical form.

"ibid.. I, 47f. IQOlbid., I, 111.
101Charles Seymour Robinson, op. cit.,p. 252.
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C. Evaluation

James Montgomery, one of the first to make a critical 
study of hymnology, makes an effort in his introductory essay 
to the Christian Psalmist to show what a hymn should be: "A 
hymn ought to be as regular in its structure as any other poem; 
it should have a distinct subject, and that subject should be 
simple, not complicated, so that whatever skill or labour 
might be required in the author to develope his plan, there 
should be little or none required on the part of the reacer 
to understand it. Consequently, a hymn must have a beginning, 
middle, ana end. There should be a manifest gradation in the 
thoughts, and their mutual dependence should be so perceptible 
that they could not be transposed without injuring the unity 
of the piece; every line carrying forward the connection, and 
every verse adding a well-proportioned limb to a symmetrical 
body. " 1 0 2

How well do the hymns of Horatius Bonar meet these 
requirements? That are the defects and values in his mass of 
verse? Perhaps one of the most serious charges levelled at 
Sonar's hymns is that they "bear the mark of spontaneity and 
lack of effort."-^ That Bonar wrote much which is lacking in 
distinction cannot be denied. Much of his verse was too 
rapidly written and suffers from looseness of construction 
and too great diffuseness. It might well be said that he 
wrote too many hymns too quickly for his permanent fame as a

10O -r-.--.-n- -rr „ . I,
1 *James Montgomery, The Christian Psalmist, p. xiv.
10oM. H. James, Hymns ana tneir fingers, p. 155.
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hymnist. Certainly it takes no expert's practiced eye to 
catch "feeble stanzas, halting rhythm, defective rhyme, 
meaningless iteration;"104 even a casual observer may see 
that in many of his hymns there is no "gradation in the 
thoughts" or "mutual dependence" of verses.1'-̂ While most 
of his hymns do contain a gracefulness of style and a fanci
fulness of allusion which indicate a high degree of ability 
and insight, only a small number of them might be considered 
as being pieces of finished poetic beauty. It must be remem
bered, however, that everything that Bonar wrote Was sub
ordinated to a religious object, and that much of his poetry 
is really rhymed meditations or prayers and only poetry by 
accident. Also it is doubtful that Bon-vr ever took himself 
seriously as a poet, a$ least until his later life, when his 
departure from his usual medium of expression in his long 
blank-verse poem Old Letters might be construed as a sign 
of literary feeling. But certainly he never wrote "art for 
art's sake" —  he always used verse for a preacher's purpose 
rather than a poet's.

By far the most frequent criticism of Bonar's hymns 
is that they are "defeatist" and. reflect an attitude of 
pessimism. Dr. J. B. Reeves says, "Sonar's hymns are sorrow
ful and plaintive, like autumn winds over Scottish hills."106 
Another writer, M. K. James, states that they are pervaded by

IakJulian, p. 161. -luoMost of Bonar' s hymns in
current use have been considerably abridged,

1l>6J. B. Reeves, The Hymn As Literature, p. 290.
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"a touch of melancholy as well as solemnity,»107 Sonar’s 
habitual pensive and often melancholy reflections set a tone 
to most of his writings which has little appeal to the ordinary 
Christian of today. The majority of his sentiments, however 
appealing to Christians when he -wrote them, are foreign to 
present-day mentality ana. moaes of speech. It is possible, 
however, to make out a case for a sparing use of them for 
special occasions or for people who are passing through ex
periences which set them apart from the mass of their fellows. 
Thus, C. S. Phillips, speaking of Sonar’s ’Thy way, not mine,
0 Lord,' says: "Yet, after all, it reflects the earthly lot of 
a large number of our fellow human-beings, and when sung by a 
gathering of tired and worn working-class mothers may have an 
intense p a t h o s . ” "¿08

Still another alleged defect of his hymns is that 
they are too "emotional.” Sir Edmund Gosse had a great dislike 
for Sonar's hymns for this reason. Speaking of his early youth, 
he writes: "It was my Father's plan from the first to keep me 
entirely ignorant of the poetry of the High Church, which deeply 
offended his Calvinism; he thought that religious truth could 
be sucked in, like mother's milk, from hymns which were godly 
and sound, and yet correctly versified; I was therefore care
fully trained in this direction from an early date. But my 
spirit had rebelled against some of these hymns, especially

To?M. H. James, jop. cit., p. 131.
C. S. Phillips, Kymnody Past and Present, p. 6f.108
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those written - a mighty multitude - by Horatlas Bonarj 
naughtily refusing to read Sonar's »1 heard the voice of 
Jesus say1 to my Mother in our Peniliea. Lodgings. A secret 
hostility to this particular form of effusion was already, 
at the age of seven beginning to define itself in mv brain.H09 
David R. Breed, while acknowledging the beauty of some of 
Sonar's hymns, says, "The emotional preponderates in them.
Even when they urge activity, it is not so much as a call to 
duty, as an encouragement to the worker.”H O  "Such criticism 
often proceeds," says C, S, Phillips, "from a cultivated 
artistic circle which is rather out of touch with the workaday 
world of the common man, «HI ant[ fails to make a very clear 
distinction between sentiment ana sentimentality. However, it 
is true that the emotional aspect does "preponderate" in most 
of Sonar's hymns; for example, their use of the name "Jesus" 
is as noticeable as in the hymns of Ray Palmer. The very nature 
of a hymn, however, demands that it stir the emotions, and all 
good hymns must be emotional. Moreover, the charge that they 
are mere sentimental "effusions” is not true. Most of Sonar's 
hymns were written for those who were in the depths of sin, 
loneliness and despair, or whose hearts were ecstatic with the 
happiness of a new Christian experience. Unlike those of Watts, 
for* example, they do not express an average religious sentiment

■^Edmund Gosse, A Study of Two Temperments, p. 8 8f.
110David R. Breed, The History and Use of Hymns and Hymn- 

Tunes, p. 2d6 .
lilC. S. Phillips, 0£. cit., p. 254. His discussion on this 

subject is excellent, see pp. 249-253.
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and cannot be sung by any congregation. Also it must be re
called that they were typical in spirit of their age and style, 
and. had far less of a sentimental nature than most of the hymns 
of Sonar’s Victorian contemporaries. Moreover, there is little 
reason for supposing that the best hymns are purely or even 
primarily aesthetic. An emotional hymn which means something 
to those who sing it is more acceptable than the choicest hymn 
sung with coldness and boredom. Finally, Sonar’s deep grasp 
of sound Christian doctrine expressed in his hymns saves them 
from the category of being merely sentimental introspective 
writings.

A final criticism against Sonar’s hymns is that they 
are so concerned with obsolete theological doctrines, parti
cularly his continual contemplation of the Second Advent, as 
to make them unacceptable to the vast majority of present-day 
Christians. This charge is indeed ironical when it is remembered 
that it was exactly his faithful adherence and teaching of these 
doctrines which made his hymns popular with so many Christians 
in his own day, as Canon Duncan shows in the following statement: 
"Their homely graceful style, their personal devotion to Christ, 
their faithful reflection of Bible truth, their belief in and 
their longing for the Second Advent, ana their tender sympathy 
with the wants anu aspirations of the human soul, made them 
welcome to thousands of the followers of Christ Jesus."112 
It is a criticism, however, which could be made of almost all

____
Canon Duncan, oja. clt., p. 183f.
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hymn-writera* Most of their hymns lmve only a transient 
currency, only a fraction deserve to survive their oon 
generation. It is not their fault that, being human, they 
can only attempt to minister to the spiritual needs of their 
own times, and that few of their hymns strike such a universal 
need of mankind that they transcend the critical judgement of 
time. That Bonn* abundantly met the needs of a great many 
Christians of his own day is evidenced by then popularity when 
early in 1887 the editors of the Sunaay At Home invited their 
readers to send In lists of the hundred English hymns which 
stood highest in their esteem. Bonar1s hymns selected in order 
of their preference were;

9 'I heard the voice of Jesus say1
18 'A few more years shall roil’
39 'Thy «ay, not mine, 0 Lord'
43 'I lay my sins on Jesus'
75 'I was a wandering sheep'113

Also in 1887 the British Weekly requested their readers to name 
the twelve best British hymn-writers and the twelve best British 
hymns. The returns were tabulated with the following results:

The twelve best British hymn-writers:
Charles Wesley, Issac Watts, James Montgomery, Horatius 
Bonar, William Cowper, Phillip Doddridge, John Keble, 
Reginald Heher, Augustus M. Toplady, John Newton, Henry 
F. Lyte, Francis R. Havergal.

' A hundred Hymns Selected by Readers of the 'Sunaay at Home' 
as the best In the English Language.

113
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The twelve best British Hymns:
Hock of Ages; Abide with me; Jesus, Lover of my soul;
Just as I am; Sun of my soul; Lead Kindly Light; How 
Sweet the name of Jesus sounds; I heard the voice of 
Jesus say: Nearer my God to thee; From Greanlands icy 
mountains; My God, my Father, while I stray; Art thou 
weary, art thou languid?114

As a matter of fact, Sonar's hymns have survived the harrowing 
effects of time far better than most other hyran-writers. While 
many of his hymns have been rightly discarded, even by the un
critical multitude, most of his hymns in current use bear 
eloquent testimony to the fact that his best hymns answer some 
of the deep-seated spiritual needs of men in every generation.
It is safe to say that in almost any representative hymn-book 
of today, including that of the Roman Catholic Church, his name 
will be among the ten largest contributors to the collection. 1 1 5

Thus it could be said of Sonar’s hymns as was said of 
Charles Wesley's by John Wesley: "Some were bad, some mean, and 
some most excellently good. ”116 'When the ephemeral and the tran
sitory have b en given up, there remains a series of masterly 
hymns by Boner. His best hymns are characterized by a native 
strength, a simplicity of expression, and a homeliness of style 
which number them among the most beautiful and poetic of all 
hymns. At least one of his hymns, 'I heard the voice of Jesus 
say,' was named by Bishop Fraser of Manchester as the greatest

114 “ -,The British Weekly, April 22, 18Q7. xl°For a listing of
Bonar’s hymns in representative modern hymnals, see Appendix.

J. Ernest Rattenbury, The Evangelical Doctrines of Charles 
Lesley's Hymns, op. clt., p. 55.

116
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hymn in the English language. J This ingenious hymn contains 
the repeated call of the Saviour ana the response of the sinner:

I heard the voice of Jesus say,
Game unto me and rest;

Lay down, thou weary one, .Lay down 
Thy head upon my breast.

I came to Jesus as I was,
Weary, and worn, and sad,

I found in Him a resting-place,
.and he has made me glad.

I heard the voice of Jesus say,
Behold, I freely give 

The living water,- thirsty one,
Stoop down, and drink, and live.

I came to Jesus and I drank 
Of that life-giving stream, 

fly thirst was quench’d, my soul revived, 
And now 1 live in Him.

I heard the voice of Jesus say,
I am this dark world’s light,

Look unto me, thy morn shall rise,
And all thy day be bright.

I look’d to Jesus, and I found 
In Him, my Star, my Sun;

And in that light of life I’ll walk.
Till travelling days are done.118

David H. Breed says of this hymn: "The balancing of the call of 
Jesus and the soul’s response is exceedingly graceful, forceful, r'

 ̂ t*—
and suggestive. This is perfectly represented in the tune Vox 
Deliclti. written for the hymn by the Rev. John B. Dykes, in 
which the plaintive minor of the first half of each verse is 
followed by the glowing major of the second half. This hymn, 
sung to this tune, is seldom surpassed in Church music.

117Adam Phillip, The Devotional Literature of 8cotland, p. 114.

u 8Faith and. Rope, I, 158f. H^David R. Breed, op. cit., p. 225.

"7 •



Another hymn which is beautiful for its spiritual 
comprehensiveness is ’I lay my sins on Jesus.’ This lovely 
hymn begins with the removal of the sinner’s guilt and passes 
on to the supplying of his wants, the comfort of his sorrows, 
his imitation of the Saviour's example, his growth in his like
ness and the eternal joy of his presence:

I lay my sins on Jesus,
The spotless Lamb of God;

He bears them all and frees us 
From the accursed load.

I bring my guilt to Jesus 
To wash my crimson stains,

• 'hite in his blood most precious, 
Till not a spot remains.120

Sonar’s own favorite among his hymns, » Then the weary 
seeking rest, • with its tearful compassion for the sorrowing, 
and successive bursts of passionate pleading on their behalf 
is typical of his best verse:

'..hen the weary, seeking rest,
To thy goodness flee;

••.hen the heavy laden cast 
All their load, on thee.

Vfhen the troubled, seeking peace,
On thy name shall call;

’.'lien the sinner, seeking life,
At thy feet shall fall:

Hear then, in love, 0 Lord, the cry,
In heaven, thy dwelling-place on high.-*-21

His yearning intercession for children is characteristic
in its childlike simplicity of much of his work:

Faith and Hope, I, 150f.120 3-2 If bid., III, 104f.
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Father, our children keepI
We know not what is coming on the earth;

Beneath the shadow of Thy heavenly wing,
Oh keep them, keep them, Thou ..ho gav'st them 

birth.1 2S

These hymns, and others like them in spirit, have found 
their way around the world and into the hearts of countless 
thousands of devoted Christians of all denominations. In the 
words of the Rev. R. H. Lundie, "The history would be voluminous 
ana of tender interest, if it could be written, of the dark souls 
enlightened, the troubled souls comforted, the dying souls re
vived, by repeated or remembered verses of Boratius Bonar's 
h y m n s . S u c h  hymns will cause the name of the "prince of 
evangelical singers"^^ to be ever cherished in grateful 
remembrance.

ia*Ibid.. Ill, 217. ^Memorial, p. 21.
1 P4.Statement by Millar Patrick, op. clt., p. 168.
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THEOLOGIAN

Introduction

In order to understand fully Bonar’s doctrinal 
position and appraise his influence as a theologian, it is 
necessary to survey the theological climate in which he lived.

A. Theological Scene

It was In the last part of the eighteenth century 
that most of the ideas came to birth which were to shape the 
comprehensive theological reconstruction of the nineteenth.
The eighteenth century in Britian was marked by a dominant 
rationalism which placed its faith in the power of speculative 
reason to obtain ultimate truth. Along with this emphasis on 
the powers of reason, which had arisen out of the mechanistic 
implications of Newtonian science,! were blended the empirical 
tendencies inaugurated by Locke. While both schools of thought 
agreed that all knowledge was something given, with the mine as 
only its passive recipient, the extreme rationalists sought to

See John Herman Randall, The Making of the Modern Mind, p. 589.



derive all knowledge from the constitution of the mind itself, 
and the empirical group held that all knowledge rises purely 
from without from experienced perceptions.

In Scotland this prevailing rationalism met an 
opponent in David Hume, whose skepticism denied the possibility 
of demonstrative proof by any process of ratiocination.<2 A 
noteworthy reaction to Hume took the form of the Scottish 
school of "common sense" philosophy. With Thomas Reid and 
James Beattie as its proponents, "it maintained that the 
starting point of sound philosophy must be the instinctive 
beliefs, which though not logically demonstrable, are never
theless real and indubitable, ana must be accepted as the 
ultimate basis of faith and reason. " 0 Despite this and other 
conceptions which pointed the way to a faith not dependent on 
external evidences, but on internal and spiritual truths, 
rationalism had. its influence on theological thought throughout 
the century, issuing mainly in what may be described as a 
positive strain of influence and a reactionary strain.

Under its positive influence theologians imbibea 
the principles and spirit of rationalism to such an extent 
that theology was gradually paralysed and reached a state of 
virtual stagnation. Dr. Otto Pfleiderer describes this 
combination of faith in revealed religion and Lock’s Eng-

2See John Cunningham, The Church History of Scotland, II, 349f.
3"Andrew J. Campbell, Two Centuries of the Church of Scotland,
1707-1929. p. 138.
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lish empiricism as »rational supernaturalism. 1,4 It conceived 
the truth of revelation as being based on external evidences, 
supported by miracles and prophecies in the Bible. The God 
of revelation was thought of in Deistical forms, anu all 
vivid religious feeling was repudiated as mystical »enthusiasm, » 5 

In Scotland the Calvinistic creed, that had done so much to 
mould the national character was largely intellectual, having 
been scholastically systematized in the Westminster Standards.
Ana even Scottish piety could be described as intellectual 
rather than devotional. 6

A natural outgrowth of this rationalistic influence 
on theological thought was the development of Christian 
apologetics. The most important theological dispute of the 
century, the Deistic controversy, which mirrored, the theo
logical mind of the time, brought forth apologies from writers 
on both sides. Orthodox and Deist opponents had much In 
common: the orthodox merely added Scripture to natural religion 
and »rational Christianity was substantially cryptodeism. 1,7 

Joseph Butler’s Analogy was the most successful, effort made 
by orthodoxy to crush Deism. While he more than answered the 
Deistic attack, he carried his argument only as far as the 
probability of analogical knowledge of God. 8 After the death 
of the Deistic controversy, and the philosophical movement

4 'Otto Pfleiderer, The Development of Theology, p. 303.
6Ibld., p. 303. 8 Cunningham, jop. elt., p. 421.
^Ernest Campbell Mossner, Bishop Butler and the Age of Reason, 
p. 125.
8See Ibid.. p. 84.
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begun by Locke had been brought to a standstill by the criticism 
of David Hume, the method of abstract speculation was gradually 
abandoned and a more historical attitude adopted. Concern 
shifted in the latter part of the century from the internal 
evidences of Christianity to the external. 9 Paley with his 
creed, of theological utilitarianism reflects the general tem
per of the time.^ It was plain that new principles ana new 
methods were needed for theological advance, but as yet they 
were developing under the surface and theology was hardly 
affected by them.

The reactionary strain of the influence of rationalism 
on theology took the form of a revolt against the rule of 

>■' reason. In Brittain the reaction against formal rationalism 
and moral laxity was led by John Wesley. Disavowing the 
power of reason, and rebelling against the skepticism and 
religious indifference of his day, he insisted that religious 
faith can never be founded primarily on argument; its basis 
must lie in an appeal to the heart and the will. A master in 
rousing religious emotions, he greatly stimulated the cause 
of Evangelical religion, and the revival he began helped to 
restore the emotions to their rightful place in religion.
This v«as true to such an extent that ffleiderer, describing 
the state of religious life in Britian at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century, uses the term «Evangelicalism" to

_
See Vernon F. Storr, The Development of English Theology in 
the Nineteenth Century, I8O0-I8 6O, p. 44f.

1QIbid., p. 59f.
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complement «Rational Supernaturalism*11 ̂
Although Evangelicalism made few lasting inroads 

into Scotland through the Wesleyan Revival, friends of 
Evangelical religion were multiplying everywhere. From 
the beginning of the eighteenth century there had set In 
a decline of the evangelical spirit which had reached its 
zenith under men like Samuel Rutherford, William Guthrie, 
and John Livingstone. With Principal Robertson as its lead
ing spirit a group of «Moderates,” recoiling from the some
what rough dogmatic forms of an Evangelicalism which was not 
well aaapted to meet the new culture of the age, soon became 
the dominant party In the church.-^ During the century, how
ever, the church was gradually divided into two generally 
recognized camps, known as Moderates and Evangelicals. The 
principal line of division between the two groups appeared 
in their attitudes toward the exercise of patronage, with 
Robertson and his group bending all their energies to give 
full and constant effect to the Patronage Act of Queen Anne. 
Although there were varying shades within the parties, the 
Moderates tended more to scholarly pursuits and regarded all 
enthusiasm in religion as «fanaticism,« while Evangelicals 
gave more attention to emotional expression in religion ana 
the content of their preaching was more theological. Generally 
speaking there was little difference in regard to their theo

11Pfleiderer, op), clt., p. 503.

Bee William G. Blaikie, The Preachers of Scotland, p. ¿If.12
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logical systems. Both "beiieveu that theology was static, 
and that no further development was to be expected or desired."-*-3 

The difference was mainly one of emphasis, the Evangelicals 
adhering to the "peculiar doctrines of Christianity," especially 
justification by faith, while the moderates insisted mainly 
upon the keeping of the commandments, their temper being more 
philosophical and ethical than theological. 1 4 Some of the 
Moderates went too far in "the sweet reasonableness of their 
moderation, " and their sermons, that were often "a caulu clatter 
of morality,n~D lacking in orthodox doctrine ana apostolic 
seal, failed to guide men through the perplexities of a 
changing world. In due course the pendulum swung back, and 
in the early nineteenth century the Evangelical revival, con
nected with men like Andrew Thomson, under whose preaching "a 
torch was lifted up in Scotland before which the Moderatism 
of the Church steadily w a n e d , a n d  Thomas Chalmers, breathed 
fresh power into Scottish religion.

It was fortunate for Evangelicalism in Scotland that 
it was mediated through "the big brain ana big heart of Chal
mers," which prevented the "petty aspect" that developed in 
England.^ He did. much to rid the Evangelical movement of its

TjTCampbell, oja. clt,, p. 185f.
1 4 iiliam M. Taylor, The Scottish Pn.ip.it from the hefcrmatlon 
to the Present Day, p. 142f.
. M. Trevelyan, English Social History» p. 459.

^Norman L. Walker, Scottish Church Historya p. 150,
1 7■" James Stalker, "Evangelicalism," The Encyclopedia of Religion 
and Ethics, V, 805.
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intellectual blight. '/hile the Evangelical doctrines assumed 
a new importance in his taanus, they came from him supported by 
intellect and Imagination, allies of the science, philosophy 
and culture of the age. "The effect of all,” states Blaikie, 
"was not merely the triumph of evangelical religion in Scot
land, but the communication to it of qualities it had hardly 
known before."1®

The quickened religious feeling and zealous phil
anthropic efforts brought about by the Evangelical revival 
in the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, were 
generally so much cut off from the thought of the age as to 
have little influence upon British theology. To bring new 
life and movement into theology, a complete revolution in 
the minds of men was needed. On the Continent, and particularly 
in Germany, an intellectual revolution had already taken place, 
and as Pfleiderer indicates, the revolution in Britain followed 
in part from the direct influence of Idealism as it had sprung 
from German Romanticism.!®

Although the majority of British theologians en
trenched themselves in opposition to them, the forces were 
slowly accumulating which were to revolutionize British theo
logy in the nineteenth century. The decade which followed 1890 
saw the birth of three distinct movements which were to affect 
vitally the history of Christian thought. These movements were:

18  ~  ~Blaikie, op. clt.. p. 287.

Pfleiderer, _op. clt., p. óüóí .



100

the critical and historical work of the liberal theologians of 
the Oriel school; the emergence in Scotland, under the .Leader
ship of Thomas ErsKine ana John McLeod Campbell, of a theology 
which rebelled against the narrow dogmatism and rigid externality 
of forensic Scottish Calvinism and made personal experience and 
the inner witness of the heart the starting-points of their 
faith; ana the religious idealism of Coleridge which appealed 
to a philosophy more satisfying than utilitarianism. As the 
century progressed it witnessed a series of rapid changes be
fore which the traditional theology found itself powerless.
The Inevitable growth of the historical and comparative methods 
made possible the steady advance of Biblical criticism before 
which the traditional theory of plenary inspiration had to 
give way. The achievements of physical science, especially 
the conception of evolution, were modifying man’s view of 
himself and his world. ”It was essentially a time,” states 
Storr, ”in which large ideas ana principles were germinating - 
a time of the growth of potent, spiritual forces, destined to 
reshape the whole thought of mankind.”̂  Despite the tenacity 
with which most Scottish thinkers clung to the traditional 
views, they could not remain aloof from the changes; they 
were bound to be influenced by, if not caught up in, the new 
currents of thought which were bringing about a complete re
construction of belief.

20Storr, _oj>. cit., p. 7.
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B. Sonar’s Doctrinal Position

One who stood like a rock amidst the swirling cur
rents of changing thought was Boratius Bonar. It is safe to 
say that in the fifty long years of his ministry he did not 
modify or change his mind on a single item of doctrine.
Reared in a fervent Evangelical atmosphere, trained in the 
Calvinist tradition at the feet of Chalmers, Bonar accepted 
and clung to the substance of what had been handed down from 
the past. It was not blind veneration, says Dr. George Wilson: 
"it came to him not by drift, but by the reading that means 
seeking, by the thinking that means struggling, by prayer that 
means wrestling. " ^ 1 Though he did not make an idol of his 
ancestral creed, his innate conservatism dominated ana. colored 
all his thinking. Scottish theological isolation, of course, 
can account for a good deal of it, but even after i860 when 
theological upheaval became general ana many thinkers were 
forced out of their attitude of isolation, he carried on an 
incessant warfare with the forces arrayed before the citadel 
of Evangelical tradition. And even as the outworks were 
carried one by one, he stood steadfast and loyal, ready to 
defend to the end "the faith once delivered to the saints."

The preliminary step to any systematizing of Bonar’s 
doctrinal position is to demonstrate his belief in the Bible 
as the authoritative word of God. Not for a moment did he 
doubt the divine origin of the Scriptures. The bed-rock of 

_
Memories» p. 128.
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his system was the authority of the written word, the inspiration 
of the letter of Scripture. Underlying his whole thought was 
the unquestioning acceptance of the truth of the Biblical 
narrative in its literal meaning. For him the Bible was not 
simply the record of a divine revelation - the very page itself 
was sacred. It was not only the word, it was the words of God. 
"We are possessors of an authentic volume of heavenly truth," 
he maintains. "It contains the words as well as the thoughts of 
God. It deals with the invisible ana supernatural; - past, 
present, and. future; nor does it apologise for so doing. It 
makes no attempt to conciliate the wise of this world, nor to 
allow for human prejudices; but calmly and with dignity records 
its facts and doctrines for the acceptance or rejection of man.
It does not pare down the miraculous in order to make it less 
obnoxious to reason or more accordant with probability and the 
laws of nature. It does not minimise the infinite and the 
eternal, in order to render them more credible. The writers 
write with authority, and assume the entire accuracy of the 
words they use; they profess to be able to disclose secrets 
which only God can know, both as to the long past ana the far 
distant future; and the information which they give us as to 
these is Divine.

'The Bible thus formed a body of divine truth revealed 
by God to man. What we are to believe, what we are to do, what 
we are to worship, are not matters of' opinion or speculation:

___
Horatius Bonar, Our ministry, p. 60.



they are truths not reasoned out by man, but dictated to us by 
God.a° Its statements, whether they are related to science, or 
history, or religion, were to be accepted without questioning.
It was to be considered apart from all other writings, and its 
various books were regarded as being all on the same level of 
inspiration, and as having been produced under a divine super
intendence which protected them from error. Man has no right 
to think for himself apart from this revelation of God. The 
authority of Scripture must be implieity relied upon, and the 
integrity of the whole of Scripture must never be questioned:
"Each word in the Bible is to be dealt with as a sacred thing, 
a vessel of the sanctuary, not to be ligntly handled or pro
fanely mutilated, but to be received just as it stands. There 
may be passages difficult to reconcile, doctrines which apparently 
conflict with each other. But let us beware of smoothing down, 
or hammering in pieces, one class of passages, in order to 
bring about a reconciliation. Let us be content to take them 
as they are. We shall gain nothing by explaining them away.
God has spoken them. God has placed them there. They cannot 
really be at variance with each other. The day is coming when 
we snail fully understand their harmony. " ^ 4

Bonar rebelled against the growth of a Biblical 
criticism which compelled many Evangelicals to modify their 
views as to the inspiration and authority of the Scriptures.

23See Horatius Bonar, Man: His Bellgion and his World, p. 10.
24"Horatius Bonar, Truth and Error, p. 5f.
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Acceptance of any of the results of such criticism was equi
valent to unsoundness of faith and disloyalty to the Church, 
and was to be explained by the presence of some moral defect 
in the critic.<-5 Progressiveness in regard to the Scriptures 
should consist only of the fuller understanding of the .'.'ora 
itself: "Our progressiveness consists in the fuller discernment 
of all parts of Revelation, - historical, prophetical, doctrinal, 
practical, and the more careful exploration of its inexhaustible 
pages. We add nothing to, ana we subtract nothing from, the per
fection of that profoundest of all profound volumes, but we make 
daily discoveries in its depths. We do not pretend to prop it 
up, as if it were on any side giving way; we confide in it as a 
fortress impregnable against all assaults, and we wonder at it 
as an anvil on which a thousand hammers have already broken 
themselves, and which stands in its own Divine greatness courting 
the strokes of a thousand more.”26

Despite the continual growth of Biblical criticsm in 
Britian during the nineteenth century, Bonar found no necessity 
for a surrender of ancient landmarks, or a desertion of iong- 
aecepted creeds. As late as the year 1879 he declared his firm 
faith In the Scriptures at the Prophetical Conference at MiIdmay: r 
"I feel a vastly greater certainty, as years roll on, with re
gard to the Divine Authority and verbal inspiration of the Word 
of God. If ever, as to these points, a doubt has passed through

25See Ibid.. p. 18f.
26 __Our Ministry, op. elt., p. 85f.
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lay mind with respect to this Bo o k , that doubt has disappeared.
And then, in connection with this, I feel greater and greater
certainty as to the literal interpretation of the whole lord of 
God, historical, doctrinal, and prophetical. LITERAL, if possible, 
is, I believe, the only maxim that will carry you right through
the Word of God, from Genesis to Revelation.^

In Bonar's doctrinal position, Soterlology occupies 
the central place. Christ as the crucified Saviour of sin
ful man is the main theme of most of his writings, "We are 
witnesses of the one high Priest, the one altar, the one mercy 
seat, the one sanctuary, the 'house not made with hands'; for 
all our ministry rests upon the finished propitiation of Him 
whose body is at once the true temple and the true sacrifice,

5 of Him who is the 'Word made flesh,' 'who His own self hare 
our sins in .His own body on the tree. «"28 In whatever aspect 
of the doctrine of Christ he was dealing, the soteriolog.Leal 
emphasis was always given. Little attention was paid to the 
historical life of Jesus or the preparation for His coming.
Even the revealing phase of the Incarnation was only sub
sidiary to the reconciling purpose of Christ in Bonar's view.
While the character of God is revealed in the Incarnation, 
he notes, «mere incarnation can do nothing for the sinner.
Indeed, he maintains, ”it was His death that made His in-

__
memorial, p. IOC.

28Our Ministry, op. cit., p. 8Sf.
29Horatius Bonar, The Rent veil, p. 39.



carnation available for sinnersj it was from the cross of 
Golgotha that the cradle of Bethlehem derived all its value 
and its v i r t u e . T h e  Atonement was not only the unique 
and supreme act of Christrs life, the whole purpose of His 
coming into the world was for this ministry of reconciliation,

Two beliefs were fundamental to this doctrine in 
Boner's eyes. The first was the assertion of the depravity 
of human nature as the ground and occasion of Christ’s re
demptive work. At the very core of his whole system of 
Christian truth was the simple proposition that Man Is a 
Sinner: «The real question of the present day is just this, - 
Is man a totally and thoroughly depraved being by nature? Is 
he ruined, helpless, blind, dead in trepasses and sins? Many 
other questions have arisen, but this is the centre one. 
According to the views we entertain regarding this will be 
our views on other points. It is upon the truth of this doc
trine that the whole Bible proceeds. And hence I would warn 
you strongly against any attempt to moaify, or abate, or dilute 
the statements of Scripture on this point.

Bonar cared little about investigating the meta
physical nature of sinj he cared less about considering sin 
in the abstract. lie made no attempt to offer a full solution 
to the problem of the origin of evil. As the existence of 
holiness was the result of God’s ’’direct decretive will,” the

dOIbid., p. 54. 31horatius Bonar, The wight of beeping. p.
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existence of ungodliness was the result of His "indirect per
missive will. " 00 "The existence of a holy, happy world proves 
that God had created it with His own hand* The existence of 
an unholy, unhappy world, proves that God ailowed. It to fall 
into that state; otherwise it could not have so fallen: ~ but 
it proves nothing more."*54 He accepted Scripture’s historical 
account of sin’s entrance into the world. The earth, as it 
came out of the mould of its Maker, was altogether good. "Nought 
but blessedness breathed through its atmosphere or shone in its 
light. " '* 5 Man, too, was holy. "He knew not what it was to sin, 
nor how such a thing as evil could find its way into a world so 
fair. " The rupture between God ana man did not begin on the 
side of God. "It was not till after man had aisobeyea that the 
veil was let down which separated God from man, which made a 
distinction between the dwellings of man and the habitation of 
God."*^ The sin of Adam interrupted God in telling’ the story 

Of of his goodness, and his covenant with God was broken, making 
him a transgressor against the will of God. The consequences 
of his yielding to temptation placeu a curse upon him and ail 
humanity by an angry, righteous God. That curse is still upon 
the world, and all men are born into sin. * 5 This depravity of 
man is thorough and total. Each man of his own will is an

°°Ibid., p. 27. *^Ibid.. p. 29.

o0Horatius Bonar, The Story of Grace, p. 3. 3 6Ibia., p. 3.
37*The Rent Veil, op. cit., p. 11.

'"̂ The £tcry of Grace, op. cit., p. 24.
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enemy of God: «Is it not a fact, that every step you take is 
voluntary, ano fcnat every feeling you cherish towards God is 
entirely unconstrained and unforced from without? If so, then 
there is still an awful mass of guilt for which you are account
able, even though you could prove that the origin of it may be 
urged as an extenuation or an excuse. V: hat ever the fall did, 
it never forced you to commit a single sin. Whatever may be 
your original corruption, you cannot say that it ever compelled 
you to sin against your will*»59

Along with this Augustiaian emphasis upon the vol
untary nature of sin, 4 0 Sonar sounded a positive note in his 
conception by accentuating our willful disobedience to the law 
of God. What was most important to him was to establish the 
fact of tr.»e diseased condition of all men in order to lead them 
to a remedy. «One single transgression of a soul is inefface
able,« cries Bonar, «it can neither be recalled nor cast out of 
being, Once done, it standsj and with it stands its penalty.
In such a case, finite help is vain. To efface the inefface
able 1 To eradicate the ineradicablei how vain and hopelessJ«4 1  

As the bright complement to this dark picture, in 
Sonar's thought, stood the cross of Christ, conceived of as 
the ground of God's forgiveness and the only hope of the sinner. 
In the matter of punishment for sin Bonar taught a doctrine of

*■'̂ Truth and Error, op,. clt., p. 188.
40 See H. R. Mackintosh, "Bin,” Encyclopedia of Religion ana 

Ethics, XI, 559ff.

‘±XMan: iiis Religion and His lorld, op. cit., p. 52.
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divine substitution.Christ bore on the cross, instead of man, 
the punishment which sin deserves. 51 In person and in work, in 
life and in aeatii,n notes Bonar,"Christ is the sinner’s sub
stitute. His vicariousness is co-extensive with the sins and 
wants of those whom Be represents, and covers ail the different 
periods as well as the varied circumstances of their lives. ,f43 

Substitution was the divine remedy for the ruin wrought by sin, 
and no other way could be considered: wMo unsacrificiai cross 
can pacify the conscience. Ho semi-sacrificial victim or quasi - 
substitutional propitiation will accomplish reconciliation and 
bid fear depart, bring Goa and man together in righteous relation
ship, never to be broken. r,<t4

From the beginning God had affirmed this principle 
in Bis dealings with m a n . T h e  various sacrifices of the 
Old Testament were a preparation for the real sacrifices/which 
was to come in Christ*4845 Christ had <*entered our world as 
the substitute."^ Every aspect of his life - his birth in 
poverty, M s  banishment to Egypt, his circumcision, his baptism - 
intimated his work} but the completeness of his substitution 
was to be found on the cross, where he aied for our sins: "There 
the whole burden pressed upon Him, ana the wrath of Goa took

48See Horatius 3onar, God’s way of Peace» pp. 64-77,
4g“ Horatius Bonur, The Ever la stir#; ¿tight eousne as, p. 26} of. 

Horatius Sonar, "The Sin-Bearer," Wo. 34, The Kelso Tracts.
44 /itQur Ministry, op. cit., p. 112. ^°See Horatius Sonar, The 

Christ of God, p. 4ff. 46 The Everlasting Righteousness.
op. cit., pp. 14-25} cf. The Rent Veil, op. cit., pp. 21-33,

^The BverlastlnM Righteousness, op. cit., p. 26.
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hold of Him, and the sword of Jehovah smote Him; He poured out 
His soul unto death, and He was cut off out of the land of the 
living. Then the work was done. 'It is finished.' The blood 
of the burnt-offering was shed. The propitiation was maae/

t
the transgression finished; and the everlasting righteousness 
brought in. " 4*6

Thus the sacrificial blood-shedding of Christ on 
the cross secures our reconciliation with God. The death of 
Christ was regarded as effecting a change in God's attitude 
to man. The divine wrath, appeased by the sacrifice on the 
cross, becomes the aivine favor for all who would accept the 
proffered salvation.

Great importance was attached by Bonar to the doc
trine of the Holy Spirit, and the reality of His operation in 
the hjuaan heart. ^  The Spirit not only works through the Bible, 5 5  

but has direct and immediate access to the soul.5! The Holy 
Spirit is "a workman within, carrying on His operations there, 
quickening, fashioning, moulding all things to His will, - 
bringing every part of the soul into contact with the truth 
that is without, by means of the pressure of His own hand, from 
within."5^ His enlightenment convinces men of their sin anci 
sinfulness, ana inspires them to repentance ana conversion.
Growth in character, and the gradual eradication of sinful

4 6 Ibid., p. 36. 49See God's Way of Peace, op. clt., p. 99f.
5Ofruth and Error, op. clt., p. 167; cf. Horatius Bonar, "The 
Works of the Holy Spirit," No. 9, 13, The Kelso Tracts.

5-!fruth and Error, op. cit., p. 185.
5albld., p. 189.
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tendencies, are possible only by His aid. 3 3 This emphasis 
on the work of the Spirit by Bonar occasioned some surprise 
in the early part of his ministry at Kelso. After Bonar had 
preached a series of sermons on the Person and Work of the 
Holy Spirit, the Rev. James Johnston wrote: "The opinion was 
almost universal that the doctrines taught were not only 
strange but altogether unsound, many regarded them as little, 
if any, short of blasphemy.”54 as a matter of fact Bonar was 
only giving voice to a common emphasis among the Evangelicals 
of his day. 3 3

Justification by faith was one of Bonar*s watchwords. 
"Faith," he says, "is just receiving as true what God declares 
to be so. Christ and his work are the things which God has 
revealed for salvation, and therefore saving faith is just 
believing to be true what God has told us regarding Christ and 
his work. " 36 Sinful man's justification before God can be 
obtained through faith alone, in particular through the un
questioning acceptance of the saving power of Christ's death 
upon the cross. This theme rang forth clearly from pulpit and. 
pen through all the years of his ministry. His ministerial
jubilee was a time to reiterate his view of the way of salvation:

\

"Righteousness without works to the sinner, simply on his 
acceptance of the divine message concerning Jesus ana His

Horatlas Bonar, The Way of Holiness, p. 40f.
r- r-~Jubilee, p. 57. 3 3 Storr, op. pit., p. 6 8 .

56Horatius Bonar, "Believe and Live," No. 5, Kelso Tracts, p. 1.
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sufficiency, - this has been the burden of our good news.
'Through this Man is preached unto you the forgiveness of sins, 
and by Him all that believe are justified from all things.' It
is one message, one gospel, one cross, one sacrifice, from
which nothing can be taken, and to which nothing can be added.
This is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning ana the ending 
of our ministry."b7

The righteousness which God has provided for us, and 
which comes to us by believing in Christ, is presented to all 
without distinction. Our Justification gives us a legal right 
to the blessings of God, said Bonar. It is understood, not in 
a personal, but in a judicial or forensic sense. The change is 
not in a man, but in his relation to God. "On our part there 
is the 'believingj' on God's part, the 'imputing' or reckoning.
We believe, He imputes; and the whole transaction is done. The
blood (as 'atoning' or 'covering') washes off our guilt; the 
righteousness presents us before Goa as legally entitled to 
that position of righteousness which our surety holds, as being 
Himself not merely the righteous One, but 'Jehovah OUR righteous
ness."08

Ho distinctions were made by Bonar in the nature of 
the faith efficacious for salvation. "It is simply In believing." 
he states, "feeble as our faith may be, - that we are invested 
with this righteousness. For faith is no work, nor merit, nor

_ _  ....
Memorial, p. 93.

5SThe Everlasting Righteousness, op. cit., p. 72.
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effort; bat the cessation from all these, and. the acceptance 
in place of them of what another has done, - done; completely 
and for ever,

The assurance of salvation is not a constituent ele
ment of faith but a normal consequence of it: !!Assurance does 
not save us; ana they have erred who have spoken of assurance 
as ind ispeas aisle to salvation. For we are not saved by believing 
in our own salvation, nor by believing anything whatsoever about 
ourselves. We are saved by what we believe about the Con of God 
and His righteousness. The gospel believed saves; not the be
lieving in our own faith. Nevertheless, let us know that as
surance was meant to be the portion of every believing sinner.
It was intended not merely that he should be saved, but that 
he should know that he is saved, and so delivered from all fear 
and bondage, and heaviness of heart. To an Arminian who 
denies election and the perseverance of the saints, the know
ledge of our present reconciliation to Got might bring with it 
no assurance of final salvation, since we may be in reconciliation 
today and out of it tomorrow; but to a Calvinist there could be 
no such separation. »He who is once reconciled is reconciled 
for ever; and the knowledge of filial relationship just now 
is the assurance of eternal salvación. Indeed, apart from God’s 
electing love, there can be no such thing as assurance.»61

59Ibld.. p. 75. 6QIbld.. p. l?3f.

b lIbia.. p. 167.
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Faith is in no say opposed to good works, except 
where the question is one of the grounds of our acceptance 
with God. Good works have no merit in themselves to procure 
salvation, but they are the necessary outcome of a living 
faith. »We are justified,» says Bonar, »that we may be holy.
The possession of this legal righteousness is the beginning 
of a holy life. We do not live a holy life in order to be 
justified; but we are justified that we may live a holy life.»®** 
Our progress in the holy life, whether rapid or gradual, springs 
from the forgiveness we have received, and the new life im
parted by the Holy Spirit. The justifying cross of Christ 
stands between us and all evil things, and arrests our back
ward step: »At the door of the theatre, or the ball-room, or 
the revel-hall, stands the cross, and forbids his entrance.
The world is crucified to him, and he unto the world, by the
saving cross.»00

Sonar's conception of holiness thus usually meant an 
outward expression of an inner faith, ana was largely restricted 
to an outward adherence o the law of God. Occasionally, how-i
ever, there is revealed a more subjective element In his thought, 
and. holiness becomes a characteristic growing out of a personal
relationship with God, rather than an obedience to His law.04

__
Ibid., p. 181; cf. Horatius Bonar, The True Heart, p. 12If.

6 ~The Everlasting Righteousness, op. c it., p. 202; cf. Horatius 
Bonar, The Sin of our Holy Things Borne by Christ, p. 40f.

6 ~See The Way of Holiness, op. cit.» pp. 174-197.
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The life of the justified is to be fruitful with good, works, 
and should be peaceful, holy, loving, earnest, generous, lofty, 
and u s e f u l .6 5 Although we can never expect to attain perfection 
on earth, according to Sonar, our standard must be perfection 
and our model the Perfect One.66

For the unrepentant sinner who neglects Christ's 
offer of pardon awaits the doom of eternal punishment. Sonar 
accepted without reservation the doctrine that at death every 
soul passes into an eternity of weal or woe. «And as man 
trifles with sin, so he conceives that God will trifle with it, 
and overlook it. That which is such a small thing* in his own 
eyes, he reasons, cannot be a great thing In God's. Hence the 
common idea of Divine mercy is simply that of indifference to 
sin. Man heeds it not save when personally affected by it, 
and God, he supposes, must heed it as little. God's hatred of 
sin, His purpose of taking vengeance upon the sinner, His pro
found displeasure against even one transgression, ana His oft - 
writ ten determination to punish sin eternally, is explained 
away, or supposed to be a transient feeling, easily altered, 
and quickly passing off. 'The soul that sinneth it shall die,' 
is not realized, but is either diluted into a mere temperary 
infliction, or made void as an uncertainty. It is not denied 
to be a Divine declaration; but it is not recognised as an 
absolute sentence, carrying with it an infinite certainty of

° See The Everlasting Righteousness, op. cjt., pp. 194-211;
ex. fioratius Sonar, Service and the .Strength for It. pp. 1-64.

6oThe Everlasting Righteousness, op. cit.. p. 193f.
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ryexecution.n° 1 The dread, of eternal punishment was utilised by 
Borxa.r as a powerful instrument for the conversion of souls. 
Giving practical application to the creed of theological 
utilitarianism which flourished almost universally throughout 
the eighteenth century, 0 6 he constantly emphasized in his 
writings the heinousness of sin in God5a eyes and made the most 
of Christ's 'words about future retribution. This was always 
balanced by a fervent presentation of Christ as the sinner * s 
only hope, and a plea to escape the wrath to come. A typical 
example of such use will be found in the following quotation 
from one of his Kelso Tracts, the substance of a sermon preached 
to bunday School children on September 15, 1640:

You must have the blood-washed robes! And yet I fear 
there are few of you have them, - very few among all 
the hundreds that are now before me. If you forget 
God, if you do not love Christ, if you lie, or cheat, 
or swear, or steal, or are passionate, or break the 
Sabbath-uay by being idle, or by walking, or by stay
ing at home when you ought to be at church, - then you 
may be quite sure that you have not yet had your robes 
washed white. You have still the old heart, the filthy 
soul. You are still the devil's children, and still 
wearing the devil's clothes. And if so, you cannot 
get to heaven as you are. Oh, how sad, how awful is 
the state of those children whose sins have never been 
forgiven, whose souls have never been washed clean in 
the blood of Jesusi The door of heaven is shut against 
them. Hell is ready to receive them for ever! . . .
Are you ready to die to-night, and to lie down in the 
grave as calmly as you would do in your bed? Have you 
the blood-washed robes? Are your sins all forgiven?

07nan: His Religion and His Y or le.» op. cia., p. Sof.

08See £torr, op. cit., p. 74.
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Ha s the Holy* Spirit taken old things away ana made ail 
things new? Oh, I beseech you, do not delay! Thousands 
are now weeping in hell became they put off these things 
for another night. Do not rise from these seats till you 
have gone to Jesus for the precious gift. The soul that 
lies down in a Christiess bed, may next day be carried to 
a Christless grave. Christ said to the saints in the 
church of Sardis, 'they shall walk with me in white.'
Oh, then, come now to Him and you too shall walk with 
him in white. You shall stand upon the sea of glass. You 
shall have palms in your hands, ana crowns upon your 
heads, and shall enter in with Christ through the gates 
of pearl, unto the glorious city, to be kings and priests 
to God, and to reign with Him for ever¿S3

Bonar's diagnosis of the disease with which man is 
afflicted, the nature of the remedy which has beer, provided for 
his restoration, and the penalty for his refusal, have been 
briefly observed. The question that follows is: Chat is the 
extent of his remedy? In his earlier years Scotland had 
witnessed several forces at work against the traditional 
Calvinism of the church. The views of Thomas Erskine of 
Linlathen ana John McLeod Campbell, the leaders of the new 
movement, had made the question ci the universality of Christian 
salvation a live issue in the church. Campbell believed that 
the atonement was for al.. men, thereby placing himself in 
apparent contradiction to the Westminster Confession with 
its doctrine of Election. "I hold,'" he said at his trial in 
1831, "the doctrine of Universal Atonement to be the doctrine 
of Scripture. ♦ . I hold and teach that Chi’1st died for all 
men. . . that those for whom He gave Himself unto God for a

k^horatius Bonar, "The white Robes," No. IS, Kelso Tracts » p. 7f.
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sweet-smelling savour »ere the children of men without ex
ception ana without distinction.Bonar had very definite 
convictions on the subject which he frequently expounded in 
his writings and from his pulpit. By the universality of 
Christian salvation he meant that the offer of the gospel 
should be made to ail men. n¥Je tell men that there is such 
a thing as love in God towards the sinful* that this love hath 
found vent to itself in s. rxgnteous v.;ay, and that to the parti
cipation and enjoyment of this love ALL are welcome, These 
tidings are free: truly, absolutely, unconditionally free.
They tell us that not only is there grace in God for sinners, 
bat also that that grace has found vent to itself, ana is 
flowing down in a r ignteous channel to unrighteous men. They 
tell us that the veil is rent from top tc bottom, and that 
every sinner may go freely in. They tell us that there is 
forgiving love in the bosom of the Father, of which every sin
ner, without exception, is invited to avail himself*n This 
exhibition of the |ree gospel was evidently new and fresh to 
Bonar‘s Kelso congregation. The Rev, James Johnston writes 
of his early ministry at Kelso: «Even good men looked on the 
freeness of the Gospel offer from the midst of the Free North 
Church as positive heresy, and some orthodox ecclesiastics 
talxea of prosecutions.rt ̂

70 'Campbell, op, c it., p. i9o.
71'Truth arid Error, op. eit., p. 116f.

''̂ Jubilee, p. 37.



They need, not have been alarmed, however, for this 
emphasis upon the freeness of the gospel offer was carefully 
balanced in Sonar’s view by the doctrine of God's absolute 
predestination and election. The presentation of salvation 
was universal, but the actual bestowment was special.73 As--' df.vv/-
to the question of why Goa saves some and not all, Sonar, as 
Calvin, answered that such was «the good pleasure of His will,”74 
Beyond that he would not go. Intellectually he accepted both 
doctrines, finding his grounds of belief in the Scriptures:
"if I am asked, how can you preach a free Gospel, and yet be
lieve in election? I answer - I believe in both, and preach 
both, because I find both in the Bible. I have no authority 
for preaching an unconditional Gospel but what I find in the 
Bible; and I have the same authority for preaching an un
conditional personal election. God has told me that both are 
true; and woe be to me if I attempt to mutilate either one or 
the other."73 Practically, however, he preferred a much stronger 
light being placed on the universal aspect of the Christian 
gospel.

A final cardinal feature of Bonar's doctrinal position 
was his belief in the Pre-millennial Advent of Christ. Although 
this doctrine was a part of the traditional faith of the church, 
it had not been emphasized in Scotland for over a century. The 
influence of Edward Irving was directly responsible for reviving

7^Truth and Error, op. cit., p. 132.
74Ibid.., p. 51. 75Ibld. „ p. 6f.
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its interest for Bonar ana his contemporaries. From the time 
that he accepted this mode of prophetic interpretation as taught 
by Irving, he clung to it as an essential element of his faith.
He was ever ready to defend his views in such writings as his 
Prophetical Landmarks. his Coming ana Kingdom of our Lora Jesus 
Christ, and in the Journal of Prophecy, which he edited for 
twenty-five years. His opinions on the doctrine were to him 
as much a matter of personal and tenacious conviction in 1879 
as in 1828. At the Prophetical Conference at Mlidmay in March 
1879, he said: ”1 feel greatly more certain as to the Second 
Coming of the Lord being His Church's true hope; that is the 
first thing. I feel greatly more certain, as the years roll 
on, regarding the Pre-millennial Advent of our Lord and Saviour 
Jesus Christ. I feel greatly more certain concerning the First 
Resurrection and the Millennial Reign of Christ. Regarding 
these things which I have thus briefly enumerated, and on which 
I should have liked to dwell at length, I feel the power of 
a demonstration - they form to me a demonstrated creed.

The call to prophetic study came for Bonar from the 
condition of the world. In his eyes all creation was in ruin, 
the whole world was in wickedness, the church ?̂ as rent and feeble, 
and "like a spectre from, the abyss"^ the Antichrist a no the 
hosts of darkness were gathering strength and rising to over
shadow the earth. In such a world prophecy is our only guide.

^ Memorial, p. lOOf.
77horatius Bonar, Prophetleal Lanamarks, p. 6,
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The duty of every Christian ana the church in such an hour of 
darkness is to "give far more earnest heed to the one guiding 
lamp of Scripturej and, watching the parallel progress of 
event and prophecy, to mark the signs of the times, that she 
may be able to tell each inquirer, ’What of the night?'"
"We are fallen upon evil days and perilous times. Iniquity 
abounds, and the love of many is chilled. And shall not this 
awaken us to watchfulness? Shall it not lead us to trim our 
lamps and gird up our loins? The storms that during the last 
half century have burst over the nations, wrecking the goodly 
fabrics of the olden time, have left us but a few remaining 
fragments; and as we stray along the shore in this dull evening 
of time, marking their decaying remnants, we are filled with 
foreboding doubts of the future; and seeing the heaven still 
clouded, we cannot help believing that the storm is still un
spent. Woe be to us, if it overtake us unawares, and encompass 
us in a moment with its fury, unsheltered and unpreparedJ"?®

The key-note of his prophetic teaching was the imminence 
of the Lord's Coming, The chief purpose of God from the very 
beginning was self-manifestation. 80 This purpose develops 
itself chiefly in connection with two great events, the First 
and Second Advents of Christ. "Round these two points all 
other events cluster. From these two foci all light is radiating, 
and round them all events revolve. It is only by keeping our

iDIbia., p. 15. 78Ibid.. p. 15.

80Ibid.. p. 29f.



eye on these that we can understand the mighty scheme, a m  
enter into the mind of God respecting it, giving to each event 
its proper place, order, connexion, and value.”83- The two Ad
vents of Christ are thus the two periods around which Goa's 
self-manifestation is made to revolve. As all historic truth 
is connected with the Second. The interval between the two 
centers, the period in which we are now living, is called "the 
last days" and began with the First and will end with the Second 
Advent. It is essentially an era of grace in which God is 
presenting salvation to sinners through Christ. However, in 
spite of the gracious nature and design of the period, few will 
be saved, or rather elected to salvation by Goa. The entire 
world will not be converted before the second coming of Christ. 
Instead, the character of the interval will be evil ana dark 
for Israel, the Church, and the w o r l d . T h e  object of the 
interval is manifold: to show how bad sin is, to show the nature 
ana extent of human wickedness, to show Satanic power and 
wickedness, to bring out the gracious character of God, and 
to gather In a people to Christ. This interval of Antiehristianity 
will gradually wax worse and worse as tine moves on to its 
close: "During it, God's object seems to be, to allow human 
and Satanic wickedness to evolve ana overflow to the uttermost.
In former dispensations he tried many a check, but ail failed$ 
ana now he has let loose creature lawlessness ana evil, in 
order that, when it has reached its height, he may effectually

&1Ibid.t p. 33f. 83Ibid., pp. 61-70,
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interpose to arrest it, by sending his own Son into the world, 
to destroy Antichrist and to bind Satan. Then, under the 
righteous rule of Jesus and his Bride, shall holiness be estab
lished, iniquity swept away, and peace shed its vernal glad
ness over the long desolations of earth.

With the supreme event of the Saviour's second return 
Bonar associated the restoration of Israel, the destruction of 
Anti-Christ, the first resurrection, the translation of the 
church, the marriage of the Lamb, and the inauguration of the 
millennial kingdom: "And then, what a change to this weary 
earth which has so long been groaningi What deliverance and 
joy! Christ upon the throne, Antichrist in the abyss, and 
Satan bound in chains J The saints exalted axid glorified, the 
wicked trodden down and put to shame! The curse removed, 
Paradise restored, Israel gathered, the Gentiles converted, 
creation blessed, and Jehovah in the person of Immanuel, 
taking up his everlasting abode with the children of men. 84

The signs of His coming are numerous and notable. 
Among the signs of the present age which seem most remarkable 
as forerunners of the Lord's appearing are: the maturity of
the Papal Antichrist, the diffusion of infidelity, the increase 
of immorality, the prevalence of superficiality and formalism 
in religion, the strange and incongruous mixture of opinions in 
the world, dissociality, religious deceivers, wars and rumors

8t'lbld .. p. 73f. 84Ibld., p. 352f.
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of wars, earthquakes, pestilences, ana famines in different 
places, the restlessness of the world, exertions in missionary 
efforts, the increasing prominence of Israel, efforts at self
regeneration, the spread of knowledge, and the disbelief of 
the approaching Advent even in the Church. d8 Thus the hour is 
at hand for Christ’s return] It would be like the thrust of 
sudden lightning; in an altogether unexpected moment the earth 
would brighten beneath the Messiah’s feet: ’’And how soon shall 
present night be forgotten in the brightness of the endless 
day] How quickly shall the curse give place to the blessing, 
barrenness be exchanged for fruitfulness, and all pollution 
be swept clean awayj It is but ’a little while,’ and all shall 
be well. Another’night's tossing on the billows, and then the 
calm of the eternal morn. One more outburst of the ’warring 
winds,’ and then earth’s storms are hushed, and the long 
dissonances of time melt into the one harmony of creation's 
boundless song I”

This hope of Christ’s return in the darkest hour of 
its need is the peculiar hope of the Church, and of those who 
call themselves Christians. In a letter to the Prophetical 
Conference at Mildmay in March 1886, to which he was unable to 
go, on account of illness, he wrote: ” 1 know not but that this
may be my last opportunity of bearing witness to the much- 
forgotten doctrine which was so specially given to the Church 
as her blessed hope, and I wish to say how increasingly

See Ibid.» pp. 354-385. 86Ibid.. p. 389.
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important that doctrine seems to me to become as the ages are 
running to their close, and the power of the great adversary is 
unfolding itself both in the Church and in the World. ’Let us 
not sleep, as do others; but let us watch ana be sober.' The 
awful winding up may be nearer than we think. 'The harvest of 
the earth,' is ripe; ana, as for 'the clusters of the vine of 
the earth, 5 are they not long since 'fully ripe'? ana is It not 
the great long-suffering of God suspending the execution of 
wrath, long since overdue, that has stayed the vials of ven
geance? The Patmos message of our great King and Lora is still 
sounding in the ear of the Church, 'He which testifieth these 
things salth, Surely I come quickly. 1 Shall she not speak

anloudly out her responsive, 'Ameni even so, come, Lord Jesus?'"0 '

C. Evaluation

The brief outline of Sonar's doctrinal position has 
not brought to light any new doctrine or any significant 
contribution to theological thought. There have been few 
unique distinctions, unusual adjustments, or fresh emphases; 
his theological thought substantially followed the ebb and 
flow of the general tradition of Scottish Calvinisme, and in 
particular the "frozen orthodoxy"^ 0f the Scottish school 
of Evangelicalism of his own day. It is quite obvious that

87Memorial, p. 102.
88Alexander Campbell Fraser, Biographia Philosophlca» p. 6 8 .
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there are certain limitations In his doctrinal position, when 
looked, at from the vantage point of the broader and more 
liberal modes of present-day thought. Few Christians of today 
would agree with his theory of the authority of the Bible, or 
his emphasis on Soteriology to the exclusion of a wider view 
of the Christian revelation. They would not follow him in his 
insistence upon the total depravity of human nature, eternal 
punishment for sins, or the imminent Second Coming of Christ.
It would be difficult to sympathize with his religious 
individualism with its lack of recognition of the corporate 
life of religion and the value of membership in an organized 
society. Religion is seen today as a conscious personal 
relation with God, who is the Father of all His children, 
rather than a system of doctrine. It finds its appeal in 
the “intrinsic excellence and beauty of holiness and love, 
rather than in a type of commercial transaction which balanced 
the importance of eternal ana temporal interests, ana fauna its 
impulse to the Christian life in rewards and penalties, eternal 
bliss and eternal loss. A thorough criticism of his thought, 
however, would involve an analysis of the whole system of the 
Calvinist and Evangelical traditions. This is not expedient 
for this study. It must suffice to say that Lis limitations 
were common to the age and the tradition of which he was a 
leading exponent. Admired by many as a writer of “practical

__ Statement by McLeod Campbell in Campbell, _o£. clt., p. 190.
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theology” during his lifetime, his many books and reputation 
did not long outlive his death. Even the response accornea 
his earlier authorship far surpassed the use of his later 
writings. His theological writings made no impact on the 
theological thought of his time, and his name is almost never 
mentioned by any writer dealing with the development of theo
logy in Scotland.

Nevertheless, this is not to deny Bonar a definite 
significance in the history of Scottish theology. Though his 
writings made no lasting impression «anC. contributed no new 
thought, he made a real contribution to the theological 
atmosphere of his day, and by his example and through his 
writings, has no doubt affected the religious life of Scot
land during the past century, he was primarily an evangelist 
with a practical aim —  to teach spiritual religion to the 
people. Ihiie he insisted on a clearly defined dogmatic basis 
of belief, he wrote to save souls and doctrine »as always 
utilized to this ena. Filled with all the fire of a prophet, 
he asserted his views as stoutly as they were tenaciously held, 
chile the substance of his writings deviated little from what 
others of his day had written, his power lay in bringing doc
trinal truth home to the heart and conscience of his readers.
He kindled their emotions, and drove his appeal home in simple 
language which they could understand. It may well be said of 
him as was said of his teacher Thomas Chalmers, ”he wrote with
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the sound of the world in his ears3 every one of his books 
seems anchored to earth.”90 As a result his writings mediated 
his convictions to many thousands of Christians in his clay 
whose theology had been stagnant and whose faith had been 
dormant.

Peter Bayne, Six Christian Biographies, p. 167.90
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CkAPTBR IV 
PREACHER

Introduction

In no country has the pulpit of the Reformed Church 
left a more glorious heritage than in Scotland. Sometimes, 
as in the preaching of all Protestant communions, it has been 
characterized by narrowness of view, crudeness ana provin
cialism of thought, rudeness of tone and. temper, stiff ana 
formal methods. Generally, however, it has been an aggressive, 
militant pulpit which has in its own way supported a distinc
tively educative and edifying type of preaching. Biaikie says 
of its influence in Scotland: "All along it has been one of the 
factors of her history, one of the leading sources both of 
civil and spiritual influence. In days of struggle a free pul
pit was contended for as for uear life. A ministry free to 
utter the message of Christ was indispensable, and if it could 
not be enjoyed under the arches of the cathedral or the roof 
of the parish church, it must be sought in conventicles and 
chapels, or even among the mountains and moorlands, with sen
tinels all round to give warning of the dragoons. The efforts
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and sacrifices needed to maintain it developed ana exercised 
the spirit of independence, and were leading means of securing 
both the civil, ana the spiritual liberties of the country.”!
Nor is its influence merely a tradition of the past. Its power 
upon the character and life of the people, as well as its own 
intrinsic excellence, continues to make the Scottish pulpit one 
of the marked features of the Scottish Church in the present day.

A. Bonar The Preacher

Horatius Bonar was a worthy successor of this heritage. 
The ministry of the truth of God was the life work to which he 
felt God had called him, and the work of the ministry was the 
one great absorbing interest of his life, he took a high view 
of his sacred calling, his lofty conception of his office is 
reflected in the words spoken to the Free Church General Assembly 
in 1883, the year in which he served as Moderator: "All the
honours and responsibilities of earthly greatness are not worthy 
to be compared with those of the shepherd of the poorest flock 
in the remotest of our Scottish uplands. For we are fellow- 
workers with God, ambassadors for Christ, ministers of the great 
peace-making, stewards of the mysteries of God, guio.es to the 
One Cross, heralds of the one salvation and the one Saviour.”*

^Blaikie, _op. cit., p. 1.
aOur Ministry, _op. clt., p. 83.



Bonar felt that ministers should be distinguisheu from 
all others by the nobility of their character and the usefulness 
of their lives. They were to champion the cause of God under 
all circumstances and. against all persons. ’’Vie are to be men 
of God, out and out,” he states "so that the world shall not 
mistake us, nor the Church of Goa be ashamed of us, nor our own 
consciences rebuke us for inconsistency. To be thoroughly in 
earnest; to live above the world, and leuve not only its sins 
but its frivolities behind us is the first part of our calling. 
Even this, however, is not our terminus. To make our lives an 
example to all around; to give forth no uncertain sound from 
our trumpets; to throw ourselves into the very heart of human 
evil for the deliverance of our fellow-men; to exercise the 
true vigilance of the shepherd in the presence of the great 
adversary, now more than ever formidable ana personal, when 
disbelief of his very existence is everywhere; these are some

rAof the duties which our responsibilities press home upon us."
Among the minister's many responsibilities, Bonar felt 

that preaching the reconciling gospel of Christ was the primary 
task. He warned other ministers against the time-consuming 
activities that took them from their main work: "The danger for 
ourselves in this day of energy and bustle Is thut of busying 
ourselves with a multitude of matters, not always in themselves 
unimportant, but which are after all considerably external, and

_
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which vanish into nothing when set side by sicle with the true 
ministerial work of seeking the lost and building up the savea. ’’4 

He thought of himself as first ana foremost a preacher of the 
v'sord of God. Throughout his long ministry he gave his best 
energies and thought to his preaching. His serious attitude 
toward his mission anu message, with its consequent earnestness 
in the pulpit, drew many to him and was a characteristic mark 
of his ministry. «His ministry was one of intense reality;", 
writes the Rev. R. H. Lundie, «none could fail to see that he 
was in earnest. It was the passion of his life to win souls, 
and largely did God grant his desires.

Sonar’s remarkable love of preaching lasted all his 
life. For the greater part of fifty years he preached two ser
mons every Sunday and held a weekly prayer meeting. Amid the 
steaay demands of his pulpit and pastoral duties in his own 
congregation, he found time to accept innumerable preaching 
engagements from far and near. At prophetical conferences, 
evangelistic meetings, Moody’s great gatherings, or speaking 
to a small group in a cottage or farm house around Kelso, his 
voice was never silent. He was a favorite with the evangelical 
section of the Church of England and with many English non
conformist congregations. In Scotland he annually preached 
at the churches of his two brothers during the Communion seasons, 
and was in great demand for evangelistic services. Principal

"4 'Ibid., p. 72f.
5Memorial, p. 12.
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John Cairns said of his services in this field: ”. . .  I 
regard Dr. Bonar’s work as an evangelist as one who haci the 
very soul of an evangelist, as one that you could not meet ana 
work along with without feeling that he was a true evangelist, 
one who felt that the Gospel was a Gospel for the world, ana who 
would give life and labour, and all that he could part with in 
order to see men saved. He crossed the English channel four
teen times, and took a prominent part in founding the MeAll 
Mission to the working men of France. His monthly children’s 
services in Kelso and Edinburgh were packed with children who 
came to hear him. He was one of the few regular ministers of 
congregations who habitually preached in the open air, not only 
on week-day evenings, but often on Sunday evenings after having 
twice officiated in his own pulpit. He carried on these many 
preaching activities until within a short period of his last 
illness, often entering the pulpit under the strain of fatigue. 
"He came to the pulpit often when he was hardly able to under
take pulpit duty," notes one writer, "but as soon as he found 
himself in the place where he was wont to speak to his people, 
he seemed to become animated by their presence and to gather 
earnestness from the very attention which was always in a 
remarkable degree given to him while he s p o k e . E v e n  in his 
retirement he continued to issue monthly messages to be read 
to his congregation. The Rev. Thomas Brown writes of his

6Jubilee, p. 23.
7The Scotsman, August 1, 1889, op. cit., p. 5.
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ceaseless, long-continued preaching activities: "At Kelso men 
saw him in the first fervour of his opening ministry. At 
Edinburgh he was as- fervid still: age had. not chilled the 
ardour of his first love; it only added to the affectionate 
reverence with which men looked up to him anu hung on his lips.
. . . Be loved his work, and was glad to spend and be spent 
for Christ."®

Bonar was richly endowed for the work to which he gave 
himself. He possessed a commanding and striking appearance, ana 
was an impressive figure to look upon in the pulpit. A visitor 
to his church in Edinburgh about 1676 gave this impression of 
him: "The striking feature of his face is the large, soft, dark 
eye, the power of which one feels across the church. There are 
no bold, rugged lines in nis face; but benevolence, peace and 
sweetness pervade it. . . .  His power over his audience was 
complete. Even the children looked steadily in his face; once 
he paused in his discourse and addressed himself especially to 
the Sunday-school children who sat by themselves on one side of 
the pulpit. I was sure the little ones never heard the Gooa 
Shepherd's call more tenderly given. ith one of the most winning 
faces I ever saw he closed: ''.whosoever - that includes you - 
whosoever will - does that include you?'""’ Coupled with this 
fine appearance was a deep-toned, sonorous voice. Usually he 
had a grave delivery with a slow and solemn enunciation and. a

8Thomas Brown, up. cit., p. 330.

Samuel Willoughby Duffield, English hymns: Their Authors ana
History, p. 16 9.

9
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low, quiet, impressive voice. Sometimes, however, it could be 
turned in an instant to a terrible denunciation of the wrath of 
God against the ungodliness ana unrighteousness of men, or to 
a tender and winsome presentation of grace and pardon to the 
sinner. "Often our blood ran cold under the thrilling words,” 
writes the lev. James Johnston, "I can remember now, one night 
when in his impassioned action, Dr. Sonar's arm struck the gas 
bracket and the globe fell with a crash on the floor, so intense 
was the state of tension of the hearers, that men started from 
their seats and women gave a suppressed scream. Pausing for a 
moment, the preacher said with a solemnity which made a ueep 
impression, ’You start at the falling glass , what would you do 
if you heard the blast of the Archangel’s trumpet? ’ " ^ 0

Along with this physical endowment, Bonar had strong 
Intellectual powers. The preparation for his life's work had 
begun early in life. His student days were marked by a serious
ness found in few so young. He was thoroughly grounded in the 
classics and possessed an amazing knowledge of Scripture. His 
was a phenomenal memory, and he hau a wealth of poetry, prose, 
hymns, and Scripture at his command which he could quote freely 
and at great length. Although his sermons were Carefully pre
pared and written out In full, he spoke entirely from memory 
and without notes of any kind.J-x In addition, his minu was finely 
disciplined by long hours of study. Rarely was he seen without

^Jubilee, p. 37f.
11kee The Scotsman, August 1, 1889, pop. cIt.> p. 5.
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a book in his hand., and he possessed thousands of volumes in his 
library. Throughout his life he maintained habits of industry 
ana diligence which he had established in the early years of 
his ministry* His faithfulness and unremitting efforts of study 
are reflected in all his extant sermons.1'5'

The real source of his preaching power cannot fully 
be understood, however, unless he is seen for what he was -- a 
deeply spiritual man. In an address to theological students he 
once said: «If you would be successful you must be much with 
Goa. « 1 3 It was certainly true of his own life. His sermons,
hymns, and books all reveal that he was a man of prayer. It was

$his constant practice to spend several hours a day in prayer, 
meditation or Bible study. One of his children wrote of him: 
«Among my earliest remembrances as a child is that of awe-struck 
listening to the voice of prayer coming from the locked study, 
where he knelt, or paced up and down, sometimes for hours. A 
young servant in our house owed her conversion to this. She

12' It must be borne in mind in re-ao.ing this chapter that there are 
only a few of Sonar's sermons extant. Outside of fifty-two 
short sermons written for family reading, there are only fif
teen sermons in print. Fortunately these Include his first 
and last sermons, a funeral sermon, a religious lecture, a 
special sermon preached for the Religious Tract Society, plus 
ten sermons preached in 1855, 1854, and 1855, .a time that may 
be considered as the height of his preaching power, at the 
Ranelagh Presbyterian Church, Chelsea, aid the Presbyterian 
Church, Caledonian Road, Islington, London. These are fairly 
representative of his preaching and must serve as the basis of 
any present evaluation of Bonar as a preacher. In addition, 
there are a number of unclassified, and in many cases Illegible, 
sermon manuscripts in the New College Library and the National 
Library of Scotland. For an example of these, see Appendix.

13Koratius Bonar, "Address to Theological Students," Unclassified 
Manuscript, New College Library.
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tho'ight; 'If he needs to pray so much, what will, become of me

especially reflected in his sermons, and no doubt caused Lord 
Polw&rth to say at Bonar'-s Centenary Celebrations: "I have asked 
myself, and I now as*, you to think, what made Dr. Bonar what he 
was. First and foremost he had planted his feet on the Rock, 
Christ. There is the beginning of all Christian life, of all 
Christian ministry, and of all great service. That rock was 
Christ. Dr. Bonar *8 whole life and teaching were in one respect 
peculiar ana remarkable. There was nothing of sell’ in his 
preachingj it was always Christ.

B. The Preacher And His Message

The inaugural sermon of a minister in a new charge 
is traditionally regarded in the Scottish Church as a standard 
by which to .judge and a specimen of what may be expected curing 
the course of his future labors. He is expected in that dis
course to strike the key-note of his subsequent preaching and 
ministry. In the first sentence of Bonar's first sermon to his 
first congregation, there is a summary of his message and his 
attitude toward preaching the Word of God. "My dear brethren," 
he said, "I do not come to address you after the manner of man's 
wisdom, nor with words of human eloquence, but to speak to your

l4t». , n , „iaemorxax, p. xo.
15Memories, p. 29.
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souls of the things which concern your eternity; - to stir you 
up to seek in good earnest salvation for yourselves and for 
others.11-*® All of Bonar1 s preaching, whether as a youth in 
Kelso or as an aged prophet in Edinburgh, revolved around this 
great theme. The one purpose of all his sermons was to win 
men to Christ. 11 Dr. Bonar is terribly in e ¿rnest, 1,17 said one 
who worked with him, and it was so. “Men felt that he had 
entered the pulpit with a resolute purpose,” states the Rev. 
Thomas Brown, 11he was there to win their souls for Christ, and 
for nothing else.

Despite the ascendency of evangelical preaching during 
the early years of Bonar1s ministry, many ministers were cold, 
indifferent, philosophical, and even lazy in their preaching. 
Religion to him, however, was not only a matter of the intellect 
and will, it was also a matter oi the heart and. feelings. He 
believed with his teacher, Thomas Chalmers, that; «Moonlight 
preaching ripens no h a r v e s t I n  his preaching he drew a 
clear line between the saved and the unsaved with no middle 
ground between, but balanced his harsh denunciations with the 
offer of free anc immediate salvation, simply upon the accep
tance of Christ by the individual sinner. .hen Bonar came filth 
this message of urgent salvation, it was regarded as something 
new and startling. ”£ can well remember the impression maoe 
by his preaching,” says the Rev. James Jonaston, «it came with

16~ -,Kelso, p. 125. I1?Bonar, p. 201.
1 fìThomas Brown, .op. c it.. p. 329.
Thomas Chalmers, as quoted by Adam Philip In Thomas Chaimers.
p. 118.
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all the freshness of a revelation. « 2 0 Actually it was no new 
message, but the old evangelical one preached in a new light 
and with new zeal. «In the truth set forth there was nothing 
peculiar,« writes lew Scott, «except the amazing simplicity ana 
power with which he was enabled to set forth the completeness 
of man’s ruin, as utterly lost, met by the completeness of 
('.hrJ .-.t ’s finished rork foi securing free and immediate sal
vation for the chief of sinners. «Such preaching had a two
fold effect,” notes the Rev. Thomas Brown, «it attracted anc 
it repelled. Some did not relish the peculiar form in which 
religious truth was presented; some could not bear the pressure 
of his searching appeals; others feJt that this was the kina of 
preaching which above all things they needed.« ^  But if some 
were repelled by his message, the Gospel, came alive for a great 
many more. People flocked to hear a message so simple anc yet 
so dynamic, so inclusive and yet so personal.

It was not the mere cry «Believe« or «Come,« how
ever, that caused people to crowd his services, for his preach
ing was always on some vital aspect of Christian truth with 
Christ himself as the object of faith. The substance of his 
preaching were those truths which ruled his life, and which 
have already been observed in the previous chapter. No doc
trine in the whole evangelical system was omitted or overlooked. 
The evangelical note is positive ana strong throughout his

Jubilee, p. 37. ^Hew Scott, op. cit., p. 43.
22Thomas Brown, op. cit., p. 329.
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sermons, with no variation from the traditional standards of 
orthodoxy of the Scottish Church.

Several recur rent themes stand ;>ut from the others, 
however, and g ive tone and char»'-ter to all his serrauns. One 
of these is his ¿lessimisti- an melancholy view; of the world 
in which he I tveo.. In his eyes there was not only widespread, 
wickedness and. unbelief., but atheism, profanity, and ungodliness 
everywhere. Such was the extent of sin in the world, that 
these were certainly the last days before the judgement of 
God fell upon it. From, his earliest sermon until his last 
there is constant bemoaning of the sad state of affairs in the 
world. In his first sermon at Kelso he says: »»Now, as the 
irreligion of our Cay is of much deeper root and stronger tex
ture than that of former times, so must the means for removing 
it be more vigorous and decisive. Whatever might have formerly 
availed for effecting the cure, nothing now will be of service 
but the strongest measures. The disease is more malignant; 
the obstacles to be overcome are greater than everj for »in 
the last days perilous times shall dome:» »little children, it 
is the last time, and as ye have heard that antichrist shall 
come, even now are there many antichrists whereby we know that 
it is the last t Ime.»niiS And in his last sermon in Edinburgh 
he states: «Men are billing enough to receive the conjectures, 
philosophies, and sentiments of human device; but a message

23™ —  - —
Kelso» p. 131.
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directly from the lips of Him wh - made them, and vh-:- shall be 
their judge, they villi not receive. This is the world’s condem
nation. The pros in it is a lying age; the philosophy of this age 
is lying; the literature of this age is lying. This age will 
receive anything that professes to he truth, except what comes 
from Gou.’’̂ - He warns Christians about participating in all 
sorts of nsocialR sins, against nhieh he frequently spoke out 
In his sermons. ’’Mow, there are amusements that are harmlessj 
but are these in the theatre or opera? There is gaiety that 
is innocent; but is this to be found in the ballroom, an, in 
the gtddy whirl of the .¿alts? There are sports which are health
ful; but are these on the turf or in the ring? There are feasts 
of the intellect; bat are those contained only in the light 
novel or the loose song? Are they to be found in the le .tare- 
roams of those oho cleverly subst.itate philosophy for faith, 
reason for revelation, man’s wisdom for God's?”̂  Ho one in 
his view could, be a Christian and love the things of inis world. 
Either we are of Christ or we are of the world, there could be 
no compromise between the two. uLove not the worldj for if we 
love this world we cannot love the aorid to come; if we love the 
world, we cannot love the Father; if we love the world, we can
not seek the things above. The friendship of the world is enmity 
with God, and therefore companionship with the things of the 
world cannot fail to hinder us from setting our affection oh

24 ,Memoriau, p. «2.
O Ho rat iu.s Bonar, Family Sermons, p. 400f.
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the things ab_ve. There must he no compromise, no lingering, 
no half-heartedness. All must be decided; for what caxi be more 
expressive of decision and unwavering consistency than the idea 
of our being actually risen men! This sets aside all vain 
excuses, all idle pleas for mingling with the world. Either 
you are risen, or you are not risen. If you are not risen, then, 
of course, there can be no appeal of this kind to the conscience 
at all. Go on in your worldliness; fling yourselves headlong 
Into the torrent of earth's vanities; but know that the end of 
these things is death] But if you are risen, then there is an 
end of ail debate. The point is settled. You cannot take part 
with the world in its follies, and gaieties, and sins] What, 
risen with Christ a m  yet a worldling] Impossible. Bisen with 
Christ, yet singing its idle songs, hurrying through its mazy 
dance, partaking in its mirth and revelry] Impossible. If you 
be risen with Christ there is no alternative; you must seek the 
things above. The true Christian must constantly be on guard 
against the world and its snares. "We must be watchful against 
the world. It may tempt us, - let us be upon our guard ready to 
detect its snares in whatever shape or guise they may be pre
sented; meeting all those temptations with arguments such as 
these: »What have I, who have put on Christ, to do with a world 
that lieth in wickedness? What have I, who have put on Christ, 
to do with the world's gaieties and vain pursuits? What have I, 
who have put on Christ, to do with anything, save that in which

Ibid., p. 198.
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Christ himself delights?"2? It was not only the "social" sins 
which raised his wrath. The occasions of his greatest rebukes 
were the "spiritual" sins of his day. These included his constart 
attack on Romanism, for the most part on the doctrinal level, 
ana what he considered heresy and error in his own church. In 
speaking of the Incarnation of Christ he attacks the error of 
Rome in connection with it: "Here lies one of the crowning sins 
of Rome. She has degraded the Son of God, and has done what she 
could to nullify the great objects of incarnation, as well as the 
great end of blood-shedding. She has exalted the human above 
the divine; she has seated a woman upon the throne of God; she 
has made the glory of the incarnation to centre in Mary, not in 
Mary's son; she lias made, not Christ, but Mary, the wisdom of 
God; not Christ, but Mary, the power of God; not Christ, but 
Mary, the link between the earthly and the heavenly; not Christ, 
but Mary, the point of union between the human and the divineJ 
But he took a more serious view of strange opinions, new doc
trines, or any departure from the old ways of thinking in his 
own church. Speaking of the delusive spirit abroad in the 
church, he says: "And then in the adoption of evolution as an 
'ascertained' law both in science and religion; in the sub
stitution of intuition for induction, and hypothesis for fact 
in Biblical investigation; in the preference of the conjectural 
to the historical in the problems of criticism; in the elevation 

_
Horatius Bonar, "The Church in Sardis," p. 129.

28Family Sermons, op. cit., p. 43f.
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of minor points above the major, and the depression of the 
doctrinal below the sensational; in the depreciation and ir
reverent handling of the one great Book; in the dissemination 
of vague theories of inspiration and unsettling views of our 
whole sacred literature among the youth of our Church; in all 
these we react warnings of what may at any moment burst upon us; 
more especially as the destructive, not the constructive or

-1ft! pacific, spirit is in the ascendant, anc men seem resolved to 
pursue every favourite idea, not to say every crotchet, to the 
bitter end.

Closely connected with this feature of his message
r jywas his assertion of the sinfulness of man. It was not merely 

homiletic appendage, for almost every sermon stresses this 
conviction. Man's sin was no superficial blemish, but a 
malignant and total pollution of the body. He had reached the 
very nadir of depravity. No remedy which did not take into 
consideration the total depravity of man could cure him. "The 
evil does not lie merely in the leaves and branches of the tree, 
but in the stem and root; the sap is tainted, and unless that 
is healed, all efforts at improvement are vain. Our whole life 
must be tpated. as utterly evil, our spiritual life-blood,,  ̂
thoroughly corrupted; ana no remedy can be of any use save 
that which goes to the very source."^ He took a stern view 
of the gravity of sin. "Count no sin trivial," he says, "either 

__
Our Ministry, op. cut., p. 2Qf.

30Family Sermons, op. clt.. p. 316.
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in yourself or another. Do not dally with temptation. Do not 
extenuate guilt. Do not say, May I not keep my beloved sin a 
little longer? Part with it, or it will cost you dear. In 
what way it may do so I know not; but I can say this, that sooner 
or later it will cost you dear, both in soul and body.”33. Only 
as the sinner realized his true condition could the eye of faith 
be opened to the radical action of the Cross. For those that 
did not turn to Christ awaited death and eternal punishment for 
their sins. "The ways from which he calls on them to turn are ,,«f 
named by him ’evil ways; ’ and what he- calls evil must be truly 
so, - hateful in his eyes, as well as ruinous to the soul. The 
end of these ways he pronounces to be death; so that sinners 
must either turn or die. It is the broad way which leadeth down 
to death on which they are walking, and there is no hope of 
escaping unless they retrace their steps. As certainly as their 
bodies shall return to dust, so certainly shall their souls have 
their portion in the second death, and their dwelling-place in 
the eternal tomb of the fiery lake; where, instead of the worm 
of earth preying upon their lifeless flesh, there shall be the 
worm that never ales, gnawing their spirits, and making them 
feel that all that has hitherto been known of death on earth*- 
Its pangs, its throes, its horrors, its separations^ - has been 
but a type of what is coming, and that the reality contained in 
that word DEATH had never before been imagined* - nor, indeed,

<*;• can be^ - till the Judge's sentence has cut them off from God

°^Ibld., p. 346.
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for ever, and. flung around them the darkness of the endless mid
night; till hell has closed its gate upon them, and made dam
nation sure I

Another ©lenient of Sonar's message was his stress upon 
the freeness of the Gospel offer. hen he began his ministry in 
Kelso his congregation were unaccustomed to such emphasis being 
placed on the doctrine, and some regarded it as heretical teach
ing . "Even good men looked on the freeness of the Gospel offer 
from the midst of the Free North Church as positive heresy," says 
the Rev. James Johnston, "and some orthodox ecclesiastics talked 
of prosecutions."^ Nevertheless, Bonar clung to his opinion, 
and the doctrine retained its prominent place in his preaching.
In this illustration there is a typical example of its use in 
his sermons: ”V»e testify of this free love to a heedless world; 
and If there be here some heedless man of earth, let him listen 
to our testimony to-night respecting this free love of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. It is the free love of him who was delivered for 
our offences and rose again for our Justification; and it is the 
free love of him who is ere long coming as the avenging Judge, 
to smite the nations with his iron rod, and break them in pieces 
.Like a potter's vessel. This free love of Christ wraps up 
eternal life within it; and in receiving God's testimony con
cerning that love, we receive the life that it contains. This 
free love wraps up all pardon in it, anu in receiving God's 
testimony of the love, we receive the pardon it contains. It

u^Jbia., p. 326f. 55Jubilee. p. 37.
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is the free love which has been revealed to us in the cross of 
him who died. It is the free love of him who speaks to us in 
this last book of Scripture from heaven, and says, ’Behold, I 
stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open 
the door, I will come into him, and sup with him, and he with 
me.* Qhi men of earth, think what the reception of this free 
love would do for you.”3^

Still another feature of his message was Sonar's 
emphasis on the Cross. His sermons were simply saturated with 
the message of Calvary, It is in the Cross of Christ that he 
sees the divine proclamation and interpretation of the things 
of God. The Cross is the key to His character, His word, His 
purpose, and the clue to the world's and the Church’s history. 
Above all, it is there that sinful man learns of God's forgive
ness of sin. "And where is it that we get the exposition of 
God's character from which we learn that there is this forgive
ness which is necessary to the production of true fear? We get 
it in the cross of his Son: not in his Incarnation merely; that 
was but. a step to the cross; it is in the cross, in the blood, 
in the death and grave of Christ, that we read forgiveness. It 
is the cross of Christ that is the expression of God’s character; 
it is in and through this that we find forgiveness proclaimed.”^5 
Christ’s whole purpose in coming into the world was to suffer on 
the Cross and thus reveal to a sinful world the mind and heart

34Horatius Bonar, "The Second Coming of Christ," p. 543.
*35Horatius Bonar, "The Fear of the Lord and its Results," p. 132.
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of God. PYou see in this Godraan, the Sinbearer, 'the Lamb of 
God that takath a i/ay the sin of the world.' You see in him one 
clothed and furnished thus, as I have described him, but clothed 
ana furnished for the very purpose of being a fitting and 
sufficient sacrifice; the propitiation for our sins. \e see in 
him one nio can take our very place, one who can stand where 
we should have stood before God, one who can bear what we should 
have borne, one who can endure what we should have endured. We 
find in him one who cun not only obey she law for us, but who 
can endure the law's penalty to the very utmost even to the 
giving up of his own life, the shedding of his own blood for us.
e see in him one not merely whose life, and whose death is for 

us; we see in him one in whom there is a fulness that exactly 
meets our case - a fulness containing all we need for pardon and 
for life, and for strength, and for healing, and for blessing. ttS6

Sonar's proclamation of Christ's Second Coming forms 
another distinctive high-light in his preaching. Through every 
sermon there runs the unmistakable and unrelenting refrain that 
man's existence is inescapably bound up with the events accom
panying Christ1 s Second Advent and the ensuing "day of judgment. " 
The crucial concern of the Christian should be readiness for 
his Coming, and Sonar's use of the doctrine in preaching is 
usually introduced as a fervid warning, "It is long-suffering 
alone that delays his coming. Long-suffering towards an im
penitent world. Long-suffering that makes him so unwilling to

06 Koratius Bonar, "Looking Unto Jesus," p. 158.
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smite, so desirous to prolong to the very uttermost the accept
able year of the Lora. It is this long-suffering, brethren, 
that we proclaim to you in these last days. The Lord is long- 
suffering even in the midst of provocation, and rebelliousness, 
and unbelief. His patience is not easily worn out. He bears 
long with the sinner. But delay cannot always go on. It has 
been long enough already, and his arrival may be very near.
He cannot be far off now. Realize his nearness, brethren; ye 
who are his, gird up your loins, trim your lamps, see that your 
vessels be filled with oil. Think of his nearness, sinners, 
and tremble lest that day overtake you unawares.

The chief characteristic of his message, however, was 
his strange solemnity with its evangelic fervor of warning and 
pleading. Almost every sermon makes a last solemn warning of 
the everlasting punishment in store for the unconverted sinner, 
ana urges him with great winsomeness ana tender words to accept 
Christ before it is too late. It was not directed to the 
congregation in any objective, general, or impersonal manner, 
but was conspicuously and emphatically personal. A typical 
example of this characteristic of his preaching will be found 
in his sermon, "The Past and The Future. 11 After speaking of 
the various aspects and rewards of faith and our need of it, 
he forcefully concludes: "But what of the sinner? what of the 
man of unbelief? what is before him? the eternal darkness, 
the weeping, the wailing, the gnashing of teeth. Oh, man of

_
"The Second Coming of Christ," op. clt., p. 540.
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earth, oh, man of unbelief, thou who hast never yet separated 
from the world, nor broken with its company, nor unloosed one 
single tie that binds thee to this Egypt, for thee there is no 
brightness in all the prospect that lies before thee, no glory 
In thy future, no city, no heritage, no Canaan, no Jerusalem, 
no paradise, no love, no gladness - but lamentation and mourning, 
and woe, weeping and wailing, and gnashing of teeth, the black
ness of darkness for ever! That is thy portion, oh, man of 
earth, oh, man of unbelief, thou that art still in love with 
this perishing world, whose portion is yet this sinful earth]
Think what lies before thee] Think what a day may usher thee 
into! Think what a doom thou art preparing for thyself] Only 
tarry not, for judgment is coming; tarry not, for the days of 
darkness are at hand, and we are entering the gloomy shadow of 
that dark thunder cloud that is ere long to burst in desolating 
tempests on the world. How, oh, man of earth, how, oh, un
repent ing sinner, wilt thou abide that storm? How wilt thou 
endure the bursting of the world’s last thunderstorm, in the 
great day of the Lord? Tarry not, for ’in such an hour as ye 
think not the Son of Man comethi’ Rarely did Boner close a 
service without pressing fox* a personal decision for Christ.

This quality of winsomeness in Sonar's preaching was 
not new with him. In the early days of his ministry he was 
intimately associated with the famed Scottish preacher, Robert 
Murray McCheyne, who had revived this element in his own preaching.

38Horatlus Bonar, "The Past and the Future," p. 147f.
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Bonar was a man of like spirit, ana what Blaikie says of McOheyne 
could well apply to him: "A pity that turned many of his sermons
into elegiac poems, thrilled his heart, and by the pov.er of the
Spirit imparted the thrill to many souls. Despite the severity 
with which he emphasized the fact of man* s guilt ana the v.rath 
of God, there is no doubt, as the Rev. George Wilson notes, that: 
"The Bonar message was often winsome with love, often sweet with 
peace, often patient with forbearance, often persuasive with 
sympathy, often cheering with hope, and often radiant with joy."40

C. The Preacher And His Method

The first essential of a sermon in Sonar's mind, was a
text. Thiie the custom of selecting a portion of the Scriptures 
to be used as the basis for a sermon was almost universally ob
served in his day, no preacher could have more completely and con
sistently observed it than Bonar. God has spoken to man in the 
Bible, and the preacher's task was to interpret and expound what 
God had said. All of his sermons, therefore, began with a text 
which the sermon attempted to present in its full meaning and 
varied teachings. A typical example of such use will be found 
in his sermon on "The Peace of God," which had the following 
text: "Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as 
the world giveth, give I unto you." ~ John 14:27. After a short

59Blaikie, pp. cut., p. 295.
40memories, p. 114f.
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introduction Bonar says; «Three things in this passage call for 
our attention. First of all there is the legacy or relic - 
’Peace I leave with you. 1 Secondly, there Is the gift - ’My 
peace I leave with you.’ Thirdly, there is the contrast between 
two kinds of peace, and two kinds or modes of giving - » Not as 
the world giveth, give I unto you.'”4-*- There was nothing un
usual in his choice of texts, and most of them are from the more 
familiar passages of the Bible. There is abunaant variety in 
the texts chosen, however, indicating that he was equally at 
home in the Old and New Testaments. Primarily, though, he 
selected his texts from the Hew Testament, with particullar 
preference for John, Homans, ana the Revelation,

As was natural for an evangelical preacher of his 'day, 
Bonar was primarily concerned with preaching tne facts ano truths 
of the Christian faith, and some doctrinal emphasis was almost 
always the basis of his sermon. They are filled with the solid 
substance of doctrine and fired with the passion of the evangelist. 
While doctrine was his first love, he did not ignore matters 
which dealt with morality or the varied experiences of the 
Christian life. In fact, in his preaching the three were in
evitably joined as complementary to one another. His subjects 
were generally tne great central themes of Christianity: the 
majesty of God, the person and work of Christ, faith and hope, 
tne promise of Christ's Secone Coming. Among the typical titles 
are; ”A Present Saviour,” ’’The Past and the Future," ’’The Fear

41Horatius Bonar, "The Peace of Goa," p. ¿88.
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of the Lord and its Results,n "The Banished One Bearing Our 
Banishment," "The GocI of Grace," "Faith in an Unseen Christ,"
"The Fin Unto Death."

It was Sonar’s invariable practice to begin his ser
mons with an introduction, which, in general, followed, a definite 
pattern with little variation. Whether several long paragraphs 
or only a few short sentences, there are certain elements that 
are common to most of them. His introductions always began with 
the text. Then followed tne explication of the text with regard 
to the context. After explaining the place of the text in its 
Scriptural relation, he made clear his purpose in preaching on 
the text, relating it especially to the spiritual needs of the 
congregation. At last he proceeded to s. etch the outline he was 
to use, enumerating the points one by one. Such an outline is 
present in almost every sermon and is usually the last part of 
the introduction. A good example of one of his introductions is 
found in his sermon on "God’s Yearnings Over Unbelieving lan,” 
from Isaiah 48:18: "It is of Israel that the prophet is here 
speaking, Israel according to the flesh. It is over them that 
God is yearning, yearning in the fulness of sore-trieo bat still 
unshaken love. It is over Israel in their unb lief, apostacy, 
and rebelliousness that God is here represented as grieving, and 

I- Xis grief is that, that they would not allow him to bless them, 
that they would not receive peace and righteousness at his hands. 
He stretched out his hand all day long to a disobedient and gain-
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saying people. Our text is beyond all question the language of 
love; yet .it is also the language of upbraiding. It is the 
language of expostulation, of lamentation, of complaint, and 
of entreaty, - still it is the language of love, - of upbraiding 
love, expostulating love, lamenting love, complaining love, en
treating love - *0 that thou hadst hearkened to my commandments1 

then had thy peace been as a river, and thy righteousness as the 
waves of the sea.f There are, brethren, five points brought 
before us in this verse, to which I ask your at cention. First 
of all there is God’s desire to bless us. Second, there is our 
refusal to be blessed. Thirdly, there is Goa’s grief at our 
refusal. Fourthly, there is the way in which we may yet obtain 
this blessing. Fifthly, there is the largeness of the blessing 
thus to be obtained.”'*̂

Following the introduction there came the main body of 
the sermon which discussed and developed the text. As most of 
his sermons were of the textual or expository type, his divisions 
were usually determined by the text or consisted of the several 
parts of the text itself. For example, in a sermon on Romans 
14: 7-9, he makes this division: "Each of the three verses pre
sents us with a separate statement: and these are the three points 
brought before us successively. Iirsc of all there is the setting 
aside of self, in the 7th verse - ’For none of us liveth to him
self, and no man dieth to himself.’ Then there is, secondly, the

__
Koratius Bonar, "God’s Yearnings Over Unbelieving Man,» p. 609.
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substitute for self, the Lord himself, in the 8th verse - 'For 
whether we live, we live unto the Lord; ana whether we die, we 
die unto the Lord ; whether we live therefore, or die, we are the 
Lord's.* And, thirdly, there is the way in which this substitution 
was effected, in the 9th verse - 'For to this end Christ both 
died, and rose, ana revived, that he might be Lord both of the 
dead and the living.'1,4:3 In some sermons he followed more the 
topical method, with the subject developed according to its own 
nature. Thus, in a sermon entitled "Looking Unto Jesus" from 
Hebrews 12s 1, 2, the division is made as follows: "I. In looking, 
what do we see? II. In looking, how are we affected? III. In 
looking, what do we learn?”44 His divisions stood out clearly 
in his preaching. Most of his sermons have only three or four 
divisions, but he made full use of the outline for the purpose 
of preventing the congregation from losing the trend of thought. 
Although his sermons were .not long, judged by the standards of 
his day, he not only announced the main divisions of his discourse 
in his introduction, but as he proceeded with his development, 
he repeated the headings at the proper time. In addition, he
frequently ended each division with a restatement of his original

/ /
text, g/iving the impression that all his thought was centered upon

/ ,
the tê ct* In developing a sermon, Bonar demonstrated a technique
of simbileity and clearness which many preachers attempt, but

if!
which few use so effectively.

;_____ Ì________________
45Hordtius Bonar, "Entire Consecration to the Lord," p. 261.
44 "looking unto Jesus," ojj. cit♦, p. 138.
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The conclusion of Sonar’s sermon was no doubt meant 
to be the great climax for which the introduction and develop
ment had been the preparation. It was here that he concentrated 
his greatest efforts. His conclusions were generally short, 
pertinent, and fulfilled the aim of the sermon. All of them 
end on an evangelical note, lie never left his hearers dangling 
or undecided as to what his purpose was - and his one purpose 
was to win souls for Christ. Not all preachers have the gift 
of being able to challenge their hearers to make decisions, but 
Bonar certainly had; every sermon preaches for a decision on 
the part of the individual hearer. He sought in the last few 
minutes of a sermon to isolate the individual from the crowd, 
and on a direct I-thou basis make a decisive claim for his 
salvation.

Certain elements which Bonar wove into his closing 
appeals are common to all his conclusions. It Is to the Cross 
that he points in the conclusion of some of his sermons. He 
felt that by viewing the scene where ’»the blood of the Lamb" 
was shed for sinful man, men would most likely hear God's call 
to repentance and feel His claim to obedience. Preaching on 
"The Surety’s Cross," he concludes: "0 wondrous, glorious cross! 
Blessed interpreter of God to us! Scene of the great self
manifestation, the great revelation of the mind and heart of 
God! 0 cross of Christ, tell us more and more of this grace of 
God! Preach reconciliation to the alien, pardon to the guilty,
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assurance of God's free yet holy love to the dark and sus
picious soulI Speak to our hearts; speak to our consciencesj 
pour in light; break our bonds; heal our wounds; - all by means 
of thy interpretation of the divine character, thy revelation 
of the righteous love of God.'"40 In other sermons he warns of 
the everlasting punishment awaiting the unsaved sinner. His 
conclusion do the sermon, "Entire Consecration to the Lore," 
reads: "0, man of earth, 'what is thy eternity to be? If thy 
life here is life without Christ, is thy eternity to be the 
same? Think what such an eternity will be to thee. Even if 
there were no hell, what will be an eternity without Christ? 
Perhaps thou thinkest little of that; and thou sayest to thy
self, 'I can do without Christ here, and I shall be able to 
do without him hereafter.' Nay, my friend, it is not so. Thou 
canst do without him here, because thou canst contrive to for
get him, - to forget him in the world, to forget him in pleasure, 
and in business; and this makes thee to ao without him here.
But hereafter there shall be no drowning of thy senses in such 
things as these, so as to prevent the conviction of thy infinite 
loss. Then the full knowledge of thy loss shall come up before 
thee, and it will not be a lost heaven merely, a lost kingdom, 
a lost inheritance, but it will be a LOST CHRIST, That will be 
the eternal stingj the sense of what thou hast lost in losing 
Christ. It will be the very bitterness of the cup of gall and

45Family Sermons, op. cit., p. 146f.
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wormwood that shall then be given thee to drink. The ever
lasting sense of what thou hast lost in losing Christ shall 
be the very sting of the undying worm and the very torment of 
the ever burning f ire."4*5 In other sermons he holds out a 
bright picture of the rewards in store for the saved. Usually, 
however, all these elements are included in his final appeal, 
along with his dominant eschatological emphasis of Christ’s 
Second Coming. His sermon on ’’Looking unto Jesus" concludes 
with a typical appeal: "Looking to him then, let us pass on
ward in the same way - looking to him let us hasten through the 
wilderness - looking to him let us live by faith and not by 
sight - looking to him let our joy and peace abound - looking 
to him let us live like strangers here - looking to him let us 
glory in tribulation - looking to him let us reach forward to 
the prize - looking to him let us anticipate the crown and the 
kingdom - looking to him let us pass the time of our sojourning 
here in fear, and looking to him let us hear his own voice which 
says, 'Behold, I come quickly, ano my reward is with me, to give 
to every man according as his work shall be.’ 'Behold, I come 
as a thief.’ 'Blessed is he that v/ateheth, ’ Amen."47

Passing from the structural aspect of Sonar's sermons 
to his literary style, the chief characteristic that strikes the 
reader is his austere simplicity. It was this feature of his 
sermons that gave them their force. There are few striking

46 "Entire Consecration," qp. elt., p. L88.
47"Looking unto Jesus," _op. cit. » p. 141.
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expressions, telling phrases, or vivi$ illustrations in his 
sermons; yet he has a way of expressing himself, which, though 
not always vivid, is still fresh and energetic. His was a 
chaste, matter-of-fact style, with no ornamentations, out
standing in no particular respect, bat perfectly suitable as 
the vehicle for what he said. All his sermons are characterized 
by the smooth flow of carefully and properly chosen words. He 
seems to do everything in his power to maice himself clear to 
his hearers.

Unlike many preachers of his time, he had the marked 
ability to be brief and to the point. He never allowed himself 
to become involved over a matter, exploring this aspect or that, 
but stuck directly to the subject ana text. When words or 
technical phrases might be obscure as to their significance, 
he clarifies them. M s  sentences are usually short, though 
there is a variety in length, anc they are not encumbered with 
digressive phrases or parenthetical clauses. He certainly does 
not affect to be eloquent, or preach above the understanding of 
his congregation. In short, his style is singularly direct, 
lucid, and easily understood.

Several features of his style are characteristic of 
the preacher ana add a distinctive note to his sermons. The 
most striking of these is the comparatively little use he made 
of quotations ana illustrations. Indeed, most of his sermons 
are devoid of illustrative material altogether, except for
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Biblical references and quotations, he introduced Biblical 
material into his sermons in several ways. His most frequent 
method was merely to quote an appropriate verse, usually a 
familiar one to his hearers, without making any reference to 
its location in the Bible. At other times he uses Biblical 
language, refers to some person or event in the Bible without 
mentioning where It might be found, or mentions the Scripture 
reference together with a summary of thought or an indirect 
quotation from the passage. In whatever manner he uses them, 
his sermons are filled with passages and references from all 
parts of the Bible, and there is often a particular concen
tration of references at the very end of the sermon.

In the majority of his sermons his extra-Biblieal 
illustrations are few, and they are primarily drawn from the 
world of nature. Such illustrations are nearly always com
parative, and generally follow this almost poetical example: 
’’The rivers of earth rise in some far off mountain, oft times 
inaccessible to human foot; so is it with this peace of GodJ 
its fountain head is the bosom of the Father yonder; and out 
of that infinite fountain-head, inaccessible to man, it has 
flowed down to us. The rivers of earth find their way down 
from those mountain heights, over rocks and precipices, ana 
a thousand barriers impeding their progress till they reach 
the lowest vales of earth. So it is with this peace. It finds 
its way out of the bosom of the Father above, over a thousand



barriers till it reaches the poorest dwellings of earth, that 
every one may drink. It may be summer or winter, still the
rivers of earth flow on; so is it with our peace; it is an
everlasting, unchanging peace* It may be day or it may be 
night; still the rivers flow on; so is it with this peace; it 
is continuous and unbroken, by day and by night it is still 
flowing on. It may be through a gloomy valley, or a fair gar
den, the rivers of earth flow on continuously. So it is with 
our peace. Through whatever scene of earth you may be passing 
this peace of God remains the same. Sometimes the rivers of 
earth sink low, and anon swell and overflow their banks, but
still they pour themselves on. 80 is it with our peace -
sometimes rising, sometimes falling, but still it is there.
For the words of peace which God has spoken to us are words 
that nothing earthly can interrupt or mar. As the rivers of 
earth near the ocean, they widen in their channel, till they 
empty themselves into the infinite deep; so it is with our 
peace - it rises, and widens, and deepens as we move onward, 
until it pours itself into the eternal ocean. In rare 
instances, however, when he spoke on some special occasion, 
his sermons are filled with all kinds of illustrations from 
every source. Such is the case, for example, in ”G u's Glory 
Declared,n a sermon preached on behalf of the Religious Tract 
Society at the Mildmay Park Conference Hall, London, June 25th 
1877. In this sermon, beside numerous Scripture quotations,

48"God’s yearnings,” _op. c it., p. 315.



he either mentions or quotes from Cicero, Pliny, Homer, Milton, 
Lather, St. Augustine, Crammer, Bradford, Hooker, Calvin, Owen, ?' 
Howe, Newton, Boston, Chalmers, Scott, and Haldane. In addition, 
he uses several illustrations and comparisons from classical and 
current sources. Thus, while Bonar had. an intimate acquaintance 
with the world’s great literature, as a general rule he never 
quoted it, so far as is known, from the pulpit proper. In this 
respect his preaching is similiar to such masters in the art as 
Robertson and Brooks.

Another characteristic ox his style is his habit of 
addressing his hearers, anu this is particularly noticeable in 
his conclusions. nBrethren,55 "Chile. of God,” ’’Man of the earth,” 
"Sinners,” ’’Man of pleasure,” and "Man of God,” are his most 
usual appellations, while occasionally he speaks to various 
groups of people in the congregation.

Closely associated with this feature is his use of 
questions, particularly as & means of application. ” Is your 
pleasure your Christ? But will pleasure make you wise unto 
salvation? Will pleasure bring you into the everlasting king
dom? Is gold your Christ? But will gold make you wise, or be 
an introduction into the presence of God? Is the world your 
Christ? But will the world make you wise, or deliver you from 
the eternal darkness? Is sin your Christ? But will sin make 
you wise? Will sin save and bless you? Is literature your 
Christ? But will all earth’s widest range of literature, make



you truly wise, or i’ll! the void of your heart, or gladden you 
with abiding joy? Is science your Christ? But will science 
make you wise, - wise for eternity?^

A final characteristic of his style is his imperative 
exhortations and admonitions that are a common feature of every 
portion of his sermons. In the opening paragraph of one sermon 
he begins his pleas: wChild of God, have you used this volume 
aright? Have you prisec1. it? Have you studied it? Have you 
prayed over it? Have you searched the Scriptures as you ought? 
And, sinner, thou child of the world, have you listened to it, 
or nave you not yet listened to the voice that speaks to you 
out of it to you? ’Till you listen to it now? kill jsou not,
0 sinner, this night, if not hitherto, hearken to that voice - 
look into that Volurne??!dd

D. Evaluation

Horatius Bonar enjoyed a long and fruitful ministry.
For almost fifty years he preached with great acceptance from 
two pulpits. Under his able, earnest, and faithful preaching 
of the Gospel, countless souls were led to the foot of the Cross. 
Passing years have erased the surface marks of his preaching, 
however, and its lasting impressions are visible only to God.
He has left comparatively few sermons for one to judge his

49Family Sermons, op. cit., p. 44f.

”Second Coming of Christ,” op. ¿it., p. 53?.



ability as a preacher or evaluate his contribution in this 
realm of his ministry.

His extant sermons reveal nothing that is especially 
striking or impressive save a certain, religious devout ness of 
tone. They affect no novelties or sensationalism. They follow 
the approved, homiletic methods of the Scottish pulpit of that 
day. They advocate no changes In surrounding conditions, no 
new interpretations of Scripture, no new insights into spiritual 
truths. They defend. Christianity upon the basis of its external 
evidences, denying the competence of human reason to criticize 
the content of historic revelation, although acknowledging its 
competence to apprehend and. defend its evidences. In me thou ana 
spirit they belong substantially to the eighteenth century.
Taken as a whole, they have very little value today, except as 
interesting relics of the evangelical preaching of Sonar's period, 
let, they^truck a popular note in their- day and baa a message for 
people in their century. There is a strong evangelical current 
running through them from start to finish. Bonar- preached the 
free grace of God and the centrality of the Cross of Christ in 
a day when men1 a taste for Christianity relegated these great 
doctrines to the background. In addition, there is a ring of 
conviction in his sermons which constantly points to Him who is 
the Gospel, exalting Him as the sole hope ano Redeemer who mediate 
the lifting love of God so fallen man. One cannot '-cad them 
without feeling his sincerity ana earnestness, and one cannot



be Indifferent to what he said. A decision must be made. There
are two sides to an issue, an.', one must choose on which side one 
stands. Dr. Hubert son liicoll is right when he says of Sonar's 
preaching; nDr. Bohnr exhibited with faithful simplicity ana 
decision the great things of the Gospel, but he was never content 
without applying them to ¡.he consciences of his hearers."53.
Although his sermons in cold print are often dull and uninteresting, 
with no sharp phrases or vivid word pictures left impressed on 
the mine, the larger impression the reaaeu get» is that here was 
a great soul striving to the best of his ability to interpret and 
impress «the great things of the Gospel« upon his hearers with 
purity of purpose and simplicity of expression. Horatius Sonar 
was truly in his own words: "An expounuer of the Aura and a 
preacher of the everlasting Gospel.«0^

51,f ,.memories. p. 9».

'■ tJk statement made in reference to Thomas Chalmers in «Chalmers 
Centenary,11 op. cit., p. 1.
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CHAPTER V 
ChURCiMAn

Introduction

The devoutly minded Scotsman has often bean credited 
with a great love of controversy and contention on the subject 
of religion. Certainly the history of the Church In Scotland 
has been a succession of crises, and his fierce loyalty to 
Christ's cause and crown is no doubt a result of repeated con
flict and struggle and trial and testing. If one's love can bo 
measured by what one is willing to give up for It, it is plain 
that at several critical periods of its national history, Scots- 
•aten have greatly valued their religious rights and privileges. 
Time and. again they have not only argued for their faith, but 
have shov/n themselves ready to suffer and make costly sacrifice 
for it.

A. Bonar The Churchman

The stir of strife did not suit Horatius Bon^r. Ordi
narily he took little part in the controversies of the Church 
courts. He rarely attended meetings of the Presbytery, anu
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seldom made a speech in the Assembly Hall. He seemed content 
for the most part to le^ve the business of the Church in other 
hands. On several occasions, however, when principles cere at 
stake which he held to be of vital importance, he spoke ana 
wrote boldly and sometimes caustically. Dr. Theodore Cuyler 
writes of him: ”. . .  behind that benign countenance was a 
spirit as pugnacious in ecclesiastical controversy as that of 
the Roman Horatius »who kept the bridge in the brave days of 
old.t»1

Two cardinal principles governed all Bonar »s thought 
and action in the ecclesiastical issues of nis time. The first 
was his belief in Christ's sovereignty over the nations and the 
spiritual independence oi the Church. It was Sonar's constant 
concern to vindicate the autonomy of the Church. Within its 
own spiritual sphere, he held, the Church possessed a freedom 
which recognized only the restrictions of the Word of Goa. The 
Church must have complete immunity from State interference in 
ecclesiastical and religious matters. It must be entirely free 
to elect persons to, or depose them from, ecclesiastical offices; 
to aetermine questions of ecclesiastical policy; to deciue all 
questions of faith. This freedom was her inalienable heritage, 
just as tne St^te had its consequent jurisdiction within the 
realm of temporal affairs. Both must unite in consecrating their 
resources to Christ, as the Sovereign of the earth. "Christ's

Cuyler, op. cit.. p. 40.
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kingship over earth and all its nations is no secondary or sub
ordinate article of our creed. He is the Prince of the kings of 
the earth, and, as such, is the fountain-head of earthly rule 
ana legislation, as well as of spiritual influence. The Church 
is one province of His dominion, tue world is another. By both 
He is to be honoured and obeyed. Nations ~s well as Churches 
are to take their laws from Him. He is not only Head over all 
things to tne Church, out He is Head over all things in the 
widest sense; for the earth is uhe Lord's and the fulness thereof. 
For rebellion against Him, for disobedience g o His laws shall 
the Nations be judged, and not simply for immorality or open 
crime. Gwen speaks of the 'bowing of the knee of magistr^cy 
at the name of Jesus;’ and at that name nations as well as their 
rulers are to bow the knee.

The second principle which he considered vital to the 
well-being of the Church was strict adherence to tne doctrine of 
the Church, especially as expressed in the ’Westminster Confessions. 
He felt no difficulty in embodying what the Church believed in 
definite words, and no hesitation in subscribing his name to 
these explicit words. There was no need to alter the creed in 
deference to "modern enlightenment" or to keep abreast of the age. 
The creed should be tested by the unerring Word, and by that Word 
let stand or fall, whether the age agreed or not. Such changes 
should not be made without careful consideration, and then only 

_

Union Inadmissible on the Basis Proposed, p. 96.
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if the whole Church approved. ..hen an individual changed his 
personal beliefs and. could no longer adhere to tne V/estminster 
Standards without an allowance or reservation, he should be will
ing to bear the penalty of changing and break the tie between 
himself and the Church whose doctrines he refused to qualify.
There could be no middle course in Bonar's mind} either one must 
subscribe or leuv« the Church, ’’Let us subscribe only what v.e 
believe, and let us believe what we subscribe. Articles rendered 
equivocal or unmeaning by a qualifying preamble, are not articles 
with which upright men ought to have anyth fug to 0.0 . If we have 
begun to fee i that we have signed too much and toe stringently, 
let us withdraw our names from the document, but not attempt an 
alteration of a document, which, while it relieved our consciences, 
aggrieved the consciences of others, and destroyed the Church's 
ancient Witness-bearing to tne truth of God. The articles in a 
Confession are meant to be determinate dogmas. Great pains were 
taken by the Westminster divines to maite them such. They have 
hitherto been accented as such.n° Sonar thus believed in letting 
the Confession of Faith alone, ana in using more conscience in 
regard, to it. Departure from its teaching on any one point was 
felt to be serious in its consequences. He would have readily 
agreed with his friend Nixon ox Montrose who put the matter 
bluntly: "Our standards are but an echo in human language of 
the infallible »"ora.”4

"Ibid.. p. 94. 4J. R. Fleming, The Church In Scotland.
1845-1674, p. ¿Un.
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These principles can best be unaerstooc. when they are 
seen in action in three of the controversies which occupied the 
mina of tne Scottish Church during the nineteenth century. For 
this purpose it is necessary to present the broad features of 
one conflicts and show Bonar's part in them.

B. His Principles In Action

1. The Disruption 
"The Disruption,n writes G. D, Henderson, "was an 

incident in the search after Lioerty.”5 The controversy arose 
over the familiar problem of the proper relation of Church and 
State. It was the same struggle for the spiritual independence 
of the Church and the nCrown Rights of the Redeemer” which began 
in the days of John Knox, was maintained by Andrew Melville with 
his doctrine of rtTwa kings ana t.,a kingdoms in Scotland,” and 
asserted with partial success by the Covenanters and the Seceders. 
It had been obscured for more than a century within the Establish
ment, but always maintained with more or less distinctness by a 
minority in tne Church and the small groups that had broken away. 
In the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, it was 
brought back to abounding life by the coincidence of a democratic 
uprising and an evangelical revival.

The Church was lea to this question of ”The Headship of 
Christ” by a practical problem which naturally arose in that

Q G. D. Henderson, Heritage. A Study of tne Disruption, p. 59.
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particular period of democratic progress. It concerned, tne 
rights of the people to choose their minister. The Moderate 
party, which was fast falling from power after more than a 
hundred years’ supremacy, acquiesced in the ancient system of 
Patronage with its vested heritable right to select the minister. 
The Evangelicals, on the other hand, disliked the system and 
there were growing signs of an anti-patronage spirit in the 
Church. In 1834 the Evangelical party gained a majority in the 
General. Assembly for the first time and used their power to pass 
an important Act “anent Calls,” known as the Veto Act, which 
declared that no minister be Intruded on any congregation con
trary to the will of the people. It gave effect to the prin
ciple that «if at the moderating in a call to a vacant pastoral 
charge tne major part of the male heads of families, members of 
the vacant congregation and in full communion with the church 
shall disapprove of the person in whose favour the call Is pro
posed co be moderated in, such disapproval shall be deemed 
sufficient ground for tne Presbytery rejecting such person, and 
that he shall be rejected accordingly.

The Veto Act was not directed against Patronage. In 
reality its object was to protect it by a judicious infusion of 
the popular element. The Evangelical leaders bud little desire 
or sympathy for popular election of ministers. “Between the two 
kinds of patronage,” said Thomas Chalmers, “the ostensible patron-

6 Ibid., p. 65.
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age of the present system, and that disguished patronage which 
operates with a force as resistless, though unseen, under the 
forms of a popular election, I would never once think of comparing 
the likelihood of a good result.”  ̂ They heartily believed in the 
Establishment and tolerated Patronage as « necessary part of such 
an arrangement. Although Chalmers thought that Parliament should 
have been asked to legislate on the matter concurrently with the 
Church, the Government actually began to exercise Crown patronage 
in accord with the new Act.

Within a few months of the passing of the Act, however, 
trouble came in connection with the settlement of ministers in 
vacant charges. In October 1834 a probationer of the Church,
Robert foung, was presented to the Perthshire parish of Auch- 
terarder by the patron, the Earl of Kinnouil. Although his 
spiritual, moral and intellectual qualifications were not questioned, 
his chief defect being that he was the nominee and nephew of 
the unpopular factor, the congregation was opposed to his settle
ment . Only two heads of families along with the factor signed 
the call, and £87 out of a possible 330 heads of families re
corded their Veto against him. In the face of these circumstances, 
and in accordance with the Assembly Act, the Presbytery declared 
him rejected and. refused to proceed with his ordination. After 
much appealing and protesting on various details in the eccle
siastical courts, patron and presentee at last brought the matter

7Campbell, cit., p. £18.
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before the Court of Session in 1837. The problem before the 
Court of thirteen judges was so intricate and difficult that 
they were eventually divided in their opinion, but the majority 
decision declared in efiect that the Veto Act was illegal. The 
Church had exceeded its rights and entered into the province of 
the State.

The decision o* the Court of Session, later sustained 
by the House of Lords, brought consternation to the Evangelicals, 
and the conflict shifted from the problem of Non-intrusion to 
that of Spiritual Independence. In the excited Assembly of 1838 
Dr. Robert Buchanan set in the forefront the exalted conception 
of the "sole headship xo the Lord Jesus Christ" and the doctrine 
of the Church's spiritual independence with all its associations 
brougnt down from Reformation and Covenanting days. The Assembly 
adopted a militant Declaration of Spiritual Independence which 
advanced claims for the Church courts in no uncertain terms.
"This spiritual jurisdiction," read the Declaration, "they will 
assert, and at all hazards defend, by the help and blessing of 
that great God who in the days of old enabled their fathers amid • 
manifold persecutions to maintain a testimony even to the death 
for Christ's kingdom and crown."8

Soon the area of conflict widened and other cases 
complicated the issue. The Presbytery of Dunkeld refused to 
induct the presentee to the charge of Lethendy, and in the face

8Ibid., p. 234.
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of an Interdict of the Court of Session ordained another presentee 
who had received the call of the congregation. For this dis
obedience of the order of the civil courts they were summoned 
before the bar of the Court of Session and severely reprimanded 
for having disregarded its authority. In the Presbytery of Strath- 
bogie the Moderate majority insisted on ordaining a rejected 
presentee in defiance of the Veto ana the decision of the Assembly 
in the Marnoeh case within their bounds. For this action they 
were suspended from their ministerial offices, although it was 
maintained in their defense that they had merely carriec. out the 
legal law of the land in preference to the illegal measures of 
the Assembly. The whole situation soon became intolerable as 
law pleas multiplied and the Court of Session continued to rain 
interdicts upon all who disputed its authority in the ecclesiastical 
sphere. Finally an appeal was made to Parliament to intervene 
in the conflict.

While the Whig ministers would offer no official Govern
ment help in the matter, the Earl of Aberdeen offered his personal 
assistance and introduced a bill in Parliament to make it possible 
for a Presbytery to take into account she declared opposition of 
a congregation. The bill required, however, that a congregation 
must state reasons for their opposition. The Evangelicals regarded 
it essential that the congregation be allowed dissent without 
reasons, arid it soon appeared that Lora Aberdeen aria the negotiating 
Non-intrusionists coulci not agree on the matter. In the Assembly
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of 1840 he was attacked, so bitterly that he felt it useless to
persevere with the bill in Parliament.

The next effort at a peaceful solution was made by the 
Duke of Argyll, who introduced a measure which for all practical 
purposes embodied the Veto Act. It had the warm support of the
Assembly of 1841, but before the bill could be passed by Parlia
ment the political situation changed, Sir Robert Peel and the 
Tories succeeded to power, and the bill was shelved.

The colorful Assembly of 1842 formulated its views in 
two famous documents, the Address on Patronage a.h the Claim of 
Right. The first declared that '’Patronage is a grievance, has 
been attended with much injury to the cause of true religion in 
this Church and Kingdom, is the main cause of the difficulties in 
which the Church is at present involved, and it ought to be abo
lished."^ The reply of the Government expressed the conviction 
that the Church of Scotland under Patronage had fulfilled its 
purposes well, and "any shock which might endanger this great 
national establishment would be regarded by Her Majesty’s ser
vants as a fearful calamity."^0

The Claim of Right was a long manifesto which declared 
Christ to be the only Head of the Church, listed a succession of 
Acts of Parliament which confirmed the exclusive jurisdiction of 
the Church -within its own province, illustrated the invasion of 
the jurisdiction of she Church ana encroachments upon its

Henderson, op. clt., p. 93. 1QIbid.t p. 93f.
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spiritual privileges, ana concluded with a solemn summons to 
Christian people everywhere to witness that it was for adherence 
to the doctrine or the headship of Christ that the Church was 
now in peril.

These two documents were sent to the Government along 
with a further Memorial which stated thaw the Church was ” en
titled to know whether the Government of the country are to rest 
upon the views of the constitution of the Church now acted upon 
by the courts of law, or are willing to adopt measures for securing 
her in the possession of those privileges which she considers to 
belong to her under that constitution.”-^ The Government viewed 
ail three measures together and rejected the Non-intruslonists 
demands•

Before the Government reply was received the Evangelicals 
held a dramatic ana effective Convocation of 465 ministers in 
Edinburgh in November 1842. The Convocation passed two resolutions 
which amounted to a pledge of separation unless the Government 
yielded to their demands in the Claim of Might. It now appeared 
that a disruption was inevitable. A last effort in the direction 
of settlement was made in Parliament by Mr, Fox Maul® who pre
sented a petition for a committee of inquiry, but the vote was 
decisive against it. In spite of the intensity of feeling abroad 
in Scotland, the Government did not believe that a serious secession 
from the Church was likely. They failed, to measure the strength

11Ibid.. p. 96f.
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of religious conviction, however, and the Disruption of the 
Church of Scotland was the result.

On May IB, 1845 the General Assembly met in St. Andrew’s 
Church, Edinburgh. Dr, Welsh, the retiring Moderator, took the 
chair and after prayer read a carefully worded Protest declaring 
that a free Assembly of the Church under existing conditions was 
impossible. When he finished he laid the document on the table 
and followed by Chalmers, Gordon, Patrick McFarlan, Candlish, 
Cunningham, and others on the Evangelical side of the House, 
moved out the door to march in procession along the crowded streets 
to a hall in the Canoruaills to form the Free Church of Scotland.

For Horatius Bonar, who gave himself wholeheartedly to 
the Evangelical cause from the beginning, the whole controversy 
involved the crown rights between Christ or the State as Head of 
the Church. When he returned from the November Convocation of 
Ministers he told his Kelso congregation: "The whole contest, from 
the beginning, has been concerning the laws of Christ, more 
especially those pertaining to the choosing of Ministers and the 
government of his Church. e have held that Christ's people ought 
to have the calling of their Ministers, and that it is through 
them (i.e. through his people) that he expresses his mind, so 
as to point out the fitting Pastor, and not through the Presby
tery or the Patron. Again we have held, that Christ’s ordained 
office-bearers are the only rulers of his Church and administrators 
of his laws, with whose discipline, government, ordination,
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deposition, excommunication, no civil lawgiver or judge may 
interfere. The questions, then, on which the controversy has 
hinged, have been such as these. Is Christ our lawgiver? Is 
he our only lawgiver? Has he really given us laws? Are we 
bound to act upon these laws? Are we at liberty, on any pre
text, or in obedience to any other authority, to set these laws 
aside or keep them in abeyance? Has any earthly lawgiver a 
right to abrogate these laws, or to compel us to violate them? 
Then Christ *s laws and man’s laws are opposed to each other, 
which are v/e to obey? These have been the chief points dis
cussed; and if so, Is this not a sacred, as well as a momentous 
warfare? If Christ be net our lawgiver, if he has given us no 
laws for our guidance, if we are at liberty to alter, or abro
gate or neglect them at pleasure, if we may obey man in pre
ference to God, then are we in error from the very outset; but 
if, in reality, it be all otherwise, then we are acting no un
christian, no unreasonable, no rebellious part, in maintaining 
our ground at every hazard and in the face of all human 
opposition, however formidable its array of numbers, of wealth, 
of station, of influence, of power. It is not merely the hem 
of Christ’s garment, that men are seeking to rend; (though even 
that wer- worthy to form the struggle of an age;) it is the 
sceptre of universal royalty that they are seeking to wrench 
from his grasp; it is the pillars of his throne they are 
str iv ing to overthrow.”^

12Roratius Bonar, Can We Remain In The Church?, p. If.
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Sonar's intense spirit in the whole conflict addressed 
itself to the deeper emotions of that large section of the Church 
of which he was a typical representative, and no small part of 
the success, and no small part of the bitterness, of c-he Dis
ruption were due to him and his friends' fiery appeals. Along 
with Robert McCheyne, a characteristic Evangelical of the period, 
he had worked with consuming zeal in the work of an evangelist, 
and his influence was far wider than his own parish or city.
/hen the conflict began he wrote a series ox articles marking 
every stage of the controversy in the Presbyterian Review of 
which he was the editor. With his own funds he aided the Rev. 
■alter hood and other friends in conducting a district news
paper designed to be conducted on lines similar to those of the 
Witness in Edinburgh. As the crisis approached he went all over 
the border districts arousing the people to his cause and gathering 
financial support for it. In a typical appeal he says: n. . .if 
ye have tasted that the Lord is gracious, then you will not hesi
tate. Neither will you grudge to part with what he now asks of 
you. You will count yourselves honoured in being permitted to 
make the sacrifice, and your only regret will be, that you have 
so little to give up for Him who for your sakes freely lain down 
his life upon the tree. Be not therefore of a doubtful mind. 
Decide boldly* Be not like the children of Ephraim, v*ho though 
armed and carrying bow3 turned back in the day of battle. See 
that ye be found upon the side of Christ in this sifting time.



Gather yourselves like brethren into one body. Speak together, 
act together, pray together. Strengthen each other•a hands, and 
confirm each other's faith ana love. Be of one h-.art and, of one 
soul. « 1 3

Finally, on the day which rent the Church, he un
ites! t&tingly joined, with his brothers and friends in the long 
procession from St. Andrew’s Church to the Canonmills to form 
the Free Church. "We quit one position,“ Bonar declared, but 
only to occupy another, from which nothing but death shall Dis
lodge us. 7/e now entrench ourselves on higher ground.. There, 
with the same banner unfolded and the same watchword inscribed, 
we encamp anew, not expecting peace, but to prepare fur the 
persecution which will not cease to fol-ow usj for the same 
spirit that has assaileo us hitherto will continue to do so to 
the end. Be it so. We cast ourselves on God, the God of our 
fathers, re call to mind the days of old, the deeds of our 
Church in ancient times. We are strengthened by the remembrance 
of our fathers, who counted not their 'Jives dear unto them} but 
vent cheerfully to the prison anti the scaffold., willing in life 
to be outcasts for Christ, and in death content with the solitude 
of a moorland tomb.«1- It may be salt, of Bonar’s efforts in the 
conflict as was said of MeCheyne: "The sacrifices and the vent tire
someness of the Disruption would have been impossible save in an 
atmosphere such as he created. " 10

l5Ibld.. p. 16. 14Ibld.. p. 14.
"I CfCampbell, _op. cit.» p. 243.
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2. The Union Controversy
It had not been long after the stir of the Disruption 

had subsided when a strong desire for closer relations sprang up 
between the Free Church and the United Presbyterian Church. It 
v?as natural that such a feeling should exist; both adhered to the 
same form of church government, subscribed to the same Confession 
of Faith, were at one on the question of the spiritual Independence 
of the Church, and appeared to be in substantial agreement in re
gard to questions of discipline and ■; or ship. A movement in the 
direction of union between them took concrete form during I860 

when each Church appointed a committee to negotiate with a view 
toward union.

During the first ye..r the joint-comrnittee discovered 
the agreements which the Churches hela in common and the dis
tinctive principles about which they differed. The principal 
disagreement was on the vexing problem of the relation of the 
civil magistrate and the Church. Far more than any variation 
in Christian doctrine, this was the real point on which the two 
Churches held different views. The Free Church committee declared 
that ’’the State may lawfully employ the national resources In the 
support of the Church’s ordinances . . . and. that the Church may 
lawfully acceit such support when her spiritual independence is 
preserved entire.”^  The United Presbyterian committee, on the 
other hand, asserted that the Civil Magistrate is not judge for

16Fleming, _op. clt., p. 176.
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the community of what is true in religion, has not authority to 
prescribe a creed or form of worship, and that it is not the pro
vince of the State to provide for the expense of religious 
ministrat ions.,f

The Free Church committee reported to the General 
Assembly in 1864, and was reappointed under its former instructions. 
To Dr. Julius Wood ana others in the Free Church, however, it 
appeared that the differ, nces already evinced were irreconcilable 
ana that the committee should henceforth be restricted in its aim 
to the question of co-operation between the Churches. He was 
joined in 1865 by Dr. John Forbes and a small group who insi-ted 
oil a determinate conclusion on the Voluntary principle before any 
further procedure. There was never any anti-union party in the 
United Presbyterian Synod, but there were Voluntary stalwarts 
who agreed that they would not be compromised by any undue con
cession.

At the Assembly of 1866 the comu.ittee reported that the 
whole field of inquiry had been gone over with satisfactory hopes 
of a common basis of union being reached ana desired the Assembly 
to send down cheir findings to the Presbyteries, and solicit 
suggestions as to the further conduct of the negotiations. Cer
tain doctrinal differences had come in to complicate the issue, 
particularly with regard to the extent oi the Atonement, which 
gave serious concern to the orthodox. However, the committee*s

1 /Ibid.. p. 176.
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bill passed a counter-motion to the effect that the committee be 
discharged, and an overwhelming vote showed the confidence of the 
Assembly in the prevailing policy.

The Assembly of 1867 was a critical point in the 
negotiations, and from that time forward the question took the 
form of a controversy. The United Presbyterian side had become 
impatient and the time had come in the Free Church to make a 
forward move. Accordingly, when the committee brought in their 
report, Dr. Rainy asked the Assembly to declare that the amount 
of divergenc already disclosed constituted no bar to the Union, 
and that the committee should now give attention to other points, 
particularly those dealing with the worship, government, finance, 
and discipline of the Church. Against this proposal there were 
two motions, differing only In matters of detail, one by Dr.
James Begg and. the other by Dr. William Nixon, to the effect that 
the committee be reappointed but that an entire reserve of judge
ment be made 'until the whole question had been discussed. It 
was plain that the real object of the opposition was to render 
further negotiation futile. In the final vote Dr. Rainy's motion 
was carried by a majority of 346 to 120, whereupon Dr. Begg and 
his followers lodged a strongly worded protest and withdrew from 
membership on the Union committee, "Hitherto,” says Professor 
Carnegie Simpson, "anti-unionism had been a tendency, now it was 
an organisation.”1® From this time onward there was no attempt

_ _  .
Ibid., p. 180.
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to compromise, and the cleavage between the two groups became 
accentuated as the years passed.

The controversy was now waged «uth great vigor through
out the country. The opponents of Union locked upon the con
cession which the majority were prepared to make to Voluntary 
principles as a surrender of vital truth, ana were determined 
to save the Free Church from, what they regarded as a subversion 
of her constitution. Dr. Bonar, a stalwart of the ultra-con
servative element in the Church, drew up a long explanatory and 
defensive statement on behalf of those who were now styled, the 
Anti-Union party. It proclaimed the policies of the minority in 
a forceful manner: "Our object is not the promulgation of what 
is new, but the conservation of ..hat is old. We are not in
novators, tampering with our venerable constitution, ana advo
cating changes either in our principles or in the working out 
of these, «e contend for the integrity of our Standards, not 
simply in their abstract propositions, but in the practical 
Interpretation of them, as assumed and acted out by ourselves 
hitherto, and by our fathers since the Reformation; an inter
pretation which forms one great feature in our historical 
identity, and one great link in the chain which connects the Free 
Church with the Church of Knox and Melville, of Henderson and 
Rutherford* . . .  In the Church of the future we wish to see 
the great elements which have impregnated the constitution of 
the Church of the past not eliminated but reproduced. . . .
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As appears to us, judging from the published materials, the 
projected union can only be effected by such a change or re
laxation of creed, constitution, and civil title-deeds, as 
will amount to a dissolution of the Free Church, and the con
struction of a new body, with a new name, on a new basis, with 
a stock of new points, called * open questions,♦ for agitation 
and warfare^ In which newly constructed body Free Church prin
ciples, if still held by individuals, cannot be acted out or 
even spoken out, ithcut offence and variance.”19

In the meantime an elaborate machinery of agitation 
was set in motion. A monthly magazine called The 'fate he ore was 
started under Dr. Begg1s editorship which was conducted in a 
bitterly polemical spirit. Many speeches anu many pamphlets on 
both sides of the controversy, resembling in violence those 
which preceded the Disruption, flooded the whole country. The 
cause of orthodoxy as well as that of established religion was 
declared to be in danger. It became increasingly apparent that 
the Union contemplated could be effected only at the expense of 
disunion within the Free Church. In a speech typical of the 
high feeling of the time, Bonar proposed discontinuance of the 
union negotiations on the grounds of the threatened compromise 
of Free Church principles ana the dissentions among themselves:
e are in earnest; .ve have weighed the matter, and counted the 

cost, fe would hinder no brother from acting out his convictions;

19Horatius Bonar, Statement Explanatory and Defensive, pp. 10, 16.
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but surely these convictions cannot lead him to do violence to 
ours. What we claim, we give; what we give, we claim. The 
brethren of a Church are under compact to deal with each other 
on the footing of the articles which they subscribe in common. 
We wish to abide by these, _in the sense In which we all sub
scribed them some twenty or forty years ago. If our opposition 
to the present scheme of compromise and open questions be 
founded on any non-natural sense which we have attached to 
these articles, we are willing to be undeceived} if not, may 
we not ask that the compact between all who signed them be 
respected and preserved intact? . . .  At first there was the 
kindly expression of a desire for unanimity; not a hoof was to 
be left behind. Mow the tone is changeu, and the cry comes, 
'Union even at the cost of disruption.' Formerly, those 'ex
treme* brethren, who still retained their Disruption feelings, 
were to be allowed an indefinite time to pass from the stage} 
now, we are only to have five or ten years to die out} and 
every death amongst us will be hailed as the happy removal of 
a barrier in the way of union, - a union whose memorial will 
thus be the church-yard monuments of the men of whom, in the 
Convocation of 1842, it was said, 'Ye are in our hearts, to 
die and to live with you.

The first effects of the anti-union agitation were 
seen at the Assembly of 1868, when overtures from ten Synoas

20Eoratius Bonar, Speech on tne union Question, pp. 8Q-S2.
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and forty-seven Presbyteries expressed d ssatisfaction with the 
action of the previous year. The Union committee suggested 
continued friendly discussion ana prayerful consideration but 
there 'was no sign of any cessation in the strife. The following 
year the Union leaders were content to suggest that the complete 
report be sent to the Presbyteries asking them to deliberate on 
the whole subject unfettered by the resolutions of former 
Assemblies. The opposition motion asked »that no further steps 
be taken till negotiations can be resumed with due regards to 
Scriptural principles ana the peace of the Church.»^1 Although 
the numbers of the opposition fell on this occasion to 89, there 
were threats and counter-threats ana the contingency of Dis
ruption openly faced. According to Dr. Thomas Smith, Bonar was 
the first of the Anti-Union party to intimate distinctly that 
Union on the terms proposed could only be accomplished at the 
cost of Disruption. »Sir, if these articles are accepted,” he 
said, »if a new church is based upon them, I for one can be 
neither a minister nor a member of such a Church. They exclude 
me - and I speak, I daresay, for othersj but they exclude myself 
certainly. If I am a Free Churchman - if I maintain Free Church 
principles, as I have done all along - I would on no con
sideration be a minister of a Church based on such articles as 
these.

21
Fleming, op. cit♦, p. 182.

^Thomas Smith, Memoirs of James Begg. P.P.. II, 504.
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The Assembly of 1870 reflected the determined attitude 
of the Anti-Unionists when they refused even to debate the sub
ject without first tabling a protest against their being bound by 
any conclusions of the debate. This move so aroused the majority 
that they sent down a report to the Presbyteries with the question: 
’’Whether apart from other considerations bearing on the present 
movement there is any objection in principle to the formation of 
an incorporating union among the negotiating Churches on the 
footing and basis of the Westminster Confession of Faith as at 
present accepted by the said C h u r c h e s . T h e  year between the 
Assembly of 1870 and that of 1871 was a period of intense excite- 
¿aent and keen agitation. Public meetings were held throughout 
the country for and against the Union proposed. Bonar considered 
this remit of the Assembly an attempt to alter the constitution 
of the Free Church. In a speech delivered in November 1870 he 
stated: ’’The remit of the Assembly is said to be simply as to the 
question of principle. To me it appears to be the question of an 
alteration in the constitution of the Free Church. For the last 
four years there has been a systematic and sustained attempt to 
depreciate certain doctrines, to let them down from the high level 
on which our fathers placed them, and thus to affix a stigma upon 
them. This scheme for lowering these seems now brought to a bearing 
on the suggestion of a new formula which will faeililtate belief; 
which will turn the determinate into the indeterminate; and which

* Fleming jop. cit. t p. 183.



191

will enable men to subscribe a Confession to which they do not 
give either assent or consent. He concluded this long speech 
with these solemn words which left no doubt as to his course of 
action: "I am fully aware of the gravity of our present circum
stances, arid would speak accordingly. It is nov, to me a life 
and death struggle; it is to our Church the same. My own future 
course, along with that of many beloved brethren, is involved 
in the question before us, in the issue now at stake. I co not 
conceal from myself the personal as v.eil as the ecclesiastical 
results of the present appeal to Presbyteries. The decision of 
our Courts will go far to determine, not merely our Church's 
estimate of certain doctrines, but the future ecclesiastical 
position and connection of not a few of us. To my brethren of
the majority this may seem an over-statement of the magnitude
of the crisis; to us of Che minority it is no exaggeration,
Even if the actual Union is delayed, the declaration of Pres
byteries, under the Barrier Act, will determine the future condi
tion of our creed and the future constitution of our Church.
The change of the constitution brings the crisis; the consum
mation of the Union is the simple sequence of the changed con
stitution. It is the change of constitution that brings the 
pressure upon our consciences, not the mere carrying out of that 
change. No declaration of the Assembly that it is inexpedient
to carry out the change immediately can relieve that pressure

Union Inadmissible, o p . ci t ., p. 90.



192

or restore the constitution to which in 1843 we vowea our 
allegiance. . . . Setting high value on the truth of Christ’s 
sovereignty over the nations, we will endeavour, God helping us, 
to save it for the Church and for the world.

The motion submitted to the Assembly of 1871 by Sir 
Henry Moncreiff was a virtual ab-nd.oni.aent of the Union proposal. 
It stated that in deference to the difficulties felt among some 
members of the Assembly, the negotiations should be suspended on 
a large scale, and the committee directed to measures best fitted 
to bring the two Churches into more friendly relations. Nothing 
would satisfy the Anti-Unionists, however, but that the movement 
should cease and the committee be discharged. When Moncreiff’s 
motion passed with its usual majority of 270, Dr. Begg handed in 
a protest signed by 53 ministers and 56 elders. ’’Nothing,” says 
J. R. Fleming, "could h^ve proved more strikingly how aifficult 
it is to allay any ecclesiastical quarrel when once it is stirred 
into unholy activity. The demon of party spirit had taken such 
possession that any concession suggested by the majority seemed 
only to intensify its violence.”^

In the Assembly of 1872 the Union committee brought 
forward a plan of Mutual Eligibility, under which the ministers 
of the negotiating bodies might be called to congregations con
nected with Churches other than their own, ana settled over them 
on their signing the formula which these Churches imposed. When

Ibid., p.. 95-97.
OQ

Fleming, crp. clt♦, p. 184.
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it was known in the spring of the year that this proposal was to 
be brought before the Assembly there was strong opposition and 
much agitation. The Anti-Unionists held that if the arrange
ment was carried out it would mean in practical effect a Union 
without even the safeguards in the matter of public testimony 
which the former proposals would have secured. A petition with 
over sixty thousand signatures was laid on the table of the 
Assembly protesting against it and demanding that further dis
cussion of union cease. The Assembly agreed, however, to send 
an overture down to the Presbyteries by a majority of 172.

A keen agitation was kept up by the dissentients during 
the course of the next year. Before the Assembly met in 1873 
they tooks steps to raise a funa to fight the threatened battle 
in the courts. The opinion of eminent counsel was taken regarding 
disposal of property in the event of a disruption, and it seemed 
certain that the Church was to be rent asunder once more. Before 
the Assembly met a building was hired to which the minority were 
to withdraw if the step of separation was taken.

It was in this mood of gravity and impending disaster 
that the Asserably gathered for the final encounter.^ There was 
no thought of compromise by the majority. Dr. Camdllsh moved 
that the overture regarding mutual eligibility be passed into 
a standing law of the Church despite the desire of the minority

27
An attempt by Bonar and Professor Macgregor for a conference 
of leaders on each side of the question failed at the last 
minute, see Letter from Dr. Charles J. Brown to Dr. Heratius 
Bonar.
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that it should he abandoned altogether. After discussion they 
agreed to a compromise which in effect rendered the Act so un
generous as to make it futile. The resolutions of the majority 
were allowed to pass without a vote, and the minority was per
mitted to enter their dissent, thus saving the Church from a 
second Disruption.

The failure of these negotiations was a great dis
appointment to men like Candllsh and Buchanan. Dr. Candlish, 
in his opening speech before the Assembly, said bitterly: "We 
take the attitude of beaten men. We surrender. We surrender to 
a minority. They have got the victory. They have compelled us 
to desist from prosecuting the movement toward incorporating 
union."28 Thus in a somewhat ignoble manner this second Ten 
Years’ Conflict came to an end.

While the great majority felt that the tice of Christian 
opinion had been turned by a small company of bigots and ob- 

ior struct.ists, Bonar ant. his friends were content to be so labeledi\ /\
for the preservation of the "Free Church principles" they held 
so dear. Rightly or wrongly they fought the negotiations because 
they conscientiously felt that those principles were in Ganger. 
Bonar justified his own position in the controversy in these words: 
"I am not, neither have I been, a fomenten of divisions, - save 
in the sense in which we were charged with being such by our 
Moderate brethren twenty-six years ago, when we did imperil the

Walker, _0£* cit • > P* 250.
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Church's peace for the sake of principles which were more 
precious than peace. But I may say more than this. For nearly 
four years, while the negotiations were going on, I remained 
silent and neutral, waiting for the issue. Neither by wore nor 
deed did I endeavour to create dissension, nor to impede efforts 
for union. I saw difficulties; but I thought that these would 
dissolve as we approached them, or would so develop themselves 
that we should be all of one mind respecting them. I refused 
to take up extreme ground, or to do anything that would either 
estrange or irritate, hoping that in the process of time we 
might see eye to eye, and our way made plain. . . .  My own 
conscience acquits me of blame in this matter. I sought for 
peace as long as I coulci; and the real cause of discord I must 
be allowed to ascribe to the proceedings of those who, by their 
propositions of compromise, and needs of unwise haste, compelled 
neutral men, like myself, to take up a position which we should 
gladly have avoided.

5. The Robertson Smith Case 
Dr. John Tullock, speaking in 1874 on theological 

conditions in Scotland, referred to "the rise of a new spirit 
of thought unconnected with the old standards," and traced the 
causes of the movement to "wider historical and critical study 
of the New Testament and early Christian records, to literary,

29Speech on the Union Question, op. cit., p. 26f .
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intellectual, and personal intercourse with England, and to in
creased acquaintance with German theology. In this new de
parture from the orthodox views of the past, Scotland took an 
important share under the leadership of Robertson Smith.

The young and talented scholar was named to the chair 
of Hebrew and Old Testament Exegesis in Aberdeen University at 
the age of twenty-four. On account of his eminence as a Biblical 
scholar, he was asked to write several articles for the Encyclo
paedia Britannica. For the views propounded in these contri
butions, notably for his article ”Bible,” he was brought before 
the tribunals of the Church. Three main charges were brought 
against him: denying that the Aaronie priesthood was instituted, 
in the wilderness, alleging that the legislative parts of 
Deuteronomy were a propheItc recasting of the Mosaic law not 
older than the seventh century B.C., denying the verbal infalli
bility of the books of Chronicles.

7/hen these views became knowrthe Church was thrown 
into a state of profound agitation. It prided Itself on its 
orthodoxy, and regarded the Bible as an authoritative oracle of 
God placed by Him in the hands of believers to be the only guide 
of faith and morals. To depart by a hairbreadth from the tradi
tional views of the structure, authorship, and authenticity of 
the Scriptures was shocking to the vast majority of the member
ship of the Free Church. Bonar, although he took little part in

£Q *
Fleming, op. cit., p. 211.
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the discussion of the case, followed it with intense interest.31 
Along with the few surviving stalwarts of the Disruption in the 
Church like James Begg, Wilson of Dundee, and Sir henry Monereiff, 
he pressed for the condemnation of the Professor's views and his 
removal from his chair. Bonar felt that Smith's writings could 
not possibly be reconciled with a reverent regard for the authority 
of the Scriptures. In his only speech on the case before the 
Assembly of 1878 he would not admit that, because of his advancing 
years, he was incompetent to deal with these questions, it was 
nearly fifty years since they had all these questions before them 
in their studies and all these difficulties were stated, and, as 
they considered, thoroughly exploded. These difficulties had 
risen again, and they discerned the old faces of the old errors. 
There was one thing which he noticed now which did not exist in 
the old days. There was a wonderful earnestness .in hunting out 
errors in the Bible that was utterly astounding - an eagerness 
to discover errors, not to be answered but to be pronounced un
answerable. Then they discovered errors in former days, they 
set themselves to answer them or solve the difficulties; but the 
idea .in the present day was that the more errors they could dis
cover the better - and upon these errors, these difficulties, 
these inconsistencies they would construct a theory, a new theory,

'1C *1As Bonar did not take a leading part in the case or write in 
connection with it, it is not necessary to present a detailed 
account. For an interesting account, see Henry F. Henderson,
The Religious Controversies of Scotland, pp. 207-230.
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by means of which, in some circuitous »ay, they seemed to get rid 
of the errors by a reconstruction of the Old. Testament, he should 
say to Smith as was said, to one on the detection of a similar de
ception, «Why hath Satan filled thine head to lie to the Holy 
Ghost? thou hast not lieu unto men, but unto God»

The matter was brought before the General Assembly in 
1877, and. was followed by four years of bitter and complicated 
strife culminating in Smith’s dismissal from his post in 1881. 
Although the controversy enued in the defeat of Smith himself, he 
won nevertheless a notable victory for freedom which soon gained 
ground from the support consistently given to it by men like 
George Adam Smith and Marcus Dods. In reality the case proved to 
be the decisive battle between the old school and the new. The 
old rigid formalism to which Boaar and his friends clung was fast 
disappearing, and the Free Church, which formerly had priued it
self upon its unbending conservatism of thought, was to learn to 
glory in the liberalism of its theology.

C. Evaluation

The most striking characteristic of Horatius Bonar as a 
Churchman 'was the consistent ana unbending manner in which he 
remained true to his early principles and convictions. Whatever 
the circumstances, however small the «suffering and protesting

 ̂See Proceedings and Debates of the General Assembly of the Free 
Church of Scotland, held, at Glasgow. May 1878. pp. 112-114.
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remnant” in which he found himself, he never left the standard he 
had raised in the beginning of his ministry. Through all the per
plexing ecclesiastical issues of his time, Bonar adhered with un
yielding tenacity to those principles which he believed to be 
rooted and grounded in the Word of God. His line of action was 
always the outcome of this intense personal conviction. He did 
not enjoy the din of controversy, and seldom took an active part 
in the business of the Church courts. When he felt his principles 
in danger, however, he threw himself whole-heartedly into the fight, 
though it usually meant being a member of a minority in a cause 
that was generally unpopular.

Bonar had a high and noble concept of the Church. He 
regarded the Church ana the State as two independent authorities, 
each autonomous within its own sphere, the Church in spiritual 
matters and the State in temporal affairs, but it was the duty of 
the civil magistrate to acknowledge and support the Christian
fai,tn in an Established Church. This is a position which rests

r-Jjupoh the great doctrine of Christ's Headship over the nations.
The)risen Hedemmer sits on the throne of universal dominion, and -

/ s
f̂ as! been made Head over all things. It was Sonar's loyalty to
/ 7;\ :
this doctrine which determined his part in the Disruption and the 
Ui/iod Controversy. Closely connected with this view of the nature 
/6't the Church was his reverent regard for the orthodox faith of 
t&e Church. He would not tolerate any Geparture from the "faith 
,6rice delivered to the Saints.” From his standpoint any tendency
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to shake lo .se from the rigid scholastic Calvinism of the West
minster Standards was a course away from that faith.

The modern Christian is apt to look upon some of his 
views, especially his consistent and uncompromising Calvinistic 
dogmas, as those of a narrow-minded bigot and obstructionist.
It is, for example, difficult to sympathize with his lack of 
understanding of the true significance and inevitableness of the 
movement associated with the name of Robertson Smith. It seems 
incredible that in a time of momentous spiritual discoveries which 
were to change the outlook of the Church as it had not been changed 
for centuries, Bonar could not adapt his dogmas to the practical 
and changing demands of his time. His contribution would have been 
quite different and much greater if he had possessed a better sense 
of proportion in doctrinal matters and a wider tolerance of the 
progressive movements of his time. From his position he could see 
in them only error, evil and the dissolution of revealed truth. 
While one cannot always agree with his stern and unflinching views, 
however, one cannot help but admire the consistent course of action 
of a man of unconquerable integrity and purity of motive. Here 
plainly is a man who can claim to be a worthy descendant of Knox 
and Melville, who spoke the truth as he saw it, and would not turn 
his back in the day of battle.
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CONCLUSION

It is amazing that the life and work of a man of the 
caliber of Horatius Bonar should, have pas sea so quickly off 
the scene and out of the minus of men. The passing years, 
however, have all but erased his memory, and few Christians 
of today are aware of the reputation and influence which he
enjoyed for nearly half a century as one of the leaders in

r... 50
the religious life of Scotland. This is not surprising whenA
one considers that he was a man of modest and retiring habits, 
whose whole life was so subordinated to his work, that most 
writers have either passed over his life with a scant outline 
of important dates and brief mention of his accomplishments, 
or have ignored his life completely. Then, too, it must be 
remembered that Bonar was no barrier-breaking theologian, 
preacher, or churchman. Everywhere he stood four-square for 
the old order, and that order has largely passed away. With 
it has gone much of the influence and tradition of which he 
was a leading exponent.

If that were all to be said of Horatius Bonar, and 
his life or -work has nothing of abiding value to contribute
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to us today, this study would have been a pointless academic 
exercise. Such is not the case. In him ‘«as seen the glow 
and power of the prophets, a man whose heart burned with the 
urgency of the transforming power of his message, a person
ality submerged in the Personality whose Gospel he proclaimed. 
A man of action and of letters, his life was the result of 
the blending of four qualities: indomitable energy, moral 
earnestness, gentle kindliness, and ardent piety. It was this 
character of singular dignity ana elevation that secured for 
Bonar a place of honor and eminence among his contemporaries. 
The respect accorded to him was the spontaneous expression 
of the reverence which men felt for an exceptionally noble 
and impressive personality. Every generation produces a few- 
outstanding examples of this type of minister, and every 
generation needs to be relentlessly reminded of such men 
whose lives are consumed by Christ's Gospel and transformed 
by its power. For this reason alone, he should not be for
gotten.

The principal reason for remembering Horatius Bonar, 
however, is for his contribution to the hymnooy of the whole 
Christian Church. Judged by any standard it is an impressive 
monument to his memory. hen ail the sermons, theological 
dispates, and ecclesiastical controversies of the nineteenth 
century have been forgotten, we, and the generations yet un
born, will regard Horatius Bonar as one in whose hymns of 
faith and hope mankind heard the voice of Jesus say, "Come 
unto Me and rest.”



I may not stay. These hills that smile arouna me 
Are full of music, ana its happy glow 

Beckons me upward.; all that here has bound me 
Seems now dissolving; daily I outgrow 
The chains and drags of earth. I rise, I go, I go!

- Horatius Bonar

Eis message to his age through his character, through 
his life, through his voice, ana through his pen, was 
a full, clear, and constant commendation of Christ, 
as the all in all of a true human life, and the fruit
fulness of his message was abundant.

- Rev. George Wilson

"A vessel unto honor, sanctified and meet for the 
Master's use."

— A T Iffl. 2 , 21
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£tis}v/)nĵ  C*>̂ )[clt̂ 4"̂ ¿Ci4  ̂ ¿£x. Cjdo^ty' ¿/TT*a)

y / i-/ h  'G / fl*~ - rffe u  O ^ \ 0 L O l> J  ¿ ¿ O ty . C < ZJ^ A >

C. FIRST PAGE OP mY OLD LETTERS 
(Through the courtesy of Dr. Duncan Archibald Bonar Macnicol)



211

/ K _ » — - ' / v s ^ c y i /  « / 7 V  ^ - O T A ^ T ^ -

(jbU^ 0 6

J L C o  6Uj- $ t l  E&XA/I Ĉ Ĉy't
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v  ̂ B v- jj (J,. 0

Lnxnj o i - < - v_^A<w>c^ ¿? ? (K<̂ -̂ frto/̂  CaC- <jC
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H. BQNAH’S HYMNS IA itEpiiEbEi'lT AT IVE LLGDEHN HYMNaLS

The Church Hymnary (Church of Scotland)
7 Glory be to God the Father

104 By the Cross of Jesus standing
169 Blessing and honour and glory and power
171 Light of the world, forever, ever shining
255 V/hen the weary seeking rest
323 Here, 0 My Lord, I see thee face to face
356 Go; labour on: spend unci be spent
410 I heard the voice of Jesus say
429 Not what I am, 0 Lord, but what thou art
488 Beloved, let us love: love is of God
514 Through good report ana evil, Lord
522 He liveth long who liveth well
553 Thy way, not mine, 0 Lord
650 Father, our children keep
694 I lay my sins on Jesus

The Methodist Hymnal, Official Hymnal of the Methoaist Church in 
the United States of America

210 I heard the voice of Jesus say
280 I lay my sins on Jesus
292 Go, labor on
333 No, not 'despairingly come I to Thee
415 Here, 0 My Lord, I see thee face to face

The Hymnal of the Protestant Episcopal Church In the United Status 
of America

206 This is the hour, too soon we rise
208 Here, 0 My Lord, I see thee face to face
424 I heard the voice of Jesus say
457 0 Love that casts out fear
573 Go, labor on

The Methodist Hymn-Book, Methodist Conference of Britain
52 0 Love of God ho® strong and true
81 Not what these hands have done
95 Jesus son and shield art thou
112 I bless the Christ of God
154 I heard the voice of Jesus say
230 Rejoice and be glaci
354 No, not despairingly
444 Beloved let us love: love is of God
515 Thy way, not mine, 0 Loro
589 Go labor on
604 Fill thou my life
7 3 5 7/hen the weary seeking rest
772 Here, 0 My Lord, I see thee face to face
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The English Hyranal (Church of England)
312 Here, 0 My Lord, I see thee face to face
361 A few more years shall roll
505 Thy way, not mine, 0 Lord
556 Go labor on
574 I heard the voice of Jesus say
575 I lay my sins on Jesus

The Hymnal of the Presbyterian Church of the United States of 
America.

60 Glory be to God the Father
188 0 ?er the distant mountains breaking
196 Blessing and honor and glory and power
236 I heard the voice of Jesus say
352 Father, hear us we pray
376 Go, labor on
428 Upward where the stars are burning
500 Beloved, let us love: love is of God

H. Augustine Smith, ea., Hymns for the Living Age
81 0 everlasting light
195 I heard the voice of Jesus say
2 2 1 When the weary seeking rest
245 0 love that casts out fear
251 Thy way, not mine, 0 Lord
292 Fill thou my life, 0 Lord
396 Go, labor on
452 Here, 0 My Lord, I see thee face to face
478 Upward where the stars are shining
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