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In dealing with the power of the keys in the Reformed Church in

this thesis,the approach is as follows: there are six chapters. In

the Introduction, the main passages in the New Testament on which this

doctrine is based and the way in which they were interpreted by the

Apostolic Church are considered. During the centuries preceding the

Protestant Reformation this doctrine underwent several changes, there¬

fore, an assessment of these is given in order to see the position at
the time of the Reformation.

In the second chapter the Reformed position as found in the teach¬

ing of John Calvin is examined. This necessitates a summary of the

main points in his teaching on the meaning of justification by faith.

Then, in order to see the misconceptions which the Reformed teaching was

trying to correct, and the background against which it had to work, a

comparison is made with the teaching of the Council of Trent on this

subject.

The third chapter deals with the application of the Reformed

doctrine of the exercise of the power of the keys as practised in

Geneva in the time of Calvin and under his leadership. Two points in

particular are brought out: first, the place of Christian instruction-

preaching, teaching, and pastoral care—in the exercise of the power of

the keys; and secondly, the position of the Church in the exercise of

ecclesiastical discipline, as well as the aims which this duty is meant

to achieve.

The fourth chapter deals with the teaching and emphasis of the

Reformed Church in Scotland on this subject. This involves an examina¬

tion of the subordinate standards of this Church, especially the rela¬

tive sections of the First Book of Discipline and the Order of Excom¬

munication and of Public Repentance; the changes effected by the advent
Use other side if necessary.



of the Second Book of Discipline and of the Westminster Confession are

noted. This chapter also deals with a question which caused much con-

troversy in the seventeenth century, namely, the depository of the

keys.

The fifth chapter is concerned with the means used by the Reformed

Church in Scotland for carrying out her mission in the exercise of both

the kerygmatic act and the .judicial act of the power of the keys. An

assessment of these is made, and the conclusion is that while the
was

Reformed Church in Scotland/Sincere and zealous in endeavouring to per¬

form faithfully what she believed to be her solemn duty in regard to

the exercise of the power of the keys, and although many of her efforts

in this regard were highly commendable, yet in some respects, chiefly

in the matter of church censures, she was guilty of re-introducing

what amounted to practices against which the Reformation had been a

revolt; furthermore, the type of censures she used was almost sure to

give the average church member a wrong understanding of the nature of

justification.

The final chapter draws some conclusions from the foregoing and

makes comparisons with the conditions in which the Church has to work

today.
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PREFACE

The power of the keys has been the subject of much contro¬

versy in the history of Christianity, and in the discussions that

took place the theologians of the Reformed Church played an im¬

portant part. In this thesis an attempt has been made to show

the basis of the Reformed doctrine and what this means for the

work of the Church. In dealing with the practical application

of this in the Reformed Church in Scotland one is faced with the

situation that for the early years following the Reformation

there are not many Kirk Session Records extant, although for the

seventeenth century there are numerous available. Most of these

are in manuscript form, and in some cases they are very difficult

to decipher. However, there are sufficient to give a reasonably

clear picture of what took place.
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uate study; my Faculty supervisors, The Reverend Professor John
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Fc.cUneuhc«A

assistance and guidance; The Reverend A. C. Cheyne of the^His¬
tory Department of New College, who read three of the chapters
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and, The Reverend Professor T. P. Torrance who suggested this

topic and helped in organizing the research. I would also ex¬

press my appreciation for the facilities made available to me by

the staffs of New College Library, the National Library, the Uni¬

versity of Edinburgh Library, and Her Majesty's Register House.

To all of these I am deeply indebted for their many helpful acts

rendered with unfailing courtesy.
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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

When we speak of the exercise of the power of the keys we

are concerned with the mission of the Church in bringing the re¬

conciliation of God to man and in helping him to grow in the

Christian life, that is, with the justification and the sancti-

fication of man. The "power of the keys", which refers to the

words of Christ in Matthew 16:19, broadly speaking implies all

the functions that are necessary for the Church to carry out

Christ's commission given to the Apostles before His ascension.

The keys were sometimes divided by theologians into two, namely,

the key of doctrine, which comprehends the preaching of the Word r

and the administration of the sacraments, and the key of discip¬

line. "Discipline" is used in different senses. In the widest,

it is synonymous with POLICY or POLITY. It is thus used by

Calvin in discussing the making of ecclesiastical arrangements;"*"
similarly, the French Book of Discipline and the Scottish Books

of Discipline apply this wide interpretation. In 157^ Walter

Travers defined it as "The polity of the Church of Christ

1. Institutes, IV., x., 32.
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ordained and appointed of God." In the narrow sense ecclesias¬

tical discipline has been defined as the "admonition and correc-
2

tion of faults." It is in this rather limited sense that dis¬

cipline is more commonly understood when the distinction is made

between the key of doctrine and the key of discipline.

It must not be imagined that there is a sharp distinction

between the exercise of the two keys for in carrying out discip¬

line there is the application of doctrine. This finds expression

in the words of "The Order of the Ecclesiastical Discipline" as

found in the Book of Common Order which the reformed Church in

Scotland early adopted for its use. It states that ecclesiasti¬

cal discipline is, /inter alia.% "an order left by God unto His

Church, whereby men learne to frame their willes and doings, ac¬

cording to the Law of God, by INSTRUCTING and ADMONISHING one

another, yea, and by correcting and punishing all obstinate

rebelles and contemners of the same." This illustrates the

close connection between doctrine and discipline.

In treating of the exercise of the power of the keys in this

thesis we shall confine ourselves to the means employed by the

Church for evangelization and for the edification of her members

that they might grow in the Christian life, together with the

methods used to discover and correct misdeeds among her members

1. Full and Plaine Declaration, p. 6.
2. Puritan Manifesto, p. 9.
3. Dunlop, A Collection of Confessions of Faith . . . of Publick

Authority in the Church of Scotland. (1719-1722), ii., p. *+!*+.
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and to restore to her communion persons that had fallen under

scandal. The broader aspect of discipline as church polity or

policy will be considered only insofar as it is necessary to an

understanding of the work of the Church involved in our purpose.

In approaching this task our aim will be first, to show the

doctrinal basis of the exercise of the power of the keys and the

practice of the New Testament Church; then, in order to under¬

stand the situation which the Reformers faced we shall note the

significant changes that took place in the teaching of the Church

on this doctrine up to the time of the Reformation. After this

we shall consider the teaching of the Reformed Church theologian

John Calvin on this subject and the practical application of this

in Geneva. In the final section we shall devote our attention to

the teaching and practice of the Reformed Church in Scotland.

The Doctrinal Basis of the Exercise of the Power of the Keys

The New Testament evidence for determining the doctrine of

the keys is found chiefly in three passages in the Gospels—

Matthew 16:19; 18:15-18;^ and, John 20:23. These references

1. The genuineness of the two Matthew passages is questioned by
some New Testament commentators. An exegetical analysis of
these passages is outside the scope of this work, but the fol¬
lowing works deal with this question: H. J. Iloltzmann, Hand-
kommentar I. zum Neuen Testament. (Freiburg, 1892), Matt. 16:
l6'-l9; 0. Cullmann, Peter. Disciple. Apostle. Martyr. (Lon¬
don, 1953)? PP* 155-212; K. L. Schmidt, Theologisches
Worterbuch zum Neuen Testament, vol. iii., ed. G. Kittel &
G, Friedrich, "e/r K X F. Kattenbusch, Festgabe fur A.
Harnack, (1921), especially pp. ll+3-172; 0, Linton, Das Prob¬
lem der Urkirche in der ileuen Forschung. (1932); T. W. ~
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must be taken in conjunction with Revelation 1:18 and 3:7. Help

in interpreting these is found in other related passages which

we shall cite in the following paragraphs.

In the Apocalypse the writer describes the vision he has

been given of the risen and glorified Christ. In it Christ de¬

clares that He "holds the keys of death and Hades" (1:18), "the

key of David; when he opens none may shut, when he shuts none may

open" (3:7). Most New Testament commentators agree that the two

passages are closely related and that they refer to Isaiah 22:22

which tells how Eliakim carried the key of the house of David in

the court of Hezekiah and to him alone was given the authority to

open or shut, to admit or exclude from the house of David. The

reference to David recalls the long line of prophetic hopes now

fulfilled in the exaltation of the Christ.Eliakim, with his

key of office, is the antitype of the exalted Christ, set over

the House of God (Eph. 1:22; Heb. 3:6) and exercising all

Manson, The Teaching of Jesus, (1929), pp. 211-236: J. R.
Coates, The Coming of the Church. (1929), pp. 23-5'*+; R. N.
Flexor, Jesus and His Church. (193$); J. Jeremias, Golgotha,
Angelos; F. M. Braun, Neues Licht auf die Kirche: R. Bult-
mann, T'heologische Blatter, Oktober/Novemb'er l^M-l, "Die Frage
nach der Echtheit von Matth. xvi., 17-19," pp. 266-279. K.
Barth, Church Dogmatics. IV., iii., 2, p. 683 f. The main
reason for holding these passages to be spurious is the pres¬
ence of the word "ekklesia", but the above works put forth
many convincing arguments which refute any notion of spurious-
ness. In some cases the reason for the difference of opinion
stems largely from the fact that the critics begin from dif¬
ferent premises. For example, Bultmann denies that Jesus had
any Messianic consciousness and does not concede that these
passages can be attributed to Christ; cf. Cullmann, op. cit.,
p. 189. However, there seems to be sufficient evidence to
establish these as genuine sayings of Jesus.

1. H. B. Swete, The Apocalypse of St. John, (1907)* 3:7*
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authority in heaven and on earth (Matt. 28:18) and even in Hades"1"
(Rev. 1:18). In virtue of His death and resurrection Christ, as

the promised scion of David, now holds (£><<*>) the keys of the king¬

dom of David, which term is synonymous here with the kingdom of

heaven as in Matthew 16:19. The picture portrayed is that

Christ has unlimited lordship over the present world and also the

world to come. He alone administers grace and judgment and de¬

cides beyond recall whether someone obtains entrance to salva-
3

tion or remains shut out.

In the synagogue at Nazareth, at the beginning of His minis¬

try, Christ applied to Himself the Messianic prophecy given in

Isaiah 61:1 (Luke ^{16 ff. ). He had come to establish the Messi¬

anic kingdom, and Mark states that Christ began His ministry by

"preaching the Gospel of the kingdom of God" (l:l*f) which was

followed, by a call to the people to "repent and believe the Gos¬

pel" (1:15); coupled with this was the loosing of men from the

power of evil spirits (1:23 ff.). That is, Christ demonstrated

by His own ministry that His task was to preach the Gospel, which

is a Gospel of grace, of forgiveness, and thereby loose those who

1. Cf. Interpreters Bible. Matt. 16:18; it states that the cor¬
rect translation of "Hades" (Hebrew "She'ol") seems to be,
"powers of death".

2. Kittel, op. cit., "Schliissel," A, b—"Die Schlussel der Konig-
("rfJ "t" "I" "

3. Cf. ibid., "Der Schliissel Davids," a; R. H. Charles, The Rev¬
elation of St. John. (1920), 3:7; Swete, op. cit., 1:18; D.
J. Miles, As Seeing the Invisible (A Study of the Book of Rev¬
elation), (1962), 1:18; M. Kiddle, The Revelation of St.
John. (19**0), 3:7.
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were bound in order that they might be brought into His kingdom,

the kingdom of heaven.

In Matthew 16:19 Christ promises that He will give to Peter

the keys of the kingdom of heaven and whatsoever he shall bind on

earth shall be bound in heaven and whatsoever he shall loose on

earth shall be loosed in heaven; this promise was later made to

all the disciples (18:18). It is important to note the context

in which the promise was made; it was after Peter's declaration

that Jesus was the Christ. Jesus had been sent to Israel, and

the fulfillment of His mission called for recognition as their

authoritative head. Israel as a whole had not responded to His

message (9:20-2!+), so He creates a Messianic community, bound to

Himself as their Messiah, to be the nucleus of the Church. To

this community He will give the task of carrying His message to

the whole world. Peter's confession shows that the disciples

have reached the stage where Christ can begin to teach them what

lies ahead. That is, the promise of the keys was not given

until there had first come a confession that this Jesus whom the

disciples chose to follow was the Messiah.

It is significant to note, too, that between the promise of

the keys as recorded in Matthew and their bestowal as recorded in

John (20:23) there took place the completion of Christ's earthly

mission, which reached its climax in the crucifixion and the

1. F. V. Filson, A Commentary on the Gospel According to St.
Matthew. (I960), 16:17.
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resurrection. The ascension was now imminent, and the time for

the dispensation of the Spirit had come"'' for the Christian Church

is about to take up the role for which she had been founded.

Throughout John's Gospel the sending of the Son into the world by

the Father has been repeatedly emphasized. Now, in turn, the Son

sends His Apostles (20:21), but first they must be specially

fitted for their task. Just as God breathed into Adam the breath

of life and he became a living soul (Gen. 2:7), so the Lord now

breathes on the disciples, and they receive the "new creation"
_ 2

(20:22). The giving of the Spirit does not mean that He re¬

places Christ but that Christ acts through Him. When Jesus came

as the Apostle of the Father this did not mean that the Father

had ceased to act and Christ acted instead? what it did mean was

that although it \ms Christ who acted He did so in such a way

that the Father acted in Him (John 1*+-:10). Now, the Holy Spirit

is given that He may be the Mediator of the power of Christ in

the Apostles. They are sent as Christ's ambassadors (II. Cor.

5:20) to carry on His work, yet this does not mean that they re-

place Christ but that Christ acts in and through them. The keys

1. Contrast John 7:39.
2. R. H. Lightfoot, St. John's Gospel. (1956), p. 323. Breathing

on the Apostles is meant to convey the impression that Christ's
very own spirit was imparted to them. The same word is used
in Gen. 2:7 to describe the distinction between Adam's "living
soul" "breathed" into him by God, and the life principle of
the other animals. Expositors Greek Testament, John 20:23.

3. The very nature of New Testament apostleship is that in acting
as representatives or ambassadors the One they represent acts
through them.



which had been promised earlier are now given to them (20:23),
and they go out to proclaim to all the world the Gospel of grace.

In this we must first note carefully the manner in which the
1

Church possesses the keys. When Christ was giving His disciples

their commission to preach the Gospel and to baptize He first

stated that "Full authority in heaven and on earth has been com¬

mitted to me" (Matt. 28:18, ii.E.B.). In the Revelation passages

already noted the ascended Christ declares that He has the keys

of death and Hades (1:18), the key of David; He is the One who

opens and none may shut, shuts, and none may open (3:7). That

is, the risen and ascended Christ still holds the keys and all

authority in heaven and on earth. Only He can admit men to the

joys of the Messianic kingdom, and only He can exclude people
2

from these joys. He in turn delegates authority to His Church

to exercise the keys under the direction of His Spirit and in His

name. Although it is a real authority which the Church possesses

it is by no means an authority apart from Christ. As Christ

gives Himself to the Church in a sacramental manner by the Holy

Spirit, so the Church possesses the keys of the kingdom of heaven

in a sacramental manner by virtue of her possession of that same

Holy Spirit. That is, Christ holds the keys, and the Church
\

1. At this point we shall refer to the "Church" as possessing the
keys; at a later stage we shall consider the question of
whether they are held by the whole Church or by a designated
part of that body.

2. Kiddle, op. cit., Rev. 3:7.
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holds the keys; but, the Church holds them under the lordship

of Christ. In exercising the power of the keys it is not the

ministry that exercises this power; it is Christ acting in and

through them."*"
The second point to note is what is involved in the exercise

of the power of the keys. The Old Testament prophecy which Jesus

applied to Himself at the beginning of His ministry stipulated

that His task was to preach the Gospel, to release the prison-
2

ers, to give recovery of sight to the blind. Christ's mission

was, first and foremost, to proclaim good tidings from and of
3

God. This task is now given to the Church, and the power of the
fa

keys is the poi-rer of the Spirit given the Church for carrying out
A

her kerygmatic work.

Jesus condemned the scribes and Pharisees of His day (Matt.

1. Roman Catholic commentators agree that Christ held the keys,
but they maintain that He handed them over to Peter as His
vice-regent and that they descend to Peter's successors, the
Popes of Rome. They seem to ignore the present tense of the
verb in Rev. 1:18. Hence, the Roman clergy, to whom this
power is delegated by the Pope, make absolute judgments in
particular cases which they hold must be ratified in heaven.
Cf. A Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture. (T. Nelson, 1953),
New Testament by Dom. B. Orchard, Rev. 1:18; Catholic Encyclo¬
pedia. G. H. Joyce, "Keys"; "Pope, Primacy." J. Danidlou,
Christ and Us. (London, 1961), p. 165 f.; G. D, Smith, The
Teaching of the Catholic Church. (London, 19^8), pp. 957* 961.

2. It is not likely that the opening of the doors of a literal
prison is meant here but the freeing of those caught in an
oppressive situation (cf. Is. 58s6), the setting men free from
the invisible but terribly real imprisonment into which their
souls may fall through the seductions of the flesh.
From that kind of captivity the challenging- purity of
Christ calls men to emerge. Interpreters Bible, Luke k:l8.

3. Cf. Mark l:l*f. " —
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23:13; Luke 11:52) because they had the key of knowledge yet they

"shut the door of the kingdom of Heaven in men's faces" (Matt.

23:13 N.E.B.), and they not only failed to enter in themselves

but they also prevented those who wished to do so. The "key of

knowledge" is particularly the knowledge of the kingdom of

heaven. The scribes and Pharisees were the custodians of the

Law, but by their emphasis on the wrong things they obscured the

will of God; claiming to open the Scriptures they had really

closed the book, made the knowledge of God impossible.^ This

serves to indicate how the Church opens heaven; it is by "open¬

ing" the Scriptures, by preaching the Gospel. The Church has a

kerygmatic mission to proclaim to the world what God in Christ

has done, to preach repentance and remission of sins in His name

among all nations (Luke 2k:k7), to teach all things which He has

commanded, and to baptize in the name of the Father, the Son, and
2

the Holy Ghost (Matt. 28:19, 20).

Most New Testament commentators seem to agree that the "bind"

and "loose" of Matthew 16:19 and 18:18 reflect the language of

the synagogue and refer not so directly to the forgiveness of

sins, although that is implied, as to declaring, on the principles

1. Cf. W. Manson, Gospel of Luke, 11:52; A. Flummer, Comm. on
Matt. 23:13.

2. J. E. S. Reid points out that in view of the fact that bap¬
tism, when it appears first in Acts is in the name of Jesus
only, it is impossible to hold that the threefold name be¬
longs to the original injunction to preach and baptize. The
Biblical Doctrine of the Ministry. Scottish Journal of Theol-
ogy Occasional Papers # k, (195?5» P« 13.
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enunciated in the Gospel, ethical judgments. Just as a Rabbi of

great knowledge declared what according to the provisions of the

oral law was allowed or prohibited so the Church would decide

according to the teachings of Christ what was permitted or not.

It is the power of Church censure."'" On the other hand, John 20:

23 refers explicitly to the forgiveness of sins. The forgiveness

of sins was a function which Christ constantly exercised and set

in the forefront of His ministry (Matt. 9:2; Luke 7:^8), and it

is always a chief desire and need of those whose religious sense

has been awakened (cf. Luke 11:if). In Christian thought this has

from the first been especially connected with the redemption ef¬

fected by Christ's life, death, and resurrection (I. Cor. 15:3;

Gal. l:*f; Heb. 9:28; I. Peter 2:2*+). This formed the main sub¬

stance of the Apostles' ministry, and it was by receiving His
2

Spirit that they were fitted for it.

1. Cf. N.E.B. Matt. 16:19; 18:18; Interpreter's Bible. John 20:
23; Filson, op. cit., Matt. 16:19; Barth, op. cit., IV., iii.,
2, p. 861; Expositors Greek Testament, Matt. 18:18; Cam¬
bridge Bible for Schools and Colleges. Matt. 16:19; Hoskyns
& Davy, Fourth Gospel. John 20:23, p. 5*+7; M. Henry, Comm. on
Matt. 16:19.

2. J. H. Bernard claims that while the assurance of God's for¬
giveness can be given confidently to repentant sinners by any¬
one, no one can ever give this assurance in an individual case
without being certain this individual sinner is truly peni¬
tent; to be sure of this he must be able to read men's thoughts.
Jesus claimed He could do this (Mark 2:10); because He alone
had the Spirit in fullness He alone could infallibly discern
the secrets of the human heart and, consequently, He could say
with complete authority, "Thy sins be forgiven thee." I.C.C.,
John 20:23. Surely this is a misinterpretation of the New
Testament teaching on forgiveness as well as of the Markan
passage cited, for it makes forgiveness conditional on
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By way of summary we may say that the three passages—

Matthew 16:19; 18:15-18; and, John 20:23—form the basis for the

doctrine of the exercise of the power of the keys, which involves

the proclamation of the Gospel of grace, of forgiveness, as well

as instruction in Christian living and the exercise of Church

censures. That is, the doctrine of the exercise of the power of

the keys is closely related to the concept of ministry, to the

one ministry of Christ for the sake of mankind and to the apos¬

tolic ministry committed by Christ to His Church and carried out ^

in His name. The differing doctrines of what is involved in the

exercise of the power of the keys stem largely from the particu¬

lar understanding of the Church's role in the one ministry of

Christ.

The Practice of the New Testament Church

The book of the Acts of the Apostles together with the let¬

ters of St. Paul afford us some idea of the way in which the

Apostolic Church carried out Christ's commission and exercised

repentance. The teaching of the New Testament is that
Christ's forgiveness is already an accomplished fact; man ap¬
propriates it by "believing the Gospel" and this is evidenced
in repentance; cf. also John 8:11 and below, p. 13. Although
some commentators hold that the commission given in the John
passage under discussion is in a sense particular to the dis¬
ciples they also see in it a general charter for the Church to
proclaim the forgiveness which the divine love offers to all
who come in penitence. Cf, W. Temple, Readings in St. John's
Gospel, (London, 19*+0), p. 387; Expositors Greek Testament.
John 20:23; M. Henry, Comm. John 20:23. Roman Catholic com¬
mentators interpret this as authority for establishing the'
Sacrament of Penance; Orchard, op. eit., John 20:23.
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the power of the keys. Their message was that "... through

His (Christ's) name whosoever believeth in Him shall receive re¬

mission of sins" (Acts 10:1+3). Those who had been moved by the

preaching of the Gospel were urged to "Repent and be baptized .

. . in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins . . . "

(Acts 2:38); and, those who "gladly received His Word" were bap¬

tized (Acts 2:1+1). The people were urged to "repent . . . and be

converted, that your sins may be blotted out ..." (Acts 3:19).

There are three points to be noted here. First, the means

by which men were to be brought to repentance, to be "loosed"

from their sins, was the preaching of the Gospel. The heart of

the Apostles' commission was the kerygmatie act, the proclamation

of the good news that Christ had obtained forgiveness for all,

that He had "bound" Satan, and that now He comes by His Spirit to

"loose" men from the power of sin. Secondly, this Gospel an¬

nounced that man's forgiveness was already a concrete fact;

Christ had already accomplished it, and as soon as man believed

the Gospel he was sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise (Eph. 1:

13); he was "loosed" from his sins and the outward evidence of

this was repentance. That is, man's forgiveness is logically

prior to his .repentance; it is not contingent on his repentance.

Thirdly, forgiveness comes directly from God. Even though Simon

Magus asks for Peter's prayers he is referred to God for forgive¬

ness (Acts 8:18 ff.); evidently the Apostles did not even con¬

sider that they possessed in themselves any power of remitting



sins,1 for if they had this would surely have been the occasion

1. A distinction needs to be made between "power" and "author¬
ity". Tn^the New Testament "power" is usually expressed by
either SvV\jUi$ or k'z.ouer '&* 'The basic meaning of Suvb/J's
is "ability".' The term receives its characteristic meaning'
here through the effect of Christ. For Luke, Spirit and power
belong inseparably together (cf. Acts 1:8; 3:12 ff.; 10:38).
The same applies with Paul; because he is bound up together
with Christ he has the power of Christ (cf. II. Cor. 12:12;
Gal. 3:5; I« Thes. 1:5)« For both Luke and Paul the Holy
Spirit is the mediator of the power of Christ; buv& JU (s
ffv<£ULl<k express the power in which the exalted Lor8 is pre¬
sent With His servants. Their power is founded on the du vz/Jts
of Christ; that is, it is the power of Christ working through
them as His Apostles (Acts 3:12 ff.), not an arbitrary power
of their own to be used as they wish. In the preaching of
Paul, Christ is present as /ri/c?and shows Himself as the
S u V d, U 15 of God?(I. Cor. 2:1-5). On the other hand, the
basic meaning of ££,oa <riK » which is usually translated
"authority", is "possibility for an action". It is the pos- ,

sibility or the right which is given from a higher norm
("Instanz"). In the New Testament €^oa<riz, is used to ex¬
press the absolute possibility of actfion which belongs to God
(Acts 1:8; Rom. 9:21 ff.). In Christ it is the full power
("Vollmacht") given Him by God and His authority to act (John
10:18; Mark 11:28 f,): it expresses the invisible power of
God of whom the Word is creative power. In relation to the
Church it is used to express the fact that she owes all her
existence and the nature of her existence ("Dasein und
Sosein") to Christ (John 1:12). The Church has power only
because she is founded on the of Christ. She has
authority, but it is a delegated authority whereby the divine
power,is exercised through man. In the Apostolic work the

p team c. £ o u <rCc\ is indispensable (II. Cor. 10:8; 13:10; Rev.Lll:6). "This authority can not be used arbitrarily; in its use
the disciple remains bound to his Lord (cf. Rev. 2:26-2.8).
The emphasis is always on RESPONSIBLE use (cf. I. Cor. 6:12),
Cf. G. Kittell, Theologisches Worterbuch zum Neuen Testament,
vol. ii., 6uv£\ p. m ff.; p. 5^ ff.; J. i.
Campbell, Theological Word Book of ^the Bible, ed. A. Richard¬
son, (London, 19?0), "Authority", p. 166; C. H. Dodd. The
Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel. (Cambridge, 19535, P«
2^0. As with the New Testament Church, so it is with the
Church of all ages; she has certain authority, but in it she
is bound to her Lord who is the source of power. He, in turn,
delegates authority to her tc use in His name. Therefore, the
Church must exercise this authority, not arbitrarily, but in a
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to exercise it. The fact is that they never conceived of their

mission in that way. They had been commissioned by the Great

High Priest to represent to the world His universal priesthood.

They are priests only in virtue of His priestly office and min- (—

istry; they are established as those who are objectively and
subjectively humbled and, therefore, bound to Jesus and depen¬
dent wholly upon Him.1 They cannot absolve from sin; they can

only declare the absolution of Christ to all who come to Him in
faith. By faith in Christ man is loosed from his sins; by re¬

fusing to accept what Christ has accomplished for him man re¬

mains bound in his sins.

In addition to the above, which is the kerygmatic aspect of

the power of the keys, there is also the judicial side of this
doctrine. With the disciples' commission to preach the Gospel

2
went the obligation to exercise discipline (Matt. 18:15-18).

The Apostles proclaimed the Gospel to all; those who believed

manner that reveals responsible use, that gives evidence that
she is but the instrument of the One who holds the power which
He is pleased to exercise through her. In the New Testament
the Apostles never claimed any power of themselves; they never
directed men to look to them; what they did claip was author¬
ity to proclaim the Christ who is "the power (SuvtKjU t s ) of
God" (I. Cor. Is2!+); they always pointed men to Christ, whose
ambassadors they were (II. Cor. 5*. 20). This was their com¬
mission.

1. Barth, op. cit., II., ii., p. M+2.
2. In regard to discipline, binding and loosing refer to expell¬

ing from and to receiving back into the Church. By excommuni¬
cation the obstinate are "bound" in their sins; then, if by
their action they give sufficient evidence of sincere repen¬
tance they are received back into the company of the faithful,
and by this act they are "loosed" from their censures.



and voluntarily confessed their sins were baptized, thereby be¬

coming members of the Christian community. Over the individual

members the community as a whole had an obligation to exercise

discipline, the object of %<rhich was not punishment but correction

in order that the offender might be brought to repentance and re¬

stored to his former place in the Church* In Matthew 18:15-17

the procedure to be followed is laid down;^ only after more leni¬

ent methods have failed was excommunication to be pronounced.

The most detailed account of the exercise of this authority

which we have in the New Testament is that recorded in the two

epistles of Paul to the Corinthian church. In I. Corinthians 5'

1-5 Paul reproaches the congregation for not disciplining the in¬

cestuous member, and he commands that the congregation assembled

in Christ's name, his spirit being with them, for he has already

passed judgment upon the man, shall "Deliver such an one unto

Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be

saved in the day of the Lord Jesus" (vs. 5). The man is to be

excommunicated; he is to be cut off from all communion with his

fellow-Christians in the hope that he will repent of his evil*

In Paul's second letter to this church he again refers to
2

the case. Here the Apostle shows that the Church has the

1. Cf. Galatians 6:1 where Paul urges gentleness in dealing with
the erring brother.

2. Tertullian strongly denies that the man cited in II. Corinthi¬
ans is the same individual as mentioned in I. Corinthians 5—
De Pudicitia. 13; however, most commentators conclude that
the two references are to the same member.
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authority to absolve from church censures as well as to excommu¬

nicate, Paul now urges the brethren at Corinth to forgive the

offender, whom he also as the representative of Christ forgives

for their sakes. Furthermore, they are to assure the man of

their love "by a formal act" (II. Cor. 2:8, N.E.B.), lest his
sorrow be made so severe that it overwhelm him. As it was the

duty of the whole congregation assembled in the name of Christ

and under the guidance of the Apostle to pass sentence of excom¬

munication, so now there is an equal obligation to be exercised

in the re-admission of the penitent. The man is to be formally

loosed from the binding that the congregation had placed upon

him.

In I. Timothy 1:19, 20 we have the case of Hymenaeus and

Alexander whom Paul "delivered unto Satan" because of blasphemy."1"
In both the above instances where persons are formally cast out

of the Church Paul describes the action as a "delivery unto Sa¬

tan". As has already been indicated, by His victory over death

Christ overcame Satan so that his power over men is broken; by

the Holy Spirit,Christ, who holds the keys of the kingdom of

heaven, looses men from their sins and makes them citizens of

that kingdom. The sphere in which this takes place is the

Church, the Body of Christ. Therefore, to cast out a man from

the fellowship of the Church, to excommunicate him, is to cast

1. In II. Timothy 2:16-19 Philetus is associated with Hymenaeus.
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him outside the sphere where Christ looses. To be outside the

sphere where Christ looses means that a man is left to the mercy

of Satan who immediately "binds" that individual in his sins.

When, by the action of the Holy Spirit, the sinner is moved to

repentance he may, after giving evidence that his repentance is

sincere, be "loosed" from this binding and be received back into

the Church."*"
There are three points to note here concerning the purpose

of discipline and the manner in which it is to be carried out.

The Church, the Body of Christ, is made up of all who embrace the

promises of the Gospel, all who "put on Christ" (Gal. 3:27).
This carries with it the obligation to live accordingly (Rom. 13:

l*f; I. Cor. 6:20). The person who does not do this by his action

sins against the Gospel; he brings into contempt the Body of

Christ; therefore, he must be disciplined. Thus, the first pur¬

pose of discipline is to maintain the honour of Christ. Its sec¬

ond purpose is to prevent the influence of an evil member from

contaminating the rest of the Body (I. Cor. 5'6, 7)• Thirdly, it

is designed to cause the offender to realize his sin and repent

of it that he may be brought back into full communion with the

other members. That is, ecclesiastical discipline is designed to

proclaim and uphold the honour of the Gospel and of the Christ

1. In the case of Hymenaeus and the others there is no record of
repentance having taken place, hence, there is no record of
their loosing by the Church.



of whom that Gospel speaks.

Secondly, we see how discipline must be administered. In

view of its purpose it follows that ecclesiastical discipline is

remedial rather than punitive; it is designed to bring the erring

one back into the fellowship of the Church rather than to punish

him. Thus, although it is judicial in nature, it must be admin¬

istered in such a way that it emphasizes the Gospel. In Matthew

18:15-18 Christ outlines the method of dealing with an offender.

This is followed in verse 20 by the promise of Christ to be where

two or three are met in His name. In the Jewish Church of

Christ's day there was a judicatory or Consistory of three judges.

These men determined offences that were not capital, and their

decision was based on Jewish Law which had its.regulations cover¬

ing each offence.^ This court exemplified treatment of offenders

according to Law. The Christian Church is also called to judge

the offending member (I. Cor. 5s3 ff.) but in such a manner that

it is the Gospel and not the Law that is emphasized, for although

it is the members of the Body of Christ who do the judging, yet

they are acting only in the name of the Head, Christ Himself, who

is in their midst, who holds the keys, and who is the One who ac¬

tually does the binding and loosing; and, His teaching is that
2

Gospel precedes Lax/. Therefore, although ecclesiastical
V

1. Cf. J. Lightfoot, Works, ed. J. R. Pitman, vol ix., "The
Prospect of the Temple," (London, 1823), p. 33O.

2. E.g., "If ye love me, keep my commandments," (John lb-: 15).
It is not, "Keep my commandments and I will love you." Gos¬
pel always precedes Law in the teaching of Christ.



discipline is the carrying out of a judicial function, it must

be exercised in a manner that brings out that it is based on the

Gospel, on grace, instead of Law; and, although it is adminis¬

tered by man it is not the mere opinion of man but the declara¬

tion of the judgment of Christ who has given this duty to the

Church to be performed under the guidance of His Spirit.

Thirdly, although ecclesiastical discipline of private

faults should begin as private admonition (Matt. 18:15), when a

case assumes more serious proportions it must be brought before

the Church (Matt. 18:17). Discipline is to be carried out on be¬

half of the Body and within the Body. The judicial act is never

deposited in one man; the minister never acts alone. There must
men

be at least two or three just,as in the Jewish Church the small-

est judicatory consisted of three men. Since this is part of the

office of ministry it follows that this judicial act, like the

kerygmatic act, is to be exercised by those chosen for that of¬

fice. In the case of excommunication, where the offender is to

be separated from the whole Body, the New Testament teaches that

this must be done in the presence of the assembled congregation.

Similarly, when the penitent is to be received back into the

Church this also is a public act.

It is against this background and by this standard, namely,

that the exercise of the power of the keys lies in the proclama¬

tion of the Gospel,"*" and this implies what the Reformers called

y
1. The reason for this will be considered in chapter 2.
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the exercise of upright discipline, that we must note the course

of the Church up to the time of the Protestant Reformation. The

approach we shall use will be to first outline the changes that

took place over the whole period, then we shall assess their sig¬

nificance for the exercise of the power of the keys.

From the Apostolic Church to h-50 A. D.

There is not very much evidence available to show how the

power of the keys was exercised in the Church from the close of

the Apostolic age up to the time of Tertullian. The chief con¬

cern was with the remission of sins committed after baptism, and

a powerful current of thought favoured the view that no remission

was possible for sins deliberately committed after reception of
2

the sacrament. The Shepherd of Hermas (ca. 100/120) holds a

3 ^ 5
slightly more tolerant view, as do the Didache, Ignatius,

6 7
Polycarp, and Barnabas. The practice which the Church of the

first few centuries finally adopted was that there was one and

only one penance after baptism; this involved a course of public

repentance known as £ ^ op. o \oy yfcr/s. This did not apply to

1. Cf. J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines. (London, 193^)?
p. 199; 0. D. Watkins, A History of Penance. (New York, 1920),
i., P. 71

2. Kelly, op. cit., p. 198. The Scriptural basis used was Heb¬
rews 6:h~6; 10:26-31; and, I. John 5*16 ff.

3. Cf. Commandments h-siii.; 12:iii.; Vision 3:v*5 Similitude
9:xxvi.

h-. h-:lh-; lh:l.
5. Philad. 3:2; 8:1.
6. II. Epistle to the Fhilippians, 11:*f.
. Epistle 19:10.
• Watkins, op# cit., p. 72. As described by Tertullian,
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1
capital sins—apostasy, bloodshed, and murder —which were con-

2
sidered to be outside the loosing office of the Church.

An important development in the doctrine of the exercise of

the power of the keys resulted from the teaching of Tertullian,

who introduced the term "satisfactio" into theological doctrine.

J. Morgan points out that "The most noteworthy contribution to

the development of the system of penance in the Latin Church, in

some respects the most important, sinister, and ominous accretion
3

in the early centuries, was made by Tertullian." Due to his

teaching repentance underwent a transformation. It still con-

b
sisted of public confession and public penance, in which the

penitent was to prove the genuineness of his sorrow by means of

exomologesis, but the performance of this was held to obtain for

the doer pardon from the bishop for those sins which are

JUD\Oyyjd~(S was a discipline which led a man to prostrate
and humble himself. His food must be very plain; his dress
is of the coarsest possible, "filthy rags"; he is to "sigh and
weep and groan day and night to the Lord," and to seek the
prayers of the congregation on his behalf. All is designed
to give evidence of genuine sorrow for sin. It involves a
detailed confession of sin. In some cases at least, this con¬
fession would be first made to the clergy, and possibly re¬
peated before the congregation. The penitence was always
public. Cf. Tertullian, De Paenitentia 9 and also note 152 in
the Ancient Christian Writers series, vol. xxviii., p. 172.

1. Cf. Acts 15:6 ff.
2] Cf! H. Lloyd, The Power of the Keys. (Dublin, 1873), p. 39;

Watkins, op. cit., pp. 11 f.; *+69; Kelly, op. cit., p. 198 f.
3. J. Morgan, The Importance of Tertullian. (London, 1938), P*
t 39 f.b, R. C. Mortimer, The Origins of Private Penance in the Western

Church, (1939), p. 22 refutes Galtier's arguments that in
Tertullian we find evidence of a form of private as distinct
from public penance. Cf. Kelly, op. cit., p. 216.
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remissible in this life, and pardon from God alone for grave

sins."*"
Tertullian regards God as the Roman Law viewed an injured

2
person. Man has sinned, but he can still be reconciled; he has

One to whom he can make satisfaction and who desires that he

should. That is, repentance is designed to placate God, the

Law Giver, who has been offended by man's evil actions. The
If

price of this forgiveness is penitence. God will have mercy on

man in proportion to man's punishment of himself, and the whole

course of the discipline of exomologesis is designed to render

penitence acceptable and to honour God through fear of punish-
5

ment, thereby cancelling eternal torments. Thus, sin is a debt

1. " . . . quae aut leuioribus delicitis ueniam ab episcopo con-
sequi poterlt aut maioribus et inremissibilibus a Deo solo."
Corpus Christla.norum. Tertulliani Opera, Series Latina, ii.,
Brelops edition, (195*+), "De Fudicitia," XVIII., 18 (p. 1319).
Watkins, op. cit., p. 125 f. states that the reference here
to the bishop appears to be the first definite statement in
Christian literature that the bishop is the minister of recon¬
ciliation in the ordered penance of the Church. He notes that
it may be expected that the bishop had from the first, rather
than others, acted in this capacity whenever reconciliation
had been accorded, as well as the minister of binding \-rhen
sinners had been repelled, "but the statement of Tertullian
made in the passage now cited is the earliest statement in
exact words that it is the bishop who in the case of Chris¬
tians remits offences other than capital."

2. For the influence of Roman Law on the mind of Tertullian see

Morgan, op. cit., p. 20 ff. and cf. J. Mclntyre, St. Anslem
and His Critics. (Edinburgh, 195**-)> P* 82 ff.

3. "Offendisti sed reconciliari adhuc potest babes cui satis-
facias et quidern uolentem," Opera, op. cit., "De Paeniten-
tia," VII., IV (i., p. 33b-).

*f. Ibid., 6.
5. Having outlined the severe discipline involved in exomolo¬

gesis, Tertulliam concludes, "Haec omnia exomologesis, ut
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which must be paid, and the prescribed system of exomologesis

enables man to do this.

The public confession and accompanying acts of humiliation

which in the early Church were designed to give evidence of the

sincerity of one's repentance were considered by Tertullian to

have a propitiatory virtue in God's sight by means of which the

sins of those confessing are washed out. Hence, public confes¬

sion is no longer the mere expression of inward feeling, confes¬

sion to God and the Brethren; instead, it degenerates into a mere

performance, which came to be regarded as the act of atoning ef¬

ficacy Godwards. It is an attempt to satisfy God by works of

self-humiliation and abnegation which He can accept as a volun¬

tarily endured punishment, and, therefore, as a substitute for

the penalty that naturally awaits the sinner. Satisfaction, as

expressed by Tertullian, has in it a penal quality. It is a pun¬

ishment which man inflicts upon himself in order to change the

attitude of God toward him. What must be emphasized in this

paenitentiam commendet, ut de periculi timore dominum honoret,
ut in peccatorem ipsa pronuntians pro dei indignatione funga-
tur et temporali afflictatione aeterna supplicia non dicam
frustretur, sed expungat. Cum igitur prouoluit hominem, magis
releuat; cum squaltdum facit, magis mundatum reddit; cum ac-
cusat, excusat; cum condemnst, absoluit: in quantum non peper-
ceris tibi, in tantum tibi deus, crede, parceti" Ibid., IX.,
5, 6 (i., p. 336). According to Tertullian, every sin must be
discharged either by pardon ("venia") or penalty ("poena"),
pardon as the result of chastisement ("castigatio"), penalty
as the result of condemnation; it is "aut venia aut poena";
and, exomologesis makes it "venia". Ibid., "De Fudicitia",
II., 13 (ii., p. 1285). Cf. R. S. Franks, The Work of Christ.
(T. Nelson, 1962), p. % ff. — -
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connection, Morgan states, is that these external humiliations

are regarded by Tertullian as "penances" in the strict sense of

that word; he calls them "Satisfactions to God."'*'
Coupled with the idea of satisfaction is that of merit. The

2
latter word had appeared in The Shepherd, but Tertullian system¬

atized it, showing how God who is the great Law Giver regards as

meritorious actions which His will does not make obligatory.^
"Paenitentia" becomes a meritorious act to pay the debt of sin,

but where there is more than sufficient to pay what is due for

post-baptismal sins the excess is available for obtaining re-

wards. In analyzing and emphasizing the importance of this doc¬

trine and in setting it forth as a fundamental principle of con¬

duct Tertullian gave Western Catholicism a permanently legal

character.^
The possibility of acquiring a surplus of merit and of

transferring this excess or part of it to others was formally

developed into an important doctrine by Cyprian. This doctrine

of transference of merit naturally resulted from the legal char¬

acter of the conception of the term, the idea that merits—for

example, those of the martyrs—give the one earning them a right

to be heard by God in prayer for others. This inference may be

1. Morgan, op. cit., p. *+0.
2. Similitude 5:3:3*
3* De Paenitentia, 2; cited by Mclntyre, op. cit., p. 82.
M-. De.Paenitentia. 2.
5. Cf. Morgan, op, cit., pp. 69, 91, 177 f.
6. Cf. De Lapsis, 36.
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drawn from Cyprian's message to the martyrs imprisoned in the

mines: "Because now your word is more effectual in prayer, . .

• seek more eagerly, and ask that the Divine condescension would

consummate the confession of us all, that God, from this darkness

and these snares of the world, would set us also free with you,

sound and glorious.

Cyprian, who had definite and forceful views on the subject

of Church organization, naturally believed that bishops and

priests were the instruments used by God to transfer this sur¬

plus of merit. This doctrine was given impetus by Augustine and

was destined to play an important part as the source of contro-
2

versy in the later history of the Church.

The main features of the penitential system as practised in

the Western Church at the close of this period (h-50) were as fol¬

lows: there was first to be a confession of sin, and although

there is reason to believe that this was made in private, the

penance, in the strict sense of the Church's official reconcilia¬

tion of sinners, continued to be a formal public act. This for¬

midable process involved (a) the sinner's exclusion from commun¬

ion and, after confession, admission by the imposition of hands

1. "Plane quia nunc vobis in precibus efficacior sermo est, . •
. petite impensius, & rogate, vt confessionem omnium nostrum
dignatio diulna consummet, vt de istis tenebris & laqueis
mundi nos quoque vobiscum integros & gloriosos Deus liberet."
Cyprian, Opera, ed. loannes le Preux, (1593), epistola LXXVII.
6; cf. ep. xv., *+.

2. Morgan, op. cit., p. 178 f.
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to the order of penitents and where necessary his being taken to

task by the bishop."*" (b) Once admitted as a penitent he had to

perform a prescribed course of self-humiliation and prostration
2

known technically as exomologesis, the period depending on the

gravity of the sins and varying at different times and places,

(c) This was followed by a formal absolution by the bishop who

ministered reconciliation at a public function. This program ap¬

plied in all cases except that of the gravely ill. In addition,

certain impositions were placed upon penitents even when recon-

ciled which were grave disabilities extending for life.

These conditions—only one penance after baptism, the re¬

strictions placed on penitents, and the ease and privacy of death

bed repentance—meant that many persons put off the moment of re¬

conciliation until they felt that death was near. It appears

1. Cf. Watkins, op. eit., p. 22f., M30, for the status of the
penitents not yet fully restored.

2. Cf. above, p. 21, n. 8.
3* It is important to note the procedure in the West in the case

of persons gravely ill. For these, but for no others except
those under persecution, reconciliation by the priest takes
the place of reconciliation by the bishop. In this death bed
reconciliation there is commonly no opportunity for the per¬
formance by the person of acts of penance nor does the situa¬
tion admit of publicity before the Church. Thus, a death bed
penitent escaped the exercise of acts of penance, and he se¬
cured what was in fact the privilege of private reconciliation
by a priest in the place of public reconciliation by the bis¬
hop. Watkins, op. cit., p. h-81.

*+. For instance, no penitent may marry, and if already married he
may not resume cohabitation of marriage; he is not allowed to
undertake military service or engage in trade or attend the
games or the circus. These regulations were enforced at Rome
and at least to a degree in other western lands. Ibid. p.
M32.
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that In the middle of the fifth century in the West voluntary

confessions in time of health were few while the penitence of

the dying was coming more and more into general use."'" This was

to have an important effect on the future policy of Church

1. In the Eastern Church, at least in some sections, the prac¬
tice which developed was much more lenient. Although prior to
the Decian persecutions the ordinary controller of formal pen¬
ance on. behalf of the Church was the bishop or the bishop and
his clergy, after this onslaught against the Church the large
number of lapsed led to the appointment of a special officer
in each church, known as a priest penitentiary, to receive the
confessions of the penitents. The evidence suggests that this
individual not only heard confessions but also administered
the exomologesis which apparently covered the whole course of
penance. It is possible that the penance as well as the con¬
fession was private—Watkins, op. cit., p. ff. argues that
it almost certainly was; Lloyd, op. cit., p. holds that in
some cases, the more serious, the private confession had rela¬
tion to public discipline. The office of priest penitentiary
was abolished at Constantinople by Nectarius in 391, and other
churches soon followed this example. Nectarius (d. 397/8) was
succeeded as bishop of Constantinople by Chrysostom. He did
not revive the office of priest penitentiary; he does not seem
to have considered it necessary for his Homilies—e.g., the
sixth'on Hebrews where he mentions nine varying and alterna¬
tive forms of penance; # 31 in the Library of the Fathers, p.
362; on Psalm JO—indicate that he contemplates that for the
most part the penitents will make their own peace with God.
His voluminous writings show no great sympathy with any public
course of exomologesis, and exposure in a "theatre of fellow
servants" is an "intolerable publication." The practice was
that the whole penitential discipline—the confession, the
penance, and the reconciliation or absolution—was private.
There is no mention of a public ceremony or of the interposi¬
tion of the bishop at any point. Furthermore, Chrysostom held
that no capital sin lies outside the present mercy of God thus
variously exercised within His Church on earth. Nor is it
once only that this mercy may be exercised; he found for the
relapsing sinner a place of recurring mercy, with no recognized
limitation but that of need. This is in sharp contrast to the
practice of the West where, however unobtrusive the prelimin¬
aries, the reconciliation was a public solemnity of which the
bishop was the ministrant. Cf. Lloyd, op. cit., p. *+6;
Watkins, op. cit., pp. 31+9-3?8, *+75 ff.
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discipline.

The Period *+50-1215

In this period there were a number of circumstances which

combined to change greatly the Church's doctrine on forgiveness

and absolution and, therefore, on the exercise of the power of

the keys. The first break with the prevailing penitential system

was brought about by Leo the Great (lfi+0-1+6l)• He declared that

public humiliation for sin was unnecessary, that confession to

God and to the priest, who approaches as an intercessor for the

sins of the penitent, is all that is required. According to

some writers the effect of this was to abolish the ordinary per¬

formance of public penance; secret confession to the priest alone

was considered sufficient; and, the prayers of the Church, which

up to that time had been regarded as so important and effectual,

were rendered of little account, being replaced by the interces-
2

sion of the priest. This may be attributing too much to the ac¬

tion of Leo, but if it did not inaugurate all these changes, it

did mark the beginning of the stages that led to them.

1. Leo's aim was stated to be that he might remove an impediment
which had kept many from confessing. Augustine declared that
a person who was deterred from penance by fear of public hu¬
miliation was not truly penitent; cf. Homily on Psalm xxxiii.

2. J. C. Robertson, History of the Christian Church, (London,
1875), ii., p. 363 f.; R. Hooker, Laws of Scclesiastical Pol¬
ity. VI., iv., 7» 8; N, Marshall, The Penitential Discipline
of the Primitive Church. (Oxford, 18M+), pp. 10*+ ff. Cf.
Mortimer, op. cit., p. 11^- ff. and Watkins, op. cit., p. 752
ff; they maintain that public penance continued until a much
later date.



30

Simplieius, who became pope two years after the death of Leo,

ordered confessors to be placed in the churches at Rome to hear

the confessions of the penitents. This is the first authentic

evidence we have of such a practice.^"
While it is not possible to say definitely just how signifi¬

cant the innovations of Leo the Great were, it is fairly evident

that the teaching of Gregory the Great marks a distinct develop¬

ment toward the practice of the Middle Ages. Gregory (590-60*+),
who had been a monk, taught his clergy and people to practise in

secular life the discipline of confession to a superior as well

as the spiritual direction which obtained inside the monasteries.

His clergy were to stand to their people as an abbot to his

monks. This practice of confession helped to bring about the

practice of private penance for by it the people became accus¬

tomed to having their consciences examined and directed by a
2

priest. Under this system it seems very probable that when

small sins were confessed, or even grave sins that were secret,

a penance was imposed and absolution subsequently conferred with¬

out any enrollment in the order of penitents or any of the conse¬

quences and obligations of public penance. Confession to a

priest had by now become common, and by the seventh century the

stern rule that solemn confession as a part of penitence was

1. C. M. Roberts. The History of Confession to A. D. 1215.
(London, 1901;, p. 72.

2. Mortimer, op. cit., pp. lh-O-187.
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received only once had become obsolete. There is no evidence of

public confession and little of public penance. Before many

years the custom was introduced of granting absolution immedia¬

tely after confession, and the prescribed penance was left to be

accomplished afterwards. In early ages the party was not ab¬

solved until, after his confession, he had made due proof of his

real conversion, and while under penance he was excluded from the

service during the celebration of Communion. Now the former was

taken for granted, and he was allowed to remain in the service

throughout it all.*
A third significant factor in the evolution of the later

penitential system was the growth of Penitentials. These books,

which were collections of canons that prescribed the penance to

be meted out for each sin, were largely the work of the Irish

monks. They became the handbooks of the ministers of penance,

and under the system which they made possible this office was

exercised, not by the bishops, but by the priests. The penalty

assigned is without public circumstance, and the reconciliation

is affected by the priests without any recourse to the bishop.

That is, the Penitentials were instruments of a private system of

penance in the hands of the priests.

This penitential discipline was introduced to the northern

part of the continent from Britain about the end of the sixth

1. Mortimer, op, cit., p. 186; Roberts, op. cit., p. 85 f.;
Robertson, op. cit., iii., p. 253; Marshall, op. cit., p. 135.
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century, and it became readily acceptable to both people of rank

and those of lower class. It meant that those who availed them¬

selves of it were admitted in time of health to much the same pro¬

cedure as had been afforded by the clergy to others who were near

death.^ The confession would be private; the reconciliation was

without publicity; and, its ministrant was a priest. The fact

that the person in health could now receive what in former times

would have been denied him until he was dying may be understood

to have played an important part in the ready acceptance which

was accorded the new method by the laity. The hierarchy in the

Church were not so receptive to the new teaching, and although it

gained ground rapidly in the Frankish lands, the ancient public

system continued in some measure of employment, especially in
2

the southern part of the continent.

The Penitential books may have been instrumental in promot¬

ing a practice that was to be the source of much grief in later

years. As time passed it was found that the impossibility of

fulfilling the requirements of the ancient canons led to a gener¬

al evasion or disregard of them; therefore, a scheme of commuta¬

tion was introduced. For example, a certain amount of fasting

might be redeemed by the recitation of a prescribed number of

psalms. From this the transition was easy to a system of pecu¬

niary commutations—a system recommended by the analogy of the

1. Cf. above, p. 27, n. 3.
2. Watkins, op. cit,, p. 760.
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"wehr"."1" The necessary effect of this was not only to encourage

the fatal error of regarding money as an equivalent for sin—an

error against which some councils protested in vain, while the

language of others seems to countenance it—but to introduce a

system of petty traffic into the relations of sinners with their

God. The Council of Chalons denounces the Penitential books,

saying of them that their errors are certain and their authors

uncertain; it urges that penance be restored to the footing of

the ancient canons. Similar sentiments are to be found in the

accounts of other French councils of the ninth and tenth centu¬

ries.

1. The "wehr" was an institution common to the whole German race

—but by no means limited to it—and it was originally intend¬
ed as a. conciliation which should satisfy the relatives of a
slain person for his life and re-establish peace between them
and the slayer so that the nation should not, on account of
private enmities, be deprived of the service of its members.
That institution was extended from its original character of
a compensation for a life to the case of lesser bodily in¬
juries; the loss of a limb, an eye, a finger, or a tooth was
to be atoned for by a fixed pecuniary fine. This principle
was now introduced into the Penitentials, where offences were
rated in a scale both of exercises and of money nearly resem¬
bling that of the civil damages, which were often very large
amounts. As yet, however, these payments were not regarded as
a source of profit to the Church, but were to be given to the
poor according to the penitent's discretion. Robertson, op.
cit., iii., p. 251 f.

2. Ibid., pp. 251-253. On the evils of the Penitentials, consult
A. Martineau, Church History in England, (London, 1853), p.
23b- f. He cites Kemble's appraisal of those written by The¬
odore and Egbert in England as melancholy proof of the weak¬
ness and folly which sought to "square and shape the unlimited
mercy of God, by the rule and measure of mere human intelli¬
gence" thereby hitting at their false theological basis, name¬
ly, that "God requires of each individual man a certain amount
of suffering to atone for a certain amount of transgression,"
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By a gradual process—the relaxation of public humiliation

by Leo, the relationship established between the people and the

clergy by Gregory, and the final acceptance of the Penitentials^"
—the old exomologesis was converted into a system of private

penance which became the practice of the Western Church. As

eventually established it had three main features? first, it was

converted -into a sacrament. This did not take place for some

time. The idea that penance was a sacrament gradually developed

during the twelfth century and after, and it was authoritatively
2

adopted at the Council of Florence in 1^39. The absolution of

the priest converts even mortal sins into venial ones, which re¬

quire to be expiated, not in hell, but in purgatory unless they

are cancelled in the way prescribed by the priest. Secondly,

penitential satisfaction was treated more and more on commercial

lines, as evidenced by the Penitential books which became common.

Here a definite tariff of "redemptions" or commutations was

as well as the results to which such thinking leads. For an
estimate of the good such Penitentials were able to effect in
those ages cf. H. H. Milman, History of Latin Christianity.
(London, 1867), ii.» pp. 72-73? where a very eloquent account
of the system is given. He concludes that, however adminis¬
tered, it was law, "and Christian law, groundedoon the eternal
principles of justice, humanity, and truth." He admits that
the system later degenerated.

1. The Penitential books met opposition at first. They were pro¬
scribed by the Council of Chalons in 813 but were later de¬
clared to be among the necessary furniture of a parish
priest's library, and the bishop was to check on this at his
visitation. Watkins, op. cit., p. 7*+0 f•> 765 f.

2. H. C. Lea, A History of Auricular Confession and Absolution.
(London, 1896), i», p. ^7Vj cf. Lloyd, op. cit., p. 53 n*
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adopted by which the fasting of others might be substituted for

personal fasting? or, as an alternative, fasting might be ren¬

dered unnecessary by almsgiving."'" Thirdly, indulgences were

granted; at first these were issued by the bishops and restricted

to those who made pilgrimages or brought offerings to a church on

its patronal festival, but later, especially after Urban II® be-
2

came Pope, they gained great significance.

1. By means of the Penitential books, new editions of which were
being compiled in a fruitless attempt to gain their universal
approval in the Church—Watkins, op. cit., p. 76*+ f.—any
re-enactment of old canons or any new ones which appeared to
increase the severity of penance were practically evaded.
Great abuses crept in. The rich could commute their penance
for payments to churches, for works of public utility such as
the building of roads, for alms to the poor, for liberation of
the slaves or redemption of captives, for the purchase of mas¬
ses and psalmody. For the poorer classes these books provided
such commutations as pilgrimages, recitations of psalms or
other devotional exercises, visiting the sick and burying the
dead. The system of vicarious penances, which had been prac¬
tised in England, was, with some varieties, followed in other
countries also. This was an arrangement whereby the rich were
able to relieve themselves in their penance by associating
with themselves a number of poor persons for the performance
of it. By such means it was possible to clear off seven years
of penitence within a week. Although the practice was con¬
demned by the Council of Clove shoo (7**7)» it was afterwards
formally sanctioned. Councils might and did enact that with
the outward acts which were prescribed the right dispositions
of the heart should be Joined. In actual practice, though,
how were these to be secured or ascertained? How were the
penitents to be preserved from the delusions which a formal
prescription of external acts, as equivalent to repentance,
could hardly fail to engender? The dangers of such a system
were now the more serious since, by a departure from the view
taken in the early centuries, penance was now supposed to be
able not only to restore the offender to the Church on earth
but also to assure him of the divine forgiveness. Robertson,
op. cit., ii., p. 337; iii., p. 252; iv., p. 196 f.

2. The indulgences gradually superseded the Penitential books,
and they were granted by way of inducement to perform some
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As time passed the Church began to lay more and more emphas¬

is on the necessity of confession to a priest. During the ninth

century a decided attempt was made to introduce annual confession

on Ash Wednesday. Confession was urged on all. The Synod of

Gran (1099) enjoins three confessions a year—at Easter, Pente¬

cost, and Christmas."*" As yet there was no indication of confes¬

sion becoming compulsory. However, in an attempt to secure a

periodical inquiry into the spiritual condition of each person

and thereby remedy the evils which had grown out of the sale of

plenary indulgences, the Fourth Lateran Council, summoned by Pope

Innocent III<£) in 1215, made annual confession compulsory. This

service for the Church. The system was brought into its full¬
est operation by the crusades, especially after Urban II.
(1089-1099) proclaimed a plenary indulgence for all who should
share in the Holy War. These indulgences were only intended
as remission of those temporal penalties which it was believed
that the sinner must undergo either in this life or in purga¬
tory; but, the people in general understood them, and persist¬
ed in understanding them, as promises of eternal forgiveness,
while they overlooked any conditions of repentance or charity
which had been annexed to them. The license which marked the
lives of the crusaders, and of the Latins who settled in the
Holy Land, is unquestionable proof of the sense in which the
papal offers were interpreted. At the same time indulgences
were also granted for all sorts of smaller things such as the
recitation of a certain prayer before an altar, visiting a
church on a certain day, pilgrimages to relics and miraculous
pictures, the building or enlarging of a church, the building
of a bridge or a road, or the enclosure of a forest. Some
bishops and abbots did object to the trade that was driven in
indulgences, but they seem to have been able to effect lit¬
tle change for the better. The sweeping privileges of these
plenary indulgences, which even covered sins for which no con¬
fession was made, led to the neglect by the people of this now
time honoured custom and to a general decline in the moral
standard of living. Robertson, op. cit., v., p. k25 f.

1. Roberts, op. cit., pp. IO3, 109.
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Is the first canon known which orders general sacramental con¬

fession.^" In the following years arrangements were made by

Church authorities for enforcing this new rule, and disastrous
2

penalties were threatened for those neglecting it; yet, for many

years the Church found that she was unable to obtain the response

of the people.^ After the Lutheran revolt had rendered the Roman

1. E. H. Landon, A Manual of Councils of the Holy Catholic
Church, (London, ca. 1893> 2nd edition.), p. 331 f.

2. Roberts, op. cit., p. 119. Lloyd, op. cit., p. 52 f., makes
the following comment in connection with the action of this
Council: "The Western Church had now, as regards the forgive¬
ness of sin, receded nearly to the farthest possible distance
from the Primitive Church. Private confession to a priest,
which was unknown in the Church of the Apostles, but recom¬
mended by some of the Fathers in the case of grave offences
with a view to the public exomologesis, was now rendered com¬
pulsory, and extended to the minutest details of conduct, and
even to the innermost thoughts. Penance, which at first was
instituted for the humiliation and reformation of the offend¬
er, was now assumed to be instrumental in earning the favour
of God. And, finally, absolution, which he had forfeited,
became the instrument in the hands of the priest for the con¬
veyance of God's forgiveness."

3. A great obstacle to obtaining the conformity of the laity to
this decree was not only the scarcity of clergy qualified to
hear confessions—cf. Lea, op. cit., i., p. 205—but also the
immoral lives of those who were entitled to do this. This
fact was widely recognized by the hierarchy of the Roman
Church. For example, in a sermon to the Fourth Lateran Coun¬
cil Leo declared that the clergy were the chief source of cor¬
ruption of the people whom he was subjecting to them—Sermon
VI., in Council Lateran: "Nam omnis in populo corruptela
principaliter precedit a clero"—cited by Lea, op. cit., i.,
p. 2kl. In addition, the writings of such men as Fonorius
III., Bishop Grosseteste, Alexander Hales, William of Paris,
and Thomas Aquinas, and at a later date, Cardinal Bellarmine,
as well as the Councils of Lyons(127lf) and of Vienna (1312)
all testify to the deplorable condition of the clergy. Yet it
was on these people that Lateran thrust the responsibility for
the salvation of souls through forced confession. As the
years passed conditions grew worse. In 153$ the commission of
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Church more eager to define its position with greater precision

this Lateran enactment was elevated into an article of faith by

the Council of Trent.^ Then the revival zeal of the Catholic

2
Reformation resucitated it.

The Form of Absolution

The changing concept of the Church's role in the reconcilia¬

tion of the sinner to God can be seen in a survey of the forms of

absolution used in the various periods of the Christian Church.

In the Primitive Church absolution had relation primarily to the

discipline exercised by the Church. No member of the community

was absolved who had not previously been excommunicated; and,

both excommunication and absolution, together with the public

penance which intervened, were reserved for the gravest offences.

Absolution was the act of readmission of the penitent to Commun¬

ion; and, this act was accompanied by the prayer of the bishop

for God's forgiveness, in which prayer all the congregation

joined. This was based upon the practice of the Apostles, in

whose ministry, as testified by Luke, prayer and the imposition

of hands were constantly connected (Acts 6:7? 13*3? 8:15-17? 28:

Cardinals appointed by Paul III. to consider the reforms nec¬
essary to check the progress of heresy reported that the first
thing needing to be remedied was the deplorable character of
the priesthood which had brought the Church and its function
into universal contempt. Lea, op. cit., i., pp. 2^3-2^9.

1. Session XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," canons 6, 8.
2. On the question of the aftermath of the Lateran Council's

injunction regarding confession cf. Lea, op. cit., i., pp.
227-273.
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8). The Apostolical Constitutions VIII., 9, give a prayer for

penitents which was constantly used in the assemblies for public

worship at the readmission of the offender, and it shows that the

absolution is in the form of a prayer.1
The Penitential of Johannes Jejunator, who was raised to the

See of Constantinople in 585* gives several prayers that were

used at receiving penitents to penance, at hearing their confes¬

sion, and at absolving them. They are remarkable for the fer-
2

vency of their precatory language. The Penitential of Egbert,

Archbishop of York (732-766) gives explicit directions as to the

manner of receiving the confession of a penitent by the priests.

Here also the words of absolution are given in the precatory

form: "May Almighty God, who has said, whosoever shall confess

me before men, him will I also confess before my Father, bless

and give thee remission of sins."^

1. An English translation is given by N. Marshall, The Peniten¬
tial Discipline of the Primitive Church. (Oxford, 18^), p.
S02 f., and the Greek text is printed by Roberts, op. cit.,
p. 8l, n. 1. Lloyd, op. cit., p. 58 ff. states that this is
the most ancient relic of the penitential service which we
possess, and also that the prayer, which accompanied the act
of readmission of the penitent, came in process of time to be
regarded as the essence of the rite. The form of the words
employed became "the absolution"; thus the formula was, from
the first, precatory.

2. An English translation of these prayers is given by Marshall,
op. cit., pp. 205-209.

3. "Omnipotens Deus, qui dixit qui me confessus fuerit coram hom-
inibus, confitebor et ego eum coram Patre meo, ille te bene-
dicat, et det tibi remissionem peccatorum." W. Maskell, The
Doctrine of Absolution. (London, 18^9), p. 101; cf. also pp.
98 ff.j Lloyd, op. cit., p. 60 ff. cites the writings of the
early Fathers and those of Theodorus, Archbishop of Canterbury
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It was not until the beginning of the twelfth century that

the indicative began to be added to the precatory form. The

theory of Absolution which is presupposed in the use of this com¬

pound form is enunciated by Alexander Hales. By prayer the

priest asks pardon from God on behalf of the sinner; and, by the

absolution which follows he reconciles him to the Church. Thus,

the formula commences with a prayer to God, while the absolution

which follows, and which presupposes God's forgiveness, is pro¬

nounced indicatively.^ Gradually the indicative, "I absolve

thee," supplanted the precatory. Though some churchmen objected

to the ne\^r form Thomas Aquinas defended the declatory absolution,

and chiefly by his authority it came to be established in the

Church. Aquinas, while he holds that the power of forgiving

sins is with God only, says that He may exercise it through His

priest as an instrument, and that the absolution is from guilt
2

as well as from punishment. The decree of Loudon (1268) made

this form obligatory in the West. Finally, the Council of Trent

fixed the use of the indicative form by its decree which stated

that the form of the Sacrament of Penance, wherein its force

(670), as further evidence of the use of this form of absolu¬
tion. He notes also that the reference to the Church's power
of binding and loosing, of forgiving and retaining sins, which
is frequent in these precatory forms, shows that those who
composed them did not regard these words of Christ as convey¬
ing any right to forgive sins as against God. Robertson, op.
cit., iii., p. 253 also states that the form of absolution in
the eighth century was still the precatory.

1. A. Hales, Summ. Quaest. 21, cited by Lloyd, op. cit., p. 63.
2. T. Aquinas, Summa, Supplement, Q. xviii., A 1.
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principally consists, is placed in those words of the minister,

"I absolve thee, &c." It adds in explanation that to these words

certain prayers are properly joined, after the custom of the

Church; but, these in no way belong to the essence of the form,

neither are they necessary to the administration of the sacra-

ment.

1. Session XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," iii. The state¬
ments of some modern Roman Catholic writers in this connection
is worthy of note. Watkins, op. cit., p. 1+93 » admits that
the verbal expression of absolution or reconciliation was in
the early centuries usually in the form of a prayer. "No ver¬
bal absolution in any form but that of prayer is known to have
been preserved. ... No indicative form of absolution, as
'Ego te absolvo' is known to come down from the early centu¬
ries. It cannot, however, be certainly affirmed that no such
form was ever used." G. D. Smith, op. cit., p. 961 states,
"It is true we have no detailed narrative of the actual exer¬
cise of the power of absolution; there are at best some pos¬
sible references (Acts 19s18 ff.; James 5*16, 19, 20). But
knowing our Lord's words to the Apostles, knowing, too, the
Christian teaching on salvation and on the Church, we can
justifiably see in this treatment of sinful Christians evidence
that the Church was using the power to forgive that had been
conferred upon her." It is left to the reader to consider how
much this is reading into Scripture in an attempt to support
the doctrine laid down by that branch of the Church. J. Wil-
helrn & T. B. Scannell, A Manual of Catholic Theology. (London,
1899), p. *+83, points out that the exact formula of absolution
is not stated by Christ and the Apostles and that a precatory
form was used for upwards of a thousand years. However, the
priest's absolution was defined by the Council of Trent to be
a judicial act and not a mere pronouncing or declaring that
the penitent's sins are forgiven—Trent, Session XIV., iii.,
canon 9. Since Christ gave no exact formula, the Church must
decide. It agreed that the indicative form brings out the
judicial character better than the precatory formula would do.
"At the present day a priest in the Western Church using the
precatory form alone would grievously sin, and would expose
the sacrament to the danger of nullity." Thus, even Roman
Catholic authorities admit that there is little or no support
in Scripture for the indicative form as they use it and its
adoption is merely a ruling of the Church.
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The Pre-Reformation Concept of the Power of the Keys

It now remains to assess the significance for the exercise

of the power of the keys of the changes which took place in the

penitential system between the time of the Apostles and the Re¬

formation# The first point to note concerns the modification

introduced by Tertullian's teaching that the exomologesis per¬

formed by the penitent, as well as being evidence of a genuine

repentance, was also a satisfaction made to God# This meant that

man did something to change God's attitude toward him. It turned

an unconditional covenant of grace into a legal contract. It

indicated that the onus for reconciliation rested with man and

that repentance was prior to forgiveness. Therefore, in the ex¬

ercise of the power of the keys the emphasis on proclaiming what

Christ had done began to be replaced by the stress on what man

must do, and even public penance came to be regarded, not as the

outward evidence of an inward renewal, but as a work done to earn

salvation.

The innovations of popes Leo and Gregory, which led to the

practice of private penance, resulted in three significant changes

in the exercise of the judicial aspect of the power of the keys

in comparison with this practice in the Apostolic and in the Prim¬

itive Churches. First, when the discipline of offenders was exer¬

cised publicly the prayers of the congregation on their behalf

was considered to be an important part of the cure of souls. With

the introduction of private penance this corporate ministry of
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intercession, exercised by the Body on behalf of the Body, was

taken away, thereby depriving the Church of this necessary minis¬

try. Secondly, with the advent of private penance the judicial

act became invested in one individual; it was no longer being ex¬

ercised by "two or three" acting together in the name of Christ.

This departure from the Apostolic teaching meant that the unity

of the Body was impaired, for corporateness was replaced by in- \

dividualism, thereby weakening the whole. Furthermore, the con¬

gregation was no longer able to "prevent the few from doing any¬

thing capriciously;" and, as we shall note presently, there de¬

veloped a clerical control of the laity that affected much more

than what could be termed their spiritual duties. Thirdly, when

the practice became accepted of granting absolution immediately

after confession without waiting for the penitent to perform the

prescribed penance, the Church strengthened the concept that the

purpose of penance was to offer a satisfaction to God as an

atonement for sins confessed rather than a proof of sincere re¬

pentance. Absolution was something given in return for a promise

on the part of the penitent to fulfill certain specified acts.

Then, the advent of the Penitential books placed the whole pro¬

cedure on a business-like basis which in turn led to the commer¬

cializing of the doctrine of forgiveness.

As time passed, the redemptions or commutations of long pen¬

ances were effected by a severer shorter period or by a money

substitute or they could even be bought outright by a generous
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alms-giving. Alms alone would take away sins or the priest would

take upon himself the performance of the penance for the alms

given.^ This was all concluded by a private arrangement between

the offender and the priest. This meant that the clergy were now

becoming the representatives of the people before God and offer¬

ing "sacrifices" on their behalf. It was not a long step to con¬

sidering the priest as the one who placated God on behalf of the

people. He became their "priest" before God.

The basic fallacy back of all this is that grace is a qual¬

ity or a something detachable from God which can be infused into

human beings. This came to have a direct bearing on the under¬

standing that evolved in the Pre-Reformation Church regarding the

meaning of a sacrament, and which was formally declared to be the

doctrine of the Church by the Council of Trent, namely, that the

sacraments were the channels by which the grace of God was in-
2

fused into men. In view of this it was almost inevitable that

3
penance should be raised to this status. Then the clergy came

1. Cf. I. M. Clark. A History of Church Discipline in Scotland,
(Aberdeen, 1929), p. 22.

2. This subject will be discussed more fully in the following
chapter when we consider the Reformed position on the sacra¬
ments and contrast it with that of the Roman Church.

3. According to the views of Bellarmine and others of the Roman
Catholic Church, absolution is a sacramental act, which con¬
veys instrumentally the grace of justification: "Active, et
proxime, atque instrumentaliter efficit gratiam justificatio-
nis." Bellarmine, De Sacra,mentis, ii., 1. And again, "Ut
flatus extinguit igriem, et dissipat nebulas, sic etiam ab-
solutio sacerdotis peccata dispergit et evanescere facit."
Bellarmine, De Paenitentia, iii., 2., cited by Lloyd, op.
cit., p. 53 n.
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to be regarded and to regard themselves as the ones who adminis¬

tered the grace of God through the sacraments, the latter being

considered necessary to salvation. Therefore, the chief function

of the clergy in the exercise of the power of the keys was to

celebrate the sacraments, to administer suitable penances, and to

grant or withhold absolution; the proclamation of the V/ord was of

little or no importance. Furthermore, by granting or withholding

absolution the clergy controlled the grace of God. Hence, the

conceived role of the Church in the reconciliation of men to God

had undergone a change by the end of the Pre-Reformation period.

In addition to the relative unimportance placed on preaching, the

corporate ministry of intercession, which the early Church had

also stressed, was no longer considered necessary. The judicial

act, which had formerly been exercised by the ministry with the

approbation of the congregation, was now vested in one individual.

Finally, the grace of God was depicted as something man merited

in one way or another, and the clergy were to regulate what must

be done for this. The result of these changes was that the whole

New Testament concept of the ministry was, as it were, turned in¬

side out.

An important consequence of the events of the period under

discussion was the change that took place in the exercise of ec¬

clesiastical discipline. In the Apostolic Church discipline was ^
wholly remedial and restorative and was concerned only with of¬

fences against the Church. After 32h- A. D., when Christianity
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became the official religion of the Empire, the close relation¬

ship that developed between Church and State meant that a sin

against the one came to be regarded as a sin against the other.

The Church came to expect and to receive the State's aid in the

administration of discipline, vrhich came to be regarded as puni¬

tive more than as remedial."*" Ecclesiastical censures, especially

excommunication, began to be visited with civil penalties. Even¬

tually this led to the exercise of an ecclesiastical discipline

that was a complete denial of the New Testament teaching on its
2

nature and purpose. The clergy were being used as instruments

of the State in the exercise of its functions rather than as men

entrusted to carry out an independent ecclesiastical commission.

The control which they exercised over the faithful was sweeping

for always the power of the keys could be evoked to bring them

into line. Even those who ignored the Church or defied its evil

impositions could not forever escape, and the fear of the eternal

consequences of such a power acting on the conscience was an im¬

posing force to make them conform. Thus the Apostolic Church's

concept of ecclesiastical discipline, namely, that it was de¬

signed to be a means of proclaiming the Gospel, degenerated, and

it became a tyranny exercised by the ministry under the power

1. Cf. Clark, op. cit., p. 13 ff.
2. E.g., excommunication, which was often unjustly and precipi¬

tately administered, was being employed even for such things
as collection of taxes. Cf. A. C. Flick, The Decline of the
Medieval Church. (London, I93O), ii,, p. .
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of the keys to punish those who did not conform to civil as well

as to ecclesiastical requirements."1"
There can be no doubt that the whole New Testament doctrine

of the power of the keys had been greatly perverted and that its

exercise was being grossly misused at the time of the Reforma¬

tion. The truth of the Reformers' solemn denunciation of the

prevailing exercise of it is amply substantiated by the facts of

history.

1. Gf. Flick, op. cit.. ii., pp. 120 ff., 179, ^51; H, B. Work¬
man, John Wycliff, (Oxford, 1926), ii.. p. *+2; G. C. Coulton,
Ten Medieval Studies. (Cambridge, 1921), iii., pp. 11+-123.



Chapter II

THE POWER OF THE KEYS IN THE THEOLOGY OF JOHN CALVIN

As the preceding chapter shows, by the time of the Reforma¬

tion much of what was taught and practised in the Church was the

result of additions, sometimes made solely in the interests of

expediency, which accrued over the course of years. John Calvin,

the father of Reformed theology, believed that much that was

being disseminated in the name of religion was false and mis¬

leading, so he determined to examine the position of the Church

in the context of Scripture. His aim was to strip both the

teaching and the practice of the Church of his day of all that

was not supported by Biblical authority and to revive the purity

of the Church of the early centuries. In attempting to do this

he set down what he believed to be the Biblical doctrine of the

Church, its teaching, and its practice.

One point where the Pre-Reformation Church had departed from

the teaching of the early Church was in its doctrine of the exer¬

cise of the power of the keys. As already explained, this had

developed into a system whereby the guilty party after secret

confession to a priest and the fulfilling of certain requirements

prescribed by him--the doing of specified acts of penance or the
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procuring of indulgences or the winning of merit by good works,

etc.—is declared absolved chiefly because of what he had done.

Calvin's teaching on the subject was in sharp contrast to this.

The main points he emphasized were that the power of the keys is

not a judicial function in the sense taught by the Council of

Trent but a ministerial function committed by Christ to His

Church."*" It is exercised by the preaching of the Word, and this
2

takes place in the face of the congregation; it is not direc¬

tions dictated in a secret confessional. This Word is the Gospel

of salvation, which the Reformers re-discovered, the Gospel

through which sins are "loosed" and the absolution of Christ is

made available to the believer. He receives this loosing by

being grafted ir^Christ through the action of the Holy Spirit,
whereby he is enabled to participate in the benefits of Christ's

work perfected for man's salvation; conversely, by the rejection

of what Christ has done for him man remains "bound" in his sins.

That is to say, Calvin's doctrine of the power of the keys, like

all his theology, is closely linked with his Christology, and un¬

less we see it in this light we can never understand it.

1. That is, the actual effecting of this power is done by Christ;
the Church only acts in His name. Within the Church there are
certain persons set apart for ministerial duty, and they have
a special part to play in the exercise of the power of the
keys. Calvin placed great emphasis on the place of the pro¬
fessional ministry.

2. Private instruction or counselling has a place also, but its
main object is to apply to a particular case the general
teaching that has been publicly proclaimed.



Calvin's Exposition of the Scriptural References to the Keys

Before considering these points in more detail it will be

necessary, in order to have a better understanding of his teach¬

ing on the subject, to examine Calvin's exposition of the leading

passages of Scripture which pertain to the power of the keys. He

grouped them according to teaching into two sections, namely,

Matthew 16:19 with John 20:23, and Matthew 18:18; each shows one

of the two chief aspects of the power of the keys.

The first of these concerns the promise of binding and loos¬

ing (Matt. 16:19) and the remitting and the retaining of sins

(John 20:23), which ought to be referred only to the ministry of

the Word. The sum of the Gospel is that all, being the slaves of

sin and death, are "loosed" and set free by the redemption which

i s in Christ, while those who do not receive and acknowledge

Christ as a deliverer and redeemer are "bound" and condemned to

eternal punishment. At the same time as the Lord commissioned

the Apostles to carry the Gospel into all the world He honoured

it with this distinguished testimony, namely, that He provided

them with the power of binding and loosing. This power, attached

to the proclamation of His Word, was to serve to encourage the

disciples in their difficult task and to assure the hearers that

the doctrine of the Gospel was not the word of the Apostles but

of God Himself—"not a voice rising from the earth but descend¬

ing from heaven"—for such things as the forgiveness of sins, the

promise of eternal life, and the message of salvation cannot be
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in the power of man. Christ, therefore, testified that in the

preaching of the Gospel the Apostles acted only ministerially,

that it was He who, by their mouths as organs, spoke and promised

all} hence, the forgiveness of sins which they announced was the

true promise of God and the condemnation which they pronounced
1

was the certain judgment of God.

In enjoining the Apostles to forgive sins Christ was not

conveying to them what is peculiar to Himself. It belongs to Him

to "forgive sins"; this honour, so far as it belongs peculiarly

to Himself, He does not surrender to the Apostles; what He does

is to enjoin them in His name to "proclaim the forgiveness of

sins" that through their agency He may reconcile men to God. Pro¬

perly speaking, it is Christ alone who forgives sins through His
2

apostles and ministers. Pastors are divinely ordained to be

sureties for salvation, and the Church must not go a distance to
3

seek forgiveness of sins, which is committed to their trust.

This attestation was given to all ages and remains firm, render¬

ing all certain and secure, that the word of the Gospel, by whom¬

soever it may be preached, is the very Word of God, promulgated

1. "Christ declares that by the preaching of the Gospel is re¬
vealed on the earth what will be the heavenly judgment of God,
and that the certainty of life or death is not to be obtained
from any other source." "Pronuntiat ergo Christus, patefieri
evangelii praeconio in terra, quale futurum sit coeleste Dei
iudicium, nec aliunde petendam esse vitae aut mortis certitu-
dinem." Comm. on Matt. 16:19, C.R.LXXIII., p. h-75 f.; cf.
Institutes, IV., xi., 1.

2. Comm. John 20:23, C.R. LXXV., p. M+0.
3. Ibid., p. M+l.
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at the supreme tribunal, written in the book of life, ratified

and fixed in heaven. The power of the keys is simply the preach¬

ing of the Gospel; in so far as men are concerned, it is not so

much power as ministry. Strictly speaking, Christ did not give

the power to men but to His Word, of which He made men the minis¬

ters.*
Thus the power of the keys is very properly applied to the

office of teaching, and in this sense there is a close connec¬

tion with Luke 11:52 where Christ says that the scribes and Phar¬

isees, in like manner, have the "key" of the kingdom of heaven
2

because they are expounders of the Law. Hence, Calvin terms

1. Institutes, I?., xi., 1.
2. Luther, in his earlier years, would not agree with this con¬

nection. He emphasized that the keys were not ordained for
doctrine or government—'Works, Weimar ed., vol. 6, "An den
Christlichen Adel deutscher Nation von des Christlichen stan-
des besserunr," p. ^12. A ruling power means far more than
what is involved in the power of the keys; the former "in¬
cludes preaching, exhorting, consoling, saying the Mass, ad¬
ministering the Sacraments, etc." and extends not only to the
sinners but also to the "pious who have nought to be bound or
loosed"—Ibid, "Von dem Papsttum zu Rom wider den hochberuhm-
ten Romanisten zu Leipzig" (1520), p. 3X2. In condemning the
Roman Church for linking the references in Matt. 23:13 and
Luke 11:52 regarding the key of knowledge with the keys given
in Matthei^ 16:19. Luther says, "Christ's words (that is, in
the two former passages) refer to the office of preaching
which is to proclaim the opening of the gates of heaven to
all. But the keys of St. Peter only apply to some, namely to
sinners." He then warns against confusing the two—ibid.,
vol. 30, ii., p. *f91 f., "Von den Schlusseln." His main pur¬
pose in arguing thus seems to have been to attack the Pope's
claim that through the keys he was given the power to declare
dogma, which was binding on all, failure to comply carrying
the possibility of excommunication. Ten years later we find
him bitterly denouncing the Roman Church because, "From their
decrees, books, writings, and works it is as clear as day that
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the ministers of the Gospel "porters" ("ianitores") of the king¬

dom of heaven because they carry its keys. "We know that there

is no other way in which the gate of life is opened to us than by

the Word of God; and hence it follows that the key is placed, as

it were, in the hands of the ministers of the Word."'*"
The second aspect of the power of the keys is given in

Matthew 18:17-18. There is a close affinity with Matthew 16:19

and John 20:23, but this passage is to be understood somex-fhat

differently. The former passages relate specially to the preach¬

ing which the ministers of the Word perform; the latter relates

to the discipline of excommunication which has been committed to

the Church. Here we have a practical application of "binding"

and "loosing". The Church "binds" him whom she excommunicates,

they never taught the precious faith along with the keys but
kept silent. And with such pronouncements they have neither
praised nor taught the blood of Christ nor the grace of God
but have only blown up thereby the Pope's power"—ibid., p.
V?l. Whatever his earlier view, Luther came to realize that
there was a close connection between the teaching ministry and
the power of the keys. Zwingli defines the keys as the
preaching of the Gospel, which looses or binds—C.H. XC., Band
iii., H. Zwingli's Samtliche Werke, "De Vera et falsis religl-
one commentarius," "De Clavibus," pp. 723? 738; cf. ibid, "Ad-
versus hieronymum Emserum antibolon." p. 267. Bullinger takes
the same view—Decades. (Parker ed.5, v., "On the Ministry of
the Word of God," pp. 127, l*+6, lh-9—as did also Peter Viret,
although the latter emphasizes a firm discipline more than do
Zwingli or Bullinger—P. Viret, A Christian Instruction. (Lon¬
don, 1573)} P» ^9 f; Exposition' of the Lord's Prayer, dia-
logue 8. Zwingli, Bullinger, and Viret all agreed that dis¬
cipline was part of the preaching ministry; where they dif¬
fered was on the exercise of excommunication.

1. "Scimus enim, non aliter vitae ianuam nobis aperiri quam Dei
verbo, Unde sequitur, eius ministris clavem velut in manum
tradi." Comm. Matt. 16:19, C.R. LXXII., p. If75.
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but she does this, not by plunging him into eternal ruin and de¬

spair, but by condemning his life and manners and admonishing him

that unless he repents he is condemned. She "looses" him whom

she receives into communion because she makes him, as it were, a

partaker of the unity which she has in Christ Jesus. It is by

the Word of God that the Church condemns the perverse and by the

same Word that she takes back the penitent into favour. "The

Lord testifies that such judgment of the faithful is nothing else

than the promulgation of His own sentence, and that what they do

on earth is ratified in heaven. ... They cannot err nor dis¬

agree with the judgment of God, • • . which is not an uncertain

or worldly opinion, but the holy will of God, an oracle of

heaven.11"'"
The rite of excommunication, given by Christ to the Church,

serves also to proclaim the authority of the Church. "Obstinate

and haughty" men will despise and laugh at the decision of the

Church and hold it in low esteem saying that they refuse to be

subject to men. Christ, in order to subdue them, threatens that

the condemnation which is now despised by them will be ratified

in heaven. At the same time He encourages His followers to

1. " • . . testatur Dominus tale fidelium iudicium non aliud
esse quam sententiae suae promulgationem, retumque haberi
in caelis quod illi in terra egerint. . . • Errare . • .

non possunt, nec a Dei iudicio dissentire; ... quae non
incerta est aut terrena opinio, sed sancta Dei voluntas
et caeleste oraculum." Institutes, IV., xi., 2, 0. S. v.,
p. 198.



maintain a proper discipline which becomes the Church."*"
The power of the keys has place in the three follovring modes

of confession: first, when the whole Church, in a formal acknow¬

ledgement of its defects, supplicates pardon; secondly, when a

private individual who has given public offence by some notable

delinquency testifies his repentance; thirdly, when he who from

disquiet of conscience needs the aid of his minister acquaints

him with his infirmity. When the whole Church stands as it v/ere

at the bar of God, confesses her guilt, and finds her only refuge

in the divine mercy, it is no common or light solace to have an

ambassador of Christ present, invested with the mandate of recon¬

ciliation, by whom she may hear her absolution pronounced. Sim¬

ilarly, when he who has become alienated from the Church because

of an offence confesses his guilt and receives pardon, thereby

being restored to brotherly unity, it is of great benefit to know

that he. is pardoned by those to whom Christ said, "Whose soever

sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them" (John 20:23). In the

1. As Matt. 18:15-18 shows, those who despise private admonition
are to be sharply rebuked in public, and if they persist in
their contumacy they are to be expelled from the society of
believers. Moreover, these admonitions and corrections cannot
be made without investigation; this necessitates some judicial
procedure and order (Institutes, IV., xi., 1). This is facil¬
itated by the ruling body of the congregation, hence, the need
for a Consistory, about which more is said in the following
chapter. In verse 19 Calvin sees a further affirmation of
what was promised above: "again I say unto you" just means that
God will bestow the spirit of wisdom and prudence on those who
ask it. He will also provide that not one thing which they
shall do according to His Wrord shall want its power and effect.
Comm. Matt. 18:15-19, C.R. LXXII., p. 511 ff.
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third case private absolution is of no less benefit or efficacy

when asked by those vrho stand in need of a special remedy for

their weakness. Very often he who hears general promises which

are intended for the whole congregation of the faithful still re¬

mains somewhat in doubt and is still disquieted in mind, as if

his own remission were not yet obtained. Should this individual

lay open the secret cause of his concern to his pastor and hear
these words of the Gospel specially addressed to him, "Son, be of

good cheer; thy sins be forgiven thee" (Matt. 9:2), his mind will
feel secure and escape from the trepidation with which it was

previously agitated.1

The Keys and the Preaching of the Gospel

Calvin warns that

"... when we treat of the keys, we must always beware of
dreaming up any power apart from the preaching of the Gos¬
pel. . . . Whatever privilege of binding and loosing Christ
has bestowed on His Church is annexed to His Word. This is
especially true with regard to the ministry of the keys,
the whole power of which consists in this, that the grace of
the Gospel is publicly and privately sealed on the minds of
believers by means of those whom the Lord has appointed;
and, the only method in which this can be done is by preach¬
ing. "2

1. Institutes, III., iv., l*f.
2. " . . . quum de clavibus agitur, semper cavendum est ne facul-

tatem aliquam somniemus ab Evangelii praedicatione separatam.
. . . illic videbimus verbo alligatum esse quicquid iuris ad
ligandum vel solvendum Christus Ecclesiae suae contulit. Hoc
tamen in ministerio clavium maxime verum est, cuius tota vis
in eo posita est, ut Evangelii gratia, per eos quos Dominus
ordinavit, fidelium animis publice ac privatim obsignetur:
quod fieri, nisi sola praedicatione, nequit." Institutes III.,
iv., lb, O.S. IV., p. 101.
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It is important to note where Calvin placed the emphasis in

the exercise of the power of the keys. It is in "the preaching

of the Gospel;" any privilege of binding and loosing which Christ

has bestowed on His Church "is annexed to His Word;" and, this is

not administered by any magic formula but by the preached Word,
1

that is, by the public proclamation of the promises therein con¬

tained. This is clearly a very different concept from that held

by the Pre-Reformation Church, the latter being largely perpetu¬

ated in the canons and decrees of the Council of Trent. The doc¬

trine of the power of the keys is almost surely the point of

greatest contrast between the teaching of the Reformed Church and

that of the Church of Rome for its implications touch almost

every aspect of Roman Catholic theology, especially the doctrine

of justification with which the exercise of the power of the keys

is indissolubly linked. We must now examine the Genevan Reform¬

er's teaching on justification, and then we shall compare and

contrast it with that of the Roman Church as defined by Triden-

tine theology.

The Necessity of the God-Man

Calvin holds that Scripture declares that man was estranged

from God by sin, an heir of wrath, exposed to the curse of eter¬

nal death, excluded from all hope of salvation, a complete alien

from the blessing of God, the slave of Satan, captive under the

1. Cf. above, p. *f9, n.2.
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yoke of sin; in short, he was doomed to horrible destruction and

already involved in it."1" Furthermore, he had neither the desire
2

nor the power to do anything to remedy this situation. There¬

fore, if man was to be reconciled to God this must be made pos¬

sible by some power outside man which could bridge the abyss that

separated man from his Creator. Thus it was that God sent His

Son who was true God and true man. He must be true God because

only God could redeem man, yet He must also be true man for sal¬

vation must be worked out from the side of man; the disobedience

of man must by way of remedy be opposed by the perfect obedience

of man in order to satisfy the justice of God and pay the penalty

of sin. For this reason our Lord came forth very man, adopted

the person of Adam, and assumed his name, that He might in his

1. Institutes II., xvi., 2,
2. "Acta Synodi Tridentinae cum Antidote," C.R. XXXV., p

cf. Institutes II., vi., xii., 1; W. Niesel, The Theology
of Calvin, (London, 1956), p. Ill ff.

3. W was His to swallow up death; who but Life could do so? It
was His to conquer sin; who could do so save Righteousness it¬
self? It was His to put to flight the powers of the air and
the world; who could do so but the mighty power superior to
both? But who possesses life and righteousness, and the dom¬
inion and government of heaven but God alone? Therefore, God,
in His infinite mercy, having determined to redeem us, became
himself our Redeemer in the person of His only-begotten Son."
"Eius erat mortem absorbere: quis hoc poterat nisi vita? Eius
erat peccatum vincere: quis hoc poterat nisi ipsa iustitia?
Eius erat mundi et aeris potestates profligare: quis hoc pot¬
erat nisi virtus et mundo et aere superior? Porro penes quem
vita est, aut iustitia, aut caeli imperium et potestas, nisi
penes solum Deum? Sese ergo clementissimus Deus in persona
unigenti Redemptorem nostrum fecit, dum nos redemptos voluit."
Institutes II., xii., 2, O.S. III., p. V39.
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stead obey the Father, that He might present our flesh as the

price of satisfaction to the just judgment of God, and in the

same flesh pay the penalty which we had incurred."*"
The point we must emphasize is Calvin's insistence that man

was totally incapable by himself of removing the curse under

which he lay because of sin, yet it was a penalty which must be

paid by man. Therefore Christ took upon Himself our flesh and in

so doing substituted Himself for us. He bears the punishment for

our violation of the majesty of God and shows Himself obedient to

the will of God as though it were we ourselves who performed all

that. The true humanity is essential to the work of Christ as

Mediator.

At the same time this must be considered in connection with

His divinity, for the work of Christ consists primarily in the

fact that He bears the punishment of death which was to fall upon

us. This means, according to Calvin, that "since as God only He

could not suffer, and as man only could not overcome death, He

united the human nature with the divine, that He might subject

the weakness of the one to death as an expiation of sin, and by

the power of the other, maintaining a struggle with death, might
2

gain us the victory."

1. Institutes II., xii., 3.
2. "Quura denique mortem nec solus Deus sentire, nec solus homo

superare posset, humanam naturam cum divina sociavit, ut al-
terius imbecillitatem morti subiiceret, ad expianda peccata:
alterius virtute luctam cum morte suscipiens, nobis victoriam
acquireret." Institutes, II., xii., 3? O.S, iii., p
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Although Christ was both true God and true man we must note

that the two natures are not fused; it is union but not fusion.

If it were the latter, not only would the true Godhead be threat¬

ened, but also His humanity for then He would not be truly human.

This would mean that the bridge built by God to reach us would be

destroyed because the communion between Christ and man, in virtue

of which there can be a union between Him and ourselves and we

can receive all that He has done for us, would be imperilled."*"
Then our salvation which we cannot find for ourselves would not

be found in Christ either; but, since He was both true God and

true man, xvithout separation yet without fusion, Christ was able

by the whole course of His obedience to abolish sin, remove the

enmity between God and us, and purchase a righteousness which
2

made Him favourable to us.

Union with Christ

This immediately raises the question of how we can become

sharers in the benefits of what Christ has done. Calvin begins

Book III. of the Institutes by saying, "We must now see in what

way we become possessed of the blessings which God has bestowed

on His only begotten Son, not for private use, but to enrich the

poor and needy. And the first thing to be attended to is that so

long as we are without Christ and separated from Him, nothing

1, Cf. Institutes, IV., xvii., 29; Niesel, op. eit., p. 117; F.
Wendel, Calvin. (London, 1963), p. 220 f.

2. Institutes II., xvi., 5.
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which He suffered and did for the salvation of the human race is

of the least benefit to us. To communicate to us the blessings

which He received from the Father, He must become ours and dwell

in us."1 However, as Niesel points out, it is significant that

in explaining the introductory topic of the third book Calvin

does not in the first place speak of the merits which Christ ob¬

tained for us by the whole course of His obedience, but instead

he focuses our attention upon Christ Himself. In view of the fact

that the last part—especially chapters xii to xvii—of Book II.

of the Institutes had dealt with the person and the work of Christ

in accomplishing our salvation, one might have expected Calvin to

mow dwell on man and his enrichment by these merits. Instead,

the theme is still Jesus Christ Himself. There is good reason for

this. Although what Christ has done has been for our salvation,

the merits He won being acquired not for His own use but for us,

yet it is not that Jesus Christ has obtained for us various be¬

nefits which are now simply there for us to seize. These treas¬

ures are given by the Father to Christ as the only begotten Son.
2

He, the Son, possesses them. Therefore, it is Just at this

1. "Nunc videndum quoraodo ad nos perveniant, quae Pater Filio
unigenito contulit bona, non in privatum usum, sed ut inopes
egenosque locupletaret. Ac primo habendum est, quandiu extra
nos est Christus, et ab eo sumus separati, quicquid in salutem
humani generis passus est ac fecit, nobis esse inutile nulli-
usque momenti. Ergo ut nobiscum quae a Patre accepit communi-
cet, nostrum fieri et in nobis habitare oportet." Institutes
III., i., 1, O.S. IV., p. 1.

2. Ibid.
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point of his theological reflection that Calvin refers us to

Christ.*"
Calvin says that when it is a question of the gifts of God

which He offers to us of His free grace it is his custom always

to begin with Christ and rightly so for we are necessarily devoid

of all the gifts of grace, the abundance of which Is hidden in
2

the being of God, until He becomes ours. It is not a question

of man receiving gifts of grace but the one gift, Jesus Christ,

"in the person of whom salvation is perfected."^ "In other

words, God's gift to us is not a something, not a power, not an

improvement of our own nature. Nor does God give us part of His

own being. Rather He imparts to us Himself, which means He gives

us Jesus Christ as our own. If we have Him then we have all
If

things."

This in turn leads to the question, "How do we appropriate

Christ? How does He become 'the Christ within us'? How is sal¬

vation, which is perfected in the person of Christ, made mine?"

Since Christ has thus worked out our salvation in and through His

human body and human nature, it follows that the benefits of His

work are not available for us unless we ourselves are brought in¬

to some kind of communion with that human nature, and indeed with

1. Niesel, op. cit., p. 121.
2. C.R. XXXVII., "Secunda Defensio Contra Westphalum," p. 88.
. Institutes III., i., h-,
. Niesel, op. cit., p. 122 f.; cf. O.S. I., pp. *tl, 88.



the body, In which all the work of our salvation was performed.

Participation in the blessings which Christ died and rose to win

for us is inseparable from communion with His person. Time and

again Calvin insists that nothing which Christ did for us and

nothing which He possesses is of any avail to us until we become

one with Him,"1" through a union effected somehow through that

"human nature" or "flesh" or "body" in which He wrought salva-
2

tion. The union between, us and the human nature of Christ ef¬

fects the completion of the reconciling act of God in uniting to

Himself in Jesus a human nature.

As far as Calvin is concerned this union with Christ is one

of the most important doctrines for anyone to grasp if he would

understand the Christian faith and the Christian life and

1. Institutes III., i., 1.
2. Cf. C.R. XLIII., p. 723, "Hp. ad Vermigli," where Calvin sums

up his teaching on this and kindred subjects; "Neque enim
aiiter nos Deo mortis suae sacrificio reconciliat, nisi quia
noster est ac nos unum cum ipso. Sic ilium Pauli locum inter¬
preter, ubi fideles in eius Kolvcovi ay vocatos esse dicit
CI. Cor. 1:9). Neque vero nomen consortii vel societatis men-
tem eius satis exprimere videtur, sed mihi sacram illam unita-
tem designat, qua filius Dei nos in corpus suum inserit, ut
nobiscum sua omnium communicet." Cf. R. Wallace, Calvin's
Doctrine of the Word and Sacraments. (Edinburgh, 19!?3)? P» 1^6

3. Calvin notes that in defining the means by which we are saved
it is better to use the phrase "in Christ" rather than "by
Christ" for the former phrase has more expressiveness and
force and denotes the union with Christ which is such a neces¬

sary part of the Gospel. Cf. R. Wallace, Calvin's Doctrine of
the Christian Life. (Edinburgh, 1959), p. 17 f•j Calvin's
Commentary on Romans 6:11, C.R. LXXVII., p. 110, "Retinere
malui Paul! verba: in Christo Iesu, quam cum Erasmo vertere:
per Christum: quia illo modo melius exprimitur institio :111a,
quae nos unum cum Christo faeit." Cf. Comm. on I. Cor, 1:5,
C.R. LXXVII., p. 310.
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ordinances. He states as follows:

"To that union of the Head and members, the residence of
Christ in our hearts, in fine, the mystical union, we assign
the highest rank, Christ when He becomes ours, making us
partners with Him in the gifts with which He was endued.
Hence we do not viex* Him at a distance and without us, so
that His righteousness is imputed to us, but as we have put
Him on and been ingrafted into His body, He deigns to make
us one with Himself, and, therefore, we glory in having a
fellowship of righteousness with Him.'*^

In a sermon on Titus 1:7-9 Calvin states that when the apostle

defines the Gospel and the use of it he says that we are called

to be partakers of our Lord Jesus Christ, and to be made one with

Him, and to dwell in Him and He in us and that we be joined to-
2

gether in an inseparable bond.

It is very important that we realize the significance of

this if we are to understand Calvin1s doctrine of justification

and, hence, of the exercise of the power of the keys. It will be

shown a little later that this is a very different concept of

justification by faith than that commonly or at least often at¬

tributed to the Reformation. Furthermore, unless we see the im¬

plications of this we cannot understand why Calvin attacked so

strongly the Roman Church's theology respecting the power of the

1. "Coniunctio igitur ilia capitis et membrorum habitatio Christi
in cordibus nostris, mystica denique unio a nobis in summo
gradu statuitur: ut Christus noster factus, donorum quibus
praeditus est, nos faciat consortes. Non ergo eum extra nos
procul speculamur, ut nobis imputetur eius iustitia: sed quia
ipsum induiraus, et insiti sumus in eius corpus, unum denique
nos seeum efficere dignatus est: ideo iustitiae societatem no¬
bis cum eo gloriamus." Institutes III., xi., 10, O.S. iv.,p.l91.

2. C.R. LXXXII.,pp. V+2-Mf3.
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with Christ, that we find the real foundation of Calvin's teach¬

ing on this subject.

This union with Christ Calvin calls a mystical union;"*" the

nature of it is beyond our power to conceive, especially when it

is remembered that the flesh of Christ through which the Christian

is united to Him no longer exists in any form in the sphere of
2

this earth but has been taken to heaven. Yet this union is

really and substantially brought about so that we become "bone of

His bone and flesh of His flesh"; and, it cannot be effected by

any process, spiritual or moral or otherwise, which falls within
*

the natural order of things, but it is consummated solely by the

work of the Holy Spirit who alone can so join things in heaven

and things on earth that the life and virtue of what is in heaven
If

can be shared by those who are yet on earth. The chief work of

1. Although Calvin calls it a mystical union, in the technical
sense of the term "mystical union" it is not so. Though it
becomes closer every day it does not attain its culminating
point until the life to come; all we can know about it on
earth is only a commencement. The French version translates
"unio mystica" by "union sacr£e". That it is a purely spirit- ,

ual union Calvin very clearly states in the Institutes and in 1
his other writings—e. g., Comm. on John 17:21, C.R. XLVII.;
here Calvin states that we are one with the Spn_of God, not to
say that he transmutes his substance into us, but because by
virtue of His Spirit He communicates to us His life and all
the benefits He has received from the Father, (p. 3^7)* Cf.
Institutes I., xv., 5> III., ii., 5; Wendel, op. cit., p.
237 f.

2. C.R. XXXVII., "Secunda Defensio Contra Westphalum," p. 72;
ibid., 'Ultima Admonitio ad Westphalum," p. 221; Institutes
IV,, xvii., 26.

3. Cf. Wallace, Calvin's Doctrine of the Christian Life; p. 20;
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the Holy Spirit is to unite us with Christ, and Calvin is quite

emphatic that the Spirit alone can do this."*"
Calvin finds help in explaining this union in two analogies,

namely, the mystical union between God and man in Jesus Christ,

and the relation between soul and body in man. The weakness lies

Calvin's Comm. on Gal. 2:20, C.R. LXXVIII., p. 199. In the
Institutes IV., xvii., 10, O.S. iv., p. 351, Calvin states as
follows: "Though it seems an incredible thing that the flesh
of Christ, while at such a distance from us in respect of
place, should be food for us, let us remember how far the se¬
cret virtue of the Holy Spirit surpasses all our conceptions,
and how foolish it is to wish to measure its immensity by our
feeble capacity. Therefore, what our mind does not compre¬
hend let faith conceive, namely, that the Spirit truly unites
things separated by space." "Etsi autem incredibile videtur
in tanta loco rum distantia penetrare ad nos Christ i camera ut
nobis sit in cibum, meminerimus quantum supra sensus omnes
nostros emineat arcana Spiritus sancti virtus, et quam stultum
sit eius immensitatem rnodo nostro velle metiri. Quod ergo
mens nostra non comprehendit, concipiat fides, Spiritum vere
unire quae locis disiuncta sunt." Cf. Wendel, op. cit., p.
239.

1. "To this union alone it is owing that, in regard to us, the
Spirit has not come in vain* To this is to be referred that
sacred marriage by which we become bone of His bone and flesh
of His flesh, and so one with Him (Eph. 5*3°)* f°r it is
the Spirit alone that He unites Himself to us. By the same
grace and energy of the Spirit we become His members, so that
He keeps us under Him and we in turn possess Him." "Facit
sola haec coniunctio, ne inutiliter, quoad nos, cum Salvatoris
nomine venerit. Quo spectat sacrum illud coniugium quo ef-
ficimur caro de carne eius, et ossa ex ossibus (Ephes. 5. g.
30), adeoque unum cum ipso? solo autem Spiritu unit se nobis-
cum. Eiusdem Spiritus gratia et virtute efficimur illius mem¬
bra, ut nos sub se contineat, vicissimque ilium possideamus."
Institutes, III., i., 3, O.S. iv., p. cf. ibid., IV., xvii.,
12. In his Comm. on Heb. 10:29, C.R. LXXXIII., p. 136, Calvin
points out that it is the Holy Spirit who enlightens our minds
by faith, who seals the adoption of God on our hearts, who re¬
generates us into newness of life, and grafts us into the body
of Christ in order that He may live in us and we in Him. Cf.
Wallace, Word and Sacraments, p. 153 > n» !•
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in the fact that neither of the analogies can be thoroughly un¬

derstood; they always remain something of a mystery as must also

the union of the believer and Christ. However, they do serve,

especially the latter, to guard against the danger of thinking

that there is any intermingling or "confusion of substance" of

the two natures. Calvin insists that in spite of the real unity

achieved each nature retains its own properties distinct and en¬

tire, without change, there being no fusion or blending of the

one nature in the other.^ Furthermore, we must remember that

this is a spiritual union and hence neither a case of some qual¬

ity or substance being infused into the believer from Christ nor
2

of a "gross mixture" of Christ and those who are His.

In this union the Spirit links and unites us with Christ so

that in body, mind, and soul we become His very crwn.^ It is a

real "ingrafting" into Christ; and, just as a graft partakes

fully of the conditions of the tree into which it is grafted, so

the believer partakes of Christ. He "lives out" of himself and
If

"lives in" Christ. The Holy Spirit effects this by creating in

the heart of man the faith which, from the point of view of the

human subject, is the bond of this union. That is, this union

1. Cf. Institutes IV.. xvii., 30; Wallace, Word and Sacraments,
p. 167" f.; Wendel, op. cit., pp. 235, 237 f.

2. Institutes III., xi., 5.
3. Ibid., IV., xvii., 12; cf. Niesel, op. cit., p. 223; Wendel,

op. cit., p. 235*
*t. Comm. on Gal. 2:20, C.H. LXXVIII., p. 199; cf. Comm. on Rom.

6:5, C.R. LXXVII., p. 106.
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has both an objective and a subjective aspect: its objective

character is the operation of the Spirit, generating and increas¬

ing faith; its subjective character is man's faith, his reliance

upon the promises of the Gospel. This does not detract from what

has already been said about the Holy Spirit being the agent in

this work. As long as we remember the origins of faith it may be

said that we are united to Christ by faith. Calvin uses the same

language in relating union with Christ to faith as he does in re¬

lating it to the Holy Spirit. That is, faith is not simply an

intellectual acceptance of certain truths; it is much more in¬

volved than this for it is incorporation into Christ and has,

therefore, inseparably attached to it certain consequences.

The Practical Effect of Union with Christ

1. Although for Calvin faith is "union with Christ" this does not
rule out an intellectual element in it. It is a sure and cer¬
tain knowledge of God's good will toward us which, being
founded upon the promises freely given in Jesus Christ, is re¬
vealed to our understanding and sealed on our hearts by the
Holy Spirit—Institutes III., ii., 7* This is not directed to
any given doctrinal truth, but to God's good will; nor, is it
a case of rationally understanding God's attitude towards us
but of having a full and entire certitude about Him. The in¬
telligence of faith consists more in certitude than In appre¬
hension—ibid. III., ii., l*f. Faith, considered by itself is
nothing; its value and importance lie in its object or content,
in Jesus Christ. By grace of that content, the faith we re¬
ceive from the Holy Spirit can be the bond that unites us to
Christ—ibid. III., xvii., 10. Faith justifies, not because
it is accounted as righteousness to us for its own worth, but
because it is an instrument by which we freely obtain the
righteousness of Christ—ibid., III., xvii., 10, What matters
for Calvin is not that instrument but the Christ and His work.
Cf. Wendel, op. eit., pp. 2b-0 f., 262.
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There are three practical results of the believer's union

with Christ. First, it means that his unregenerate nature, which

is totally unfit for the Kingdom of God, is "crucified" in order

that he might be given the new life which is drawn from Christ

into whom he is grafted."'"
Secondly, there is the positive renewal of the believer.

2
"Mortificatio" always has its counterpart in "vivificatio", in

sanctification. Sanctification, like mortification, is a

life-long process. It is man's gradual and increasing conforma¬

tion to Christ in heart and outward life, the dedication of both

body and soul to God. This can be accomplished only by God;

therefore, it is God who sanctifies us by regenerating our hearts,

by renewing us in every part of our being, by mortifying within

us the lusts of the flesh which are contrary to His will, by

framing our hearts into obedience to His Law and by more and more

making us outwardly Christian.^

1. Cf. Comm. on Rom. 6:6, C.R. LXXWTI., p. 107; on Heb. *nl0, C.R.
LXXXIII., p. *f8 where Calvin points out that the Christian
life is a life-long process in self-denial, crucifying our
desires and impulses, and bringing them into subservience to
the rule of Christ within us.

2. Cf. Comm. on I. Peter *m2, C.R. LXXXIII., p. 271 where Calvin
states that the Apostle sets forth the way of ceasing from sin
as a renunciation of the covetings of men together with a
study to form our life according to the will of God. Thus,
renovation consists in the destruction of the flesh and the
vivification of the Spirit. Cf. Wallace, Word and Sacrament,
p. 180. —

3. Cf. Comm. on I. Thes. *«3, C.R. LXXX., p. 161 and 5:23, p. 176?
on Rom. 3:31, C.R. LXXVII., p. 67, and 6:1*4-, p. II3. In this
connection John 17s19 is very important: "For their sakes I
sanctify myself that they also might be sanctified through the
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Thus, sanctification is not the result of man's good works,

but good works are the result of sanctification. God in Christ

does daily sanctify us, and this is evidenced in good works. This

strikes at the root of any conception of merit for ir means that

any good that is in man or that man accomplishes is not initiated

by man but is due to the work of God in Christ which is made ef¬

fective in the believer by his union with Christ.

Mortification and sanctification, which are obtained by

union with Christ, Calvin terms repentance. He describes it as

"A real conversion of our life unto God, proceeding from sincere

and serious fear of God, and consisting in the mortification of

our flesh and the old man and the quickening of the Spirit."*1" It

should be noted that although repentance is inseparably connected

with forgiveness it is not the ground of forgiveness; it is not

made a condition in such a sense as to be a foundation for merit¬

ing pardon; rather, it indicates at what man should aim if he

would obtain favour, God having resolved to take pity on him for

truth." Just as Christ sanctified Himself to the will of the
Father in the sacrifice of the Cross, so our sanctification
consists in offering ourselves to God as a sacrifice through
which His will can be accomplished. Our sanctification is,
therefore, the fulfillment of Christ's presenting us in His
own person to the Father in His sacrifice. "Dicltur etiam
factus esse nobis sanctificatio, quia nos in sua persona
quodammodo parti obtulit, ut spiritu eius renovemur in veram
sanctitatem." Comm. on John 17:19, C.R. LXXV., p. 385. Cf.
Wallace, The Christian Life, p. 25.

1. " • . • esse veram ad Deura vitae nostrae conversionem, a sin-
cero serioque Dei timore profectam, quae carnis nostrae veter-
isque hominis mortificatione, et spiritus vivificatione con-
stet." Institutes III., iii., 5? O.S, iv., p. 60.
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the express purpose of leading him to repent. Forgiveness is

logically prior to repentance. Calvin states that "When God of¬

fers forgiveness of sins He in return usually stipulates for re¬

pentance, intimating that His mercy should induce men to repent."''"
This is an important point for it is a re-discovery of the Apos-

2
tolic teaching on the subject. The legalist theology of the

Pre-Reformation Church had made repentance a condition of for¬

giveness and, as we shall point out later, the Council of Trent

perpetuated that teaching.

It must be borne in mind that this union, with all its bene¬

fits, is only possible because Christ wills that it be so, that

what He has done was not for Himself but for our sakes. "Those

1. " • . . ubi peccatorum remissionem offert Deus, resipiscentiam
vicissim stipulari fere solet: innuens suam misericordiam, re-
sipiscendi causam horainibus esse debere." Institutes III.,
iii., 20, O.S. iv., p. 77» To substantiate this statement he
then cites Is. 56:1; 59:20; 55:6,7; Acts 2:38 and 3:19.
Calvin repeats this argument in other places; e.g., "Those who
think that repentance precedes faith instead of flowing from
it or being produced by it, as the fruit by the tree, have
never understood its nature and are moved to adopt that view
on very insufficient grounds." Quibus ... videtur fidem
potius praecedere poenitentia quam ab ipsa manare vel pro-
ferri, tanquam fructus ab arbore, nunquara vis eius fuit cogni-
ta, et nimium levi argumento ad id sentiendum moventur." In¬
stitutes III., iii., 1, O.S., iv., p. 55 f. In refuting the
Tridentine Father's dogma that righteousness consists partly
of works, because no man is reconciled to God without the
spirit of regeneration, Calvin states that this is a delusion
as gross as if they were to say "that forgiveness of sins can¬
not be dissevered from repentance, and therefore, repentance
is a part of it." "Remissio peccatorum divelli a poenitentia
non potest: ergo haec est pars illius'.1 C.R. XXX?., "Acta
Synodi Tridentinae cum Antidote," p. ^50.

2. Cf above p. 13.
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blessings could not reach us did not Christ previously make Him¬

self ours.'1*1' He Himself in His person is the suhstance and foun¬

dation of all other gifts. Apart from communion with the di-
2

vine-human Jesus Christ there is no salvation. This teaching

discloses the roots of the whole theology of Calvin.

Having discussed regeneration as an actualization in the be¬

liever of the risen life of Christ and as an anticipation in con¬

ditions of time of the final resurrection, Calvin then goes on to

discuss the third result of union with Christ, namely, justifica¬

tion. Thus justification is expounded only in strictly Christo-

logical terms and on the analogy of Christ's death and resurrec¬

tion. There is no possibility of misunderstanding it as a mere

pious opinion about the relationship of man and God, leaving us

unaffected ultimately in our inmost lives. It is not a question

of a religious theory but of a living Lord Himself.^

1. "Hon ... ad nos bona ilia pervenirent, nisi se prius nostrum
Christus faceret." Institutes IV., xvii., 11, O.S. v., p. 3!?lf*

2. C.R. XXXVII., "Secunda Defensio Contra Westphalum," p. 885 cf.
Niesel, op. eit., p. 222,

3. The message of the Reformation is that a man is justified in
the sight of God solely by faith. This led to the charge on
the part of the Roman Church that the Protestant doctrine of
justification by faith in Christ alone leaves the sinner with¬
out any change of nature and that it is dishonouring to God to h
assume that He" would justify those who perforce remain in their
sinful state? cf. "lac. Sadoleti Epistola ad Genevates," and
"Responsio ad Sadoleti Epistolara," C.R. XXXIII., pp. 378 f.
and 398 f. This charge is still being made by the Roman Cath¬
olic Church today; cf. G. D. Smith, The Teaching of the Cath-
9 lie Church, (London, 19^8), p. 56b. Calvin, however, empha¬
sizes that faith is not mere intellectual belief—cf. Insti-

. tutes III., ii., 1—but union with Christ effected solely by
the Holy Spirit and it has no value except as it is related to
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Justification means that to us is imputed the righteousness j

which Jesus Christ has gained through His perfect obedience even

unto death,and man, "clothed in it, appears in the sight of God

not as a sinner but as righteous. Thus, we simply interpret

justification as the acceptance with which God receives us into
1

His favour as if we were righteous." This is possible because

Christ takes us into communion with His life and we are members

of His body. Therefore, God sees us in Christ and for His sake

treats us as if we were righteous although we are not so in our-
2

selves. Justification is not a question of making us righteous;

man is not just in himself; rather, man is justified by the

righteousness of Christ of which we become possessors by being

made partakers of Christ through union with Him, the one right¬
's

eous Man. That is, the righteousness of Christ is imputed to

us and received by faith alone.

When the Lord admits him to union man is justified because

He can neither receive him into favour nor unite him to Himself

its object, Jesus Christ. This Christ with whom we are united
by faith does not leave us undisturbed in our old manner of
life which was hostile to God but unites us to His own dying
and rising again. He emphasizes all this before speaking in
detail about the fact that we are justified in the sight of
God by faith alone, and he thereby undermines the force of
the Roman Catholic polemic. Cf. Niesel, op. cit., p. I30 f.;
Wendel, op, cit., p. 233, 255 f.

1. " . . . qua vestitus in Dei conspectu non ut peccator, sed
tanquam iustus apparet. Ita nos iustificationera simpliciter
interpretnmur acceptionem qua nos Deus in gratiam receptos pro
iustis habet." Institutes III., xi., 2, O.S. iv., p. 183.

2. Institutes III., xi., 3.
3. Ibid, and 23.
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without changing his condition from that of a sinner into that of

a righteous man. This is done by the remission of sins. "...

the only way in which those whom God embraces are made righteous

is by having their pollutions wiped away by the remission of sins,

so that this justification may be termed in one word the remission

of sins."'*"
To sum up our discussion thus far we may state as follows?

Calvin teaches that man, who has neither the desire nor the abil¬

ity to initiate or to accomplish his own salvation, is justified

solely by faith in Jesus Christ, and this means that man is in¬

grafted into the humanity of Christ by the Holy Spirit in such a

way that he shares both His death and resurrection. Man "dies"

to himself—his own selfish and unworthy desires and motives and

way of life are "crucified"—and he is raised to new life; he be¬

comes a new creature, one whose whole manner of life is an imita¬

tion of the life of Christ; this is possible because by this

union with Christ man becomes a partaker of the gifts and graces

which Christ, by the whole course of His perfect obedience, won,

1. " . . . quos Deus amplectitur, non aliter fieri iustos nisi
quod abstersis peccatorum remissione maculis purificantur: ut
talis institia uno verbo appellari queat peccatorum remissio."
Institutes III., xi., 21, O.S. iv., p. 205. Calvin cites Acts
12:38, 39 as Paul's summary of salvation: "Through this man is
preached unto you the forgiveness of sins, and by Him all that
believe are justified from all things from which ye could not
be justified by the Law of Moses." Here the Apostle connects
forgiveness of sins with justification in such a way as to
show that they are altogether the same; furthermore, he pro¬
perly argues that justification, which we owe to the indul¬
gence of God, is gratuitous. Ibid., 22.
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not for Himself, for He had no need of them, but for man. This

union is effected by the work of the Holy Spirit who initiates it

in man and carries it through to completion so that man grows

more and more into the likeness of the Christ with whom he is in

communion. The heart of this doctrine is the believer's union

with Christ. It is important to realize this for this is the

central difference between the teaching of the Genevan Reformer

and that of the Council of Trent on justification, and therefore,

just here lies the different doctrines of the exercise of the

power of the keys.

The Place of the Preaching of the Gospel

As was noted earlier, Calvin stated that when we spoke of

the power of the keys we must not think of any power apart from

the preaching of the Gospel. Keeping in mind his doctrine of

justification, which we have just been discussing, we may now go

on to explain why it is that the exercise of the power of the

keys lies in the proclamation of the Gospel. By the Gospel Cal¬

vin understands the witness of the Law, the Frophets, and the
1

Apostles of Jesus Christ. The Old Testament does not reflect a

primitive form of religion lower in degree than that of the New;
2

from first to last it preaches Christ. The New Testament bears
■?

witness to this same Mediator, Jesus Christ, but in contrast to

1. Institutes IV., i., 5*
2. Cf. ibid., II., vii., 1, 2; ix., 1; Niesel, op. cit., p. 105 f.
3. Cf. ibid. II., ix., x., xi., for Calvin's description of the
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the Old Testament its life-breath springs from the incarnation of

the Son of God. Yet both Testaments testify to the same Word;

both proclaim Jesus Christ, the one in one manner, the other in

another."*" Furthermore, the Word within the Church is always, for
2

Calvin, the Word inseparably sealed by the Sacraments. It is

not that the Sacraments add anything to the Word. "The truth of

God is in itself sufficiently stable and certain, and cannot re¬

ceive a better confirmation from any other quarter than from it¬

self. The sacraments were instituted because of our ignorance

and dullness and weakness; it is not the Word but we ourselves

who require the aid of these earthly things, the sacramental

signs, which visibly represent to us what the Word says. The

sacraments are signs that help to assure us of our union with

Christ, which the Gospel equally proclaims, but which because of

its mystical yet real nature is difficult for us to grasp.

similarity and the difference between the two Testaments.
1. C.R, LXVIII., Comm. on Ezekiel 16:61, p. 396; cf. Niesel, op.
cit., p. 107 f.; Wendel, op. cit., p. 208 ff.

2. Wallace, The Christian Life, p. 207.
3. "Dei Veritas per sesatis solida certaque est: nec aliunde

meliorem confirmationem quam a se ipsa accipere potest." In¬
stitutes IV., xiv., 3, O.S. v., p. 260.
"But as the mystery of the secret union of Christ with believ¬
ers is incomprehensible by nature, He exhibits its figure and
Image in visible signs adapted to our capacity, nay, by giving
as it were earnests and badges, He makes it as certain to us
as if it were seen by the eye; the familiarity of the simili¬
tude giving it access to minds however dull, and showing that
souls are fed by Christ just as the corporeal life is sus¬
tained by bread and wine." "Quoniam vero mysterlum hoc ar-
canae Christi cum piis unionis natura incomprehensibile est,
figuram eius et imaginem in signis visibilibus exhibet ad
modulum nostrum aptissimis: imo velut datis arrhis ac tesseris



This Gospel, the Word sealed by the sacraments, is the medi¬

um used by the Holy Spirit to bridge the gulf between Jesus

Christ and ourselves. God Himself "comes to meet us" or "comes
X

down to us" and addresses us by means of His Word. Calvin holds

that it is Jesus Christ who is the Word of God, and Scripture is

the instrument that He uses for the manifestation of His presence.

Its Interpreter is the Holy Spirit who is given to those who are
2

humble before the Word. Of ourselves we are intrinsically in¬

capable of receiving Jesus Christ. Christ Himself must by the

Holy Spirit, His Spirit, open our hearts to His coming; He it is

who in this way creates faith within us, thereby uniting us to

Himself, so that we are justified. However, this does not take

place apart from the external word; it is the Spirit's instrument.

There is no more dubious and dangerous practice than to try to

make contact with the Spirit of God by turning to any other
k

source than the Word of God.

tam certum nobis facit, quam si oculis cerneretur: quia in
crassissimas quasque mentes haec tam familiaris similitudo
penetrat, non secus animas Christo pasci quam panis et vinum
corporalem vitam sustentant." Ibid., IV"., xvii., 1, O.S. v., p.
3^2 f. Cf. C.H. XXXV., "Consensio in Re Sacramentaria," p. 737
where Calvin again states that it was in order to testify to
our union with Christ that both the preaching of the Gospel and
the use of the sacraments were appointed; and, C.R. LXXXII.,
"Sermon on Titus 1:1-5," p. 1+16; C.R. LXXVII., on I. Cor. 11:
23-25, p. 778; Wendel, op. cit., p. 353 f.; below p. 79 ff.

1. C.R. LIX., "Comm. on Ps. 18:31, p. lo5, and on Ps. 8l:l*f, p.
766. "Reus enim ad nos descendens per verbum suum, et sine
exceptione invitans omnes, neminem frustratur."

2. Cf. C.R. XXXV., "Vera Ecclesiae Reformandae Ratio," p. 613.
3. Institutes IV., xvii., 12.
It, "It is the spirit of Satan that is separated from the 'Word, to
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When Calvin speaks thus of the Word of Cod the form of that

Word of which he is primarily thinking is not the Word read and

meditated on in private but the preached Word, mediated through

the ministry of the Church,''" that is, the Word proclaimed in the

face of the congregation. It is by the "Gospel in the Church,"

the "external preaching," the "ministry of men," that "the renew¬

al of the saints is accomplished and the body of Christ is edi-
2

fied." The Church is our school of Christ, in which our faith

is nourished and grows, because the Word is preached in its

midst. It is God's own workshop in which He exercises His pro-
h-

vidence. That is, the preached Word, the Gospel, signed and

sealed by the sacraments, is the instrument which Christ has or¬

dained for the use of His Spirit in initiating faith in us, in

uniting us to Christ, the Word of God, so that we are .justified.

Justification means that we share all the benefits that flow from

the work of Christ; it means that we are forgiven and accepted as

righteous in God's sight, not because of our own righteousness

but because of the "righteousness of Christ imputed to us and

which the Spirit of God is continually joined." C.R. LXV.,
Comm. on Isa. 59:21, p. 352; cf. C.R. XXIX, Institutes 1539-
155^» p. ^66, "It is no less unreasonable to boast of the
Spirit without the Word than it would be an absurd thing to
bring forward the Word without the Spirit."

1. Institutes IV., i., 5-
2. Ibid., iii., 2; i., 5; cf. G. S. M. Walker, "Calvin and the

Church," Scottish Journal of Theology. Dec. 1963? p. 38!+.
3. C.R. LXXIX., p. 568, Sermon on Eph. 4-:ll-l>f.

J.K.S. Reidjs translation of Calvin's treatise Concerning the
Eternal Predestination of God. (London, 1961), p. 16*+. Cf.
Walker, op. cit. on Calvin's doctrine of the Church.
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received by faith alone." In other words, it is by the preached

Word that we are "loosed" from our sins; it is by the rejection

of the preached Word that we are still "bound" in our sins.

Hence, as was stated at the beginning of this chapter, the power

of the keys, of binding and loosing, is inseparably tied to the

proclamation of the Gospel because the Gospel unites us to Christ,

and only by union with Him can we be loosed, absolved from our

sins. The power of the keys Is properly an "embassy of reconcil¬

iation" that "has been committed to the ministers of the Church,

that they may ever and anon in the name of Christ exhort the peo-
2

pie to be reconciled to God (II. Cor. 5'20)."

The Teaching of the Council of Trent on the Exercise of the Power

of the Kevs

The Reformed doctrine of the exercise of the power of the

keys is very different from that which had been held in the

Fre-Reformation Church and which, in the canons and decrees of

the Council of Trent, became the classical expression of this

doctrine as held by the Roman Catholic Church."^ In its teaching

1. The Shorter Catechism, answer to question 33*
2. " . . . legationem reconciliationis depositam esse apud Eccle-

siae ministros, quo subinde populum nomine Christi exhortentur
ad se reconciliandum Deo." Institutes IV., i., 22, O.S.v., p.
25.

3. The present day beliefs of the Roman Church respecting justi¬
fication and absolution from sins are substantially the same;
cf. Smith, op. cit. This is a two volume work, now being pub¬
lished under one cover, and consists of a collection of
thirty-five essays by eminent Roman Catholic theologians; many
of these were originally published in "The Treasury of the
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the forgiveness of sins is made available chiefly through the

sacraments of Baptism and Penance; the latter carries with it an

obligation on the part of the penitent to perform certain acts

prescribed by the priest to whom the confession is made. In or¬

der to see how the power of the keys was exercised here we need

to examine the position of the Council of Trent in respect to

each of these sacraments, but first it is necessary to understand

the different interpretation of a sacrament as found in Reformed

and in Tridentine theology.

The Purpose of a Sacrament

It has already been noted that the Pre-Reformation Church

came to regard the sacraments as channels by which the grace of
1 2

God was infused into man. Thomas Aquinas adopted Hugo of St.

Victor's concept of a sacrament being an outward sign of an in-
3

visible grace. From being outward signs of invisible grace the

Faith" series. They deal with practically all aspects of
Roman Catholic Theology, and they refer very often to the
Council of Trent as the authority for their teaching.

In 15^7 there was published a refutation of the Acts of
the first seven sessions of the Council. This was prepared by
Calvin and was the first strong reply from the Protestant side
of the Reformation. It was Calvin's desire that it should be
read together with his workoon "The True Method of Giving
Peace to Christendom and of Reforming the Church." See Cal¬
vin' s Tracts and Treatises. (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, Michigan,
1958), ed. T. F. Torrance, vol. iii., p. 17.

1. Introduction p. Mf.
2. Summa Theologica III., 62, 3? 3»
3. " . • . sacramentum est corporale vel materiate elementum foris

sensibiliter propositum ex similitudine repraesentans, et ex
institutiore significans, et ex sanctificatione continens ali-
quam invisiblem et spiritalem gratiam." Patrologiae Latinae.
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sacraments came to be regarded as "causing" grace; they contained

a certain grace which they transmit to man. Originally God was

stated to be the principal cause of this grace, and the sacraments

were the instrumental cause; but, in time the fact that the in¬

strumental cause was effective only through the power of the prin¬

cipal cause was forgotten, and the sacraments were declared, even

as instrumental causes, to have a real power inherent in them.

Grace came to be thought of as a power and quality detachable

from God, something created which could be infused into man. This

was accomplished by the proper reception of the sacraments; but,

since the effect must correspond exactly to the cause, so a sac¬

rament can signify only as much as it causes at the time of its

operation. This led to a series of seven sacraments in order to

give the recipient sufficient grace for the whole of life.

This grace is given on the ground of Christ's institution of

the sacrament and promise in it. Although faith, personal dispo¬

sition, or response are not ruled out because they are required

for the proper reception of sacramental grace, yet according to

this teaching the efficacy and validity of the sacraments do not

depend on man's subjective dispositions or feelings. All that is

required is that man should receive the sacrament and not offer

any obstacle to it."*" They work "ex opere operato" (from the work

Tomus clxxvi., "De Sacramentis Christianae Fidei," I., ix., 2,
P. 317.

1. Cf. Council of Trent, VII., canons vi.-viii.
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performed); their action administers grace to the recipient,1 and

by each sacrament a certain amount of sanctifying grace is in¬

fused. For example, by Baptism alone original sin is forgiven,

as well as any sins that have been committed prior to the recep¬

tion of the sacrament; in celebrating the Sacrament of Penance

the priest can grant the "grace" of forgiveness for post-baptis¬

mal sins to any who fulfill the stipulated requirements and with¬

hold it from those whom he considers unworthy. The emphasis is

on the outward administration of the rite rather than on the Act

of God in Christ. There is no necessity for the accompanying

Word. Hence, the Church becomes a dispensary of the grace of God,

giving it through the administration of the sacraments, to those

whom she considers worthy; and, the power of the keys consists

mainly in administering the sacraments. It is a judicial function
2

exercised by the clergy in a legal manner.

Calvin would agree that the sacraments contain the grace

they figure, but we cannot obtain what is offered in them unless
o ij.

we are capacitated by faith, that is, unless we are "in Christ".

1. For a survey of the steps leading to the development of the
doctrine of "ex opere operato" and the purpose behind it cf.
the Report of the Church of Scotland's Special Committee on
Baptism, 1957> PP* 8-13. It states that, "No doubt the inten¬
tion behind "ex opere operato" is to provide the Church with
the strongest expression of man's unconditional need of God,
and the supreme ultimate causality of God in the life of
grace, but this is done only at the fearful cost of leading
millions of people into blind superstition." (p. 13).

2. Trent, XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," vi.; canon ix.
. Trent VII., Antidote canon vl.,
• That is, the grace is not in the sacrament as such but in the
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Calvin defines a sacrament as "an external sign by which the Lord

seals on our consciences His promises of good will toward us, in

order to sustain the weakness of our faith, and we in our turn

testify our piety towards Him, both before Himself and before an-
X

gels as well as men."

There can never be a sacrament without an antecedent promise,

the sacrament being added as a kind of appendix, with a view to
2

confirming and sealing the promise. Apart from the Word, which

must always be proclaimed alongside them, the sacraments are

"nothing in themselves, just as seals of a diploma or a public

deed are nothing in themselves, and would be affixed to no pur-

pose if nothing was written on the parchment." Separated from

the spoken Word, that is, "the Word preached which makes us un-
if

derstand what the visible sign means," the human action in the

sacrament has no spiritual efficacy, but when the Word is given

along with the signs not only is the Word effective in itself but

it also causes the signs to "assume a new nature" so that what

Christ of whom the sacraments speak. Grace cannot be detached
from the person of Christ.

1. " • • . externum esse symbolum, quo benevolentiae erga nos
suae promissiones eonscientiis nostris Oominus obsignate ad
sustinendam fidei nostrae imbecillitatem: et nos vicissim pi-
etatem erga eum nostram tarn coram eo et Angelis quam apud hom¬
ines testamur." Institutes IV., xiv., 1, O.S. v., p. 259.

2. Ibid., IV., xiv., 3.
3« " . ♦ . sigilla, quae diplomatibus aliisque publicis actis ap-

penduntur, per se accepts nihil sunt, utpote quae frustra ap~
pensa forent si membrana nihil haberet descriptum." Ibid. IV.,
xiv., 5i O.S. v., p. 262.

**."••• quod praedicatum intelligere nos faciat quid visible
slgnum sibi velit." Ibid. IV., xiv., O.S. v., p. 261.
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was apart from the Word simply the outward working of the flesh

"now begins to be the spiritual pledge of regeneration." The

sacraments, being visible signs, confirm and seal the Word, rein¬

forcing the appeal and power of the spoken Word by making it more

visible and concrete to the senses. Thus, the sacraments in con¬

firming the promises of the Word also clarify them, and it is

precisely because they do this that they are most effective in
2

confirming them.

The very fact that the sacraments are bound to the Word as

signs and seals mean that they cannot be agsasd efficaciously with¬

out faith, that is, without union with Christ in which the whole

person is involved and we are given so to share in Christ and all

that He did for our redemption that our response of faith rests

upon His perfect obedience as its foundation. It is not a case

of possessing certain "graces" but of possessing Christ. " . • .

the thing requisite must be not only to be partakers of his

Spirit, but also to participate in his humanity, in which He

rendered all obedience to God His Father, in order to satisfy

our debts, although, properly speaking, the one cannot be without

the other? for when He gives Himself to us, it is in order that
3

we may possess Him entirely."

1. Cf. Wallace, Word and Sacrament, p. 133 ff.
2. Calvin argues that the clearer any evidence is, the fitter it

is to support our faith, and the sacraments bring with them
the clearest promises. Institutes IV., xiv., 5»

3. " . . . il n'est pas seulement question que nous soyons par-
ticipans de son Esprit: mais il nous fault aussi participer h.
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The whole purpose in instituting the sacraments was not that

they should have a secret efficacy perpetually inherent in them

and that in themselves they should justify and cause grace pro¬

vided only that we do not interpose the obstacle of mortal sin.

This, says Calvin, is an entirely wrong conception. "... all

the trifling talk of the sophists concerning the 'opus operatum'

is not only false but repugnant to the very nature of sacraments

which God appointed in order that believers, who are void and in

want of all good, might bring nothing of their own but simply

beg.""*" In contrast, Calvin insists that the sacraments are in¬

stituted by God to signify the whole Christ with all His bless¬

ings; God uses them as "instruments under which He dispenses His
2

blessings to us." "God ... truly performs whatever He prom¬

ises and figures by signs; nor are the signs without effect, for

son humanite, en laguelle il a rendu toute obeissance a Dieu
son P&re, pour satisfaire de noz debtes. Combien, \ propre-
ment parler, que I'un ne se puisse faire sans l'autre. Car
quand il se donne ^ nous c'est \ fin que nous le possedions
entierement." C.R. XXXIII., Short Treatise on the Supper of
our Lord, p. ^38.

1. "Huius quoque rei breviter admonitos esse lectores expedit,
quicquid de opere operato nugati sunt Sophistae, non modo fal-
sum esse, sed pugnare cum sacramentorum natura, quae instituit
Deus ut fideles, vacui bonorum omnium et inopes, nihil praeter
mendieitatem eo afferant." Institutes, IV., xiv., 26, O.S.
v., p. 285.

2. "Ergo ut per panem caeteraque alimenta corpora nostra pasciti
ut per solem mundum illuminat: ut per ignem calefacit: nec ta-
men aut panis, aut sol, aut ignis aliquid sunt nisi quatenus
sub iis instruraentis benedictiones suas nobis dispensat: ita
spiritualiter per Sacraments fidem alit, quorum unicum officium
est, eius promissiones oculis nostris spectandas subiicere, imp
nobis earum esse pignora." Ibid. IV., xiv., 12, O.S. v., p. 269.
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they prove that He Is a true and faithful author. The only ques¬

tion here is whether the Lord works by proper and intrinsic vir¬

tue (as it is called) or resigns His office to external symbols?

We maintain that whatever organs He employs detracts nothing from

His primary operation. . . . Here also we ought to observe that

what the minister figures and attests by outward action, God per¬

forms inwardly, lest that which God claims for Himself alone

should be ascribed to mortal man.""'"
Whereas in the Roman doctrine the focus is on the sacra¬

mental rite and what is performed in it, the "opus operaturn",

for Calvin the Sacraments point away from themselves and direct

our attention to Christ alone. Christ is the "matter" or the
2

"substance" of all sacraments. In Him. they have their whole

solidity and out of Him they promise nothing. Like the Gospel,

the sacraments must focus on Christ and teach us to look only to

Him, for the power is not in the sacrament as such but in Christ.

They are the signs and seals of what He has promised in His Word

and are additional means used by the Holy Spirit to explain,

strengthen, and confirm those promises. For example, although

1. "Praestat igitur vere Deus quicquid signis promittit ac figu-
rat: nec effectu suo carent signa, ut verax et fidelis probe-
tur eorum author. Tantum hie quaeritur, propriane et intrin-
seca (ut loquuntur) virtute operetur Deus, an externis sym¬
bol! s resignet suas vices. Nos vero contendimus, quaecunque
adhibeat organs, primariae eius operation! nihil decedere. .

• • Hie quoque notandum est, quod externa actione figurat ac
testatur minister, Deum intus peragere: ne ad hominem mor-
talem trahatur quod Deus sibi uni vendicat." Institutes IV.,
xiv., 17, O.S. v., p. 275.

2. .Ibid. 16
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Baptism is the sign and seal of our implanting into Christ, it is

only the sign and seal of what the Holy Spirit has already accom¬

plished through the preached Word. The power of the keys whereby

the sinner is loosed is thus exercised, not, as Trent teaches,

through the celebration of the sacraments, but by the preaching

of the Gospel, signed and sealed by the sacraments, wherein the

whole Christ with all His blessings is held forth to man; such is

Calvin's firm conviction.

The Tridentine teaching on the nature and purpose of the

sacraments brings into sharp contrast the opposing doctrines of

Justification in Reformed and in Roman Catholic theology, that is,

in the way in which man is loosed from his sins. According to

the teaching of Trent two of the seven sacraments—Baptism and

Penance—figure prominently in this. By the Sacrament of Baptism

original sin, as well as any actual sins committed up to that

time, are expiated. This is the initial step. It is effective

in that it contains, causes, and confers grace "ex opere operato"

in those who rightly receive it. Therefore, Trent states that

Baptism is the instrumental cause of justification and as such is

absolutely necessary."'" However, since the sacrament signifies

only as much grace as it causes at the time of its operation,

another sacrament is needed to confer the grace of forgiveness

for sins committed after baptism. This is supplied by the

1. Trent VI., viii.
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Sacrament of Penance whereby the priest, by virtue of the power

of the keys, declares the penitent who has agreed to fulfill the

necessary requirements absolved.

Calvin says that it is absurd to call baptism alone the

instrumental cause of justification. "What will then become of

the Gospel? Will it not even be allowed to occupy the smallest

corner?" For Calvin there is a very real sense in which it may

be said that the instrumental cause of justification, as also of

mortification and sanctification, is the Gospel of which the

sacraments are the signs and seals since this is the medium or

instrument used by the Holy Spirit to bridge the gulf between

Jesus Christ and ourselves, and only when this has been accom¬

plished and the sinner has been grafted into Christ is he justi¬

fied. It is not a case of infusing a certain quality, namely,

grace, into the recipient} rather, he is ingrafted in Christ so
2

that he possesses the whole Christ with all His blessings.

Secondly, Calvin points out that those who entertain the
fiction that forgiveness, which at our first regeneration we re¬

ceive by baptism, is after baptism procured by penitence and the

keys err from not considering that the power of the keys, of

which they speak, so depends on baptism that it ought not on any

account to be separated from it. The sinner receives forgiveness

1. "Quid igitur fiet evangelio? Anne postremo quidera angulc hae-
rebit?" Trent, Antidote VI., viii., C.R,

2. Cf. above p. 84, n. 3.
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by the ministry of the Church, In other words, not without the

preaching of the Gospel. The nature of this preaching is that we

are washed from our sins by the blood of Christ; the sign and ev¬

idence of that washing is baptism. Therefore, forgiveness has

reference to baptism. If repentance is recommended during the

whole of life, the power of baptism ought to have the same extent.

Wherefore, there can be no doubt that all the godly may, during

the whole course of their lives, whenever they are vexed by a

consciousness of their sins, recall the remembrance of their bap¬

tism that they may thereby assure themselves of the sole and per¬

petual ablution which we have in the blood of Christ.1 Therefore,

Calvin calls baptism the sacrament of penitence since it is given

to those who aim at repentance to confirm their faith and seal
2

their confidence.

The Sacrament of Penance

It is in the Roman Church's teaching regarding the Sacrament

of Penance hnd the absolution which follows that we see most

1. Institutes IV., xv., b. This follows from what has been said
earlier regarding (a) the relation between the Word and the
sacrament, and (b) the fact that since the sacraments signify
the whole Christ with all His blessings they therefore promise
and bestow far more than is effected at the time the sacrament
is celebrated. By contrast, in Tridentine doctrine baptism is
but the beginning of a graduated participation in degrees of
grace offered to those who co-operate in faith and love, in
obedience to the Church, and in good works. Cf. ibid. IV.,
xix., 17; Trent, Antidote VII., "Of Baptism", canons vii.,
viii., x.

2. Institutes IV., xix., 17.
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clearly wherein she considered the power of the keys to lie, and

Calvin's refutation of it brings out by way of contrast the Re¬

formed position. Therefore, in order to help us to a better un¬

derstanding of the latter it will be profitable to examine the

main points of the Roman Catholic teaching and to show where, ac¬

cording to Reformed theology, this doctrine is in error.

The Sacrament of Penance,by which absolution for post-bap-
2 3

tismal mortal sins can alone be obtained, consists of three

1. Calvin denied that Penance was a sacrament because it has not
been appointed by God; there is no special promise of God to
this effect; and, there is neither sign nor form found in
Scripture to Justify it. Institutes IV., xix., 17; Trent VI.,
Antidote xv.

2. The Roman Church distinguishes between "venial" and "mortal"
sins. "Any sin which does not merit eternal punishment is of
its nature worthy of pardon, and the term 'venial' is properly
applied to it. For no matter how long or how grievous the
temporal punishment due to such sins may be, the soul must in¬
evitably reach its last end." Smith, op. cit., p. 9k7. These
sins do not result in the loss of sanctifying grace; their
only effect is to slow the growth in grace of the individual
concerned. "Mortal" sin, "the action by which a man knowingly
and freely turns from God by fixing his will on creatures"—
ibid. p. 92U--causes loss of sanctifying grace; thus, it is
able to prevent the individual from reaching his last end.
Venial sins, while they are adequate and sufficient matter for
sacramental absolution, can also be remitted in other ways
such as acts of devotion or piety deliberately performed, re¬
ception of the Eucharist or other sacraments, prayer, alms
giving, etc.; but, mortal sins must be remitted by the Sacra¬
ment of Penance—Trent XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance,"
v.; Smith, op. cit., pp. 92k, 951j 957. Calvin says that this
is a false distinction. All sins are mortal in the sense in
which the Roman Church defines the term. "The wages of sin is
death" (Rom. 6:23); "The soul that sinneth, it shall die" (Ez.
18:2). This does not mean that Calvin teaches that all sins
are equally heinous; some sins are mere delinquencies, others
crimes and flagrant iniquities. The former may be corrected
by admonition or rebuke, but the latter (continued on n^xt page)

3. Trent XIV, "On the Sacrament of Penance," ii.
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parts or three acts on the part of the penitent, namely, contri¬

tion of heart, confession of mouth, and satisfaction of works.

Contrition is defined as sorrow of mind and a detestation for sin

committed, with the purpose of not sinning for the future. It is

absolutely necessary for obtaining the pardon of sins, and. in one

who has fallen after baptism it prepares for the remission of

sins when it is united with confidence in the divine mercy to¬

gether with the desire of performing the other things which are

1
required for rightly receiving the sacrament.

Calvin is ready to grant that contrition is a necessary ele¬

ment of true repentance. He admits that we are bound strongly

and incessantly to urge every man bitterly to lament his sin and

thereby stimulate himself more and more to dislike and hate it;

this naturally follows from his teaching on justification by
2

faith. However, when bitterness of sorrow is demanded as may

must be severely punished, even to the extent of excommunica¬
tion. All can be forgiven only by God's free grace through
the merits of Christ. Cf. Institutes IV., xil., b.

1. Trent XIV., iv., "On the Sacrament of Penance;" cf. Smith,
op. cit., p. 9^2.

2. As long as we bear in mind, as we must for a right understand¬
ing of the Reformed doctrine of justification by faith, that
our justification is due to the work of Christ wrought out by
His perfect obedience and that it is made ours by our being
ingrafted into Him by the Holy Spirit so that we share His
death, whereby we die to our own desires and way of life, and
also His resurrection by which we draw strength from Him to
enable us to live a Christ-like life, then we cannot avoid
sorrow for sin for it means we have not truly died to self to
live in Christ; it indicates that our life is not being drawn
fully from Him but partly from some other source.

In Smith, op. cit., p. 93^> ^he author of the essay on
"Sin and Repentance" accuses the Reformers of disparaging
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correspond to the magnitude of the offense, and be weighed in the

balance with confidence of pardon, then, says Calvin, miserable

consciences are sadly perplexed and tormented when they see that

the contrition due for sin is laid upon them and yet that they

have no measure of what is due in order that they may determine

when they have made full payment."'" Here we see an important

point in Reformed theology. Absolution must carry with it as¬

surance of forgiveness; it must give to the penitent peace of

conscience. This is only possible when he is taught to look away

from himself to what God in Christ has done on his behalf, that

is, to embrace the promises of the Gospel.

A second error in the Roman Church's teaching on contrition

is that it not only makes it a condition but also the cause of

the remission of sins. The truth that Scripture teaches is that
2

forgiveness is due solely to the mercy of God.

The second part of the Sacrament of Penance is confession,

by which is meant auricular confession to a priest. Trent de¬

clares that since Christ, when about to ascend from earth to

heaven, left priests His own vicars, as presidents and fudges,

unto whom all the mortal crimes, into which the faithful of

Christ may have fallen, should be carried (deferantur) in order

that in accordance with the power of the keys for the forgiveness

contrition as useless sorrow and hypocrisy. Calvin certainly
did not.

1. Institutes III., iv., 2.
2. Ibid., 3.
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or retention of sins they may pronounce sentence, it is necessary

that the faithful declare their sins, not merely in general, but

specifically and one by one. Therefore, all mortal sins of which

they are conscious after a diligent examination of themselves

must needs be by the penitents enumerated in confession. Fur¬

thermore, the circumstances, which might change the species of

the sin, are also to be explained so that the priests who hear

the confessions can know the grievousness of the crimes and im¬

pose on the penitents the punishment which ought to be inflicted

on account of them. If a person knowingly keeps back any sin,

his confession is vain. Publie confession, whereby a person may

make confession in punishment for his sins, and for his own hu¬

miliation, as well for an example to others as for the edifica¬

tion of the Church that has been scandalized, is permissible, but

this is not commanded by a divine precept, neither would it be

prudent (satis consulte) to enjoin by any human law that sins,

especially such as are secret, should be made laiown by a public
1

confession.'

In refuting the above teaching Calvin again points out that

this is giving a wrong interpretation to the power of binding and

loosing. When the Apostles were invested with this power it is

certain that under these terms the power and fruit of the Gospel
2

was committed to them. Matthew lot 18 does not give any grounds

1. Trent XIV., v.
2. C.R. XXXV., "Vera Ecclesiae Reformondae Ratio," p. 60*f.
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for auricular confession. If Christ intended that those who by

their own fault had been brought even to a public sentence should

be reconciled to the Church He does not, therefore, lay an obli¬

gation on every individual to pour his sins into the ears of the

priest.1 Similarly, to say that John 20:23 gives warrant for the

secret confessional is to pass by the most important point of the

matter, namely, that the right was granted to the Apostles in or¬

der to maintain the credit of the Gospel, which they had been
2

commissioned to preach.

It is very important to know that the acquittal pronounced

to us by the mouth of man is ratified by God, hence, the procla¬

mation of the Gospel as the "loosing" agent. In the case of the

Roman Church's exercise of this function, it is mortal men who I

testify that we are exempted from liability to eternal death. An¬

gels would not assume such authority! The only one who can do

this is the Son of God Himself, which He does by the preached

V/ord.^ Furthermore, the Apostles did not discharge their office

of binding and loosing by hearing confessions but by preaching

the Gospel; and, this was also the practice of the primitive
b

Church.

1. Comm. on Matthew, C.R. LXXIII., p. 515*
2. Cf. above p. 50 ff« and Com"1, on John 20:23, C.R. LXXV., p.Uifl,
3. C.R. XXXV., "Vera Ecclesiae Heformandae Ratio," p. 60b f.

Cf. ibid*; Institutes III., iv., 3? 6, 8, 9, 18, 19; J.
Chrysostom, Patrologiae, tomus xlviii., "De Incomprehensibili
Dei Natura," v., 7» P« r+-6; "De Lazaro Concio," iv., b, p.
1011; above p. 13 ff.



95

It is not that Calvin is against confession. He strongly
12 3

approves of both public and private confession, but these are
1+

the only forms stipulated by Scripture. The offence in Triden-

tine theology is that confession is made a CONDITION of forgive¬

ness; it makes forgiveness DEPENDENT ON confession to a priest,

and this is to discount the work of Christ, place man under law,

to subject the acquittal of the divine law to a human law, and
5

place it, so to speak, under a form of servitude. It also de-
g

stroys peace of conscience, without which there is no salvation.

The third part of the Sacrament of Penance is satisfaction,

that is, acts performed by the penitent by which he makes com-
7

pensation to God the Father for his sins. The teaching of Trent

is that sins committed after baptism cannot be remitted without

these being executed. These satisfactions are, for the most part,

1. The confessional prayer in public worship: cf. Institutes
III., iv., 11.

2. That suggested by James 5*16—cf. ibid. 12—and confession to
an offended brother; ibid. 13.

. Cf. above p. 55 f.

. Although these are the only forms which Calvin finds specified
in Scripture, and therefore, none other can be imposed, yet he
would like for each member of the Church to consult with the
pastor before partaking of the Lord's Supper. This would give
an opportunity both to counsel those whose consciences tended
to keep them from the sacrament and also to admonish those who
were deemed in need of it; but, this must never be so used as
to give rise either to tyranny or to superstition. As we shall
see in the following chapter, Calvin practised this in his own
pastoral ministry. Cf. Institutes III., iv., 13.

5. Cf. C.R. XXXV., "Vera Ecclesiae Reformandae Ratio," p. 602 f.
6. Ibid., p. 603.
7. Trent XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," tx. Temporal

scourges inflicted by God and borne patiently by man are also
forms of satisfaction. Ibid.
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imposed by the priest who hears the confession, and they must be
1

in accordance with the gravity of the offence. They can also be

obtained by the Church through the power of the keys from the

surplus merits of the saints and applied to penitents who meet

the stipulations.^
Calvin reminds his readers that here it is necessary to keep

two things in view, namely, that the honour of Christ be pre¬

served entire and unimpaired, and that the conscience, assured of

the pardon of sin, may have peace with God. The imposing of sat¬

isfactions, in the form of fastings, oblations, alms, etc., is

based on the notion that although the Lord by His mercy remits

the guilt of sin He retains the penalty, for which we have to

make satisfaction by the merit of works. In this way we pur¬

chase back the favour of God. To this erroneous notion Calvin

opposes the conception of remission as the gratuitous gift of God,

which is alone in keeping with the clear testimony of the Word of

God. He states that when Scripture treats of the spiritual forum

of conscience there is no mention of satisfaction. The satisfac¬

tion of Christ is the only one that not only exempts us from

guilt and liability to eternal death, but is the price that

1. Ibid., viii.
2. Trent XXI., ix.; XX?., xxi.; cf. above p. 25 f.
3. That is, we obtain pardon of our sins by the mercy of God,

but still by the intervention of the merit of works, by which
the evil of our sins is compensated and due satisfaction made
to divine justice. Trent XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance,"
viii. Cf. C.R. XXX?,, "Interim Adultero-Germanum," "De Sac¬
ramento Poenitentiae," p. 568.
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redeems us from temporal punishments also."*"
The claim that the Church, by the power of the keys, could

apply the merits of the saints to penitents, Calvin refutes by

emphasizing that forgiveness is due to the merits of Christ only,

and secondly, works of supererogation are impossible for no man

is able to perform more than is his just due to God or even as

much.**

1. For Calvin's answer to the Roman Church's contention that I,
Cor. 11:31—tb escape the judgments of God man must judge
himself—supports satisfactions cf. C.R. XXXV., "Vera Eccle-
siae Reformandae Ratio," p. 606, and for his answer to the
similar argument that the fact David was punished even though
his sins were forgiven supports the need for satisfaction cf.
Institutes III., iv., 35. Calvin shows that satisfactions
look to thepast, but the punishments of God look to the fu¬
ture. The Roman Church's theologians contend that the writ¬
ings of the Fathers show that the practice of making satisfac¬
tions was used in the ancient Church, but Calvin points out
that the purpose of these was not compensation paid to God but
a public testimony by which those who had been punished \fith
excommunication and wished to be received again into communion
assured the church of their genuine repentance. In imposing
these satisfactions there was no intention that they should be
a means of atoning God so as to ransom the offender from
guilt; they were satisfaction given, not to God, but to the
church. Ibid,, 38, 39.

2. Institutes III., xiv., I1*; xv., 3; xviii., 8. At the back of
the Roman Church's affirmation and the Reformed Church's de¬
nial of man's ability to make satisfaction for sin are two
basic doctrines. The first is that of justification itself
and man's part in it; the second is the status of the justi¬
fied sinner. Trent denies the total depravity of man as taught
by Calvin. (In Calvin, the doctrine of depravity is properly
a corollary of the doctrine of grace, an inference from the
Gospel of a new creation. Just because the Gospel speaks of
man's salvation in total terms, the doctrine of depravity must
be enunciated in total terms. The total depravity of man must
only be considered within the context of grace. Cf. T. F.
Torrance, Calvin's Doctrine of Man, (London, 19*+9), chapter 7
—p. 83 ff.7. Instead, Tridentine theology teaches that all

tw .natural man requires is some assistance from God in order to
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The Sacrament of Penance is sealed by the Absolution granted

receive the grace of justification, a point denied by Calvin
who claimed that man was totally unable to do anything toward
initiating his salvation but was wholly dependent on the ac¬
tion of the Spirit of God working on his mind and will; cf.
above p. 57 ff*j Trent VI., vi. and Antidote, and VI. canons
ii., vi., and the Antidotes.

Secondly, Tridentine theology holds that the justified
sinner is made truly righteous and is made a partaker of the
Divine nature (II. Peter 1:*+). It is not merely that our fa¬
culties of intellect and will establish a special likeness to
God; that is true enough, but over and above this natural
likeness to God a wholly supernatural quality is given to us
which makes us to be of the same nature as God. Thomas Aquinas
declared that "The only-begotten Son of God, wishing to make
us partakers of his own divinity, took upon himself our human
nature, that having become man he might make men to be gods."
God has touched us with His finger, and in touching us has
transformed us into something like himself—Smith, op. cit.,
p. 551* f* This being so, according to this theology man is
able to do works which are intrinsically good and merit a re¬
ward from God. In this way one may "merit" increase of grace,
sanctification, so that it becomes, not a free gift, but a
thing earned; the more good works a man does, the mors grace
he earns. Then, if there is a surplus of good works—more
than is needed for one's own salvation—these are stored up,
and through the power of the keys they become available to
persons lacking in them. Trent, in supporting its contention
that justification is the result of faith AND works quotes
James 2:2b-, "Ye see then how that by works a man is justified,
and not by faith only," Trent VI., xi.; cf. Institutes III.,
xvii., 11-lb-.

In contrast to this Calvin, as has already been shown,
taught that sanctification, like justification, is a result of
our being ingrafted into Christ; but, this Christ was both
true God and true man, without separation and without confu¬
sion. The risen Christ retained His true humanity when He
ascended to heaven; He entered it "in our flesh, as it were in
our name," Institutes II., xvi., 16; xvii., 26. It is with
this perfect humanity, not the divinity, of Christ that we are
united in a mystical union that is real yet without fusion—
cf. above, p. 63 ff. Since it is into the human nature of
Christ that man is ingrafted by the Holy Spirit, therefore,
man's new nature does not partake of the essence of divinity.
Hence, his works, even in his regenerate state, are not the
result of the divine nature in him; they are not intrinsically
good—cf. Trent VI., canon 2b—but, like man himself, they are
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by the priest; it is in this absolution that the force of the

sacrament principally consists. As pointed out in the preceding

chapter, the Council of Trent fixed the use of the indicative

form of absolution and declared it to be a judicial act, pro¬

nounced by the priest as by a judge, and not a mere pronouncing

or declaring that the penitent's sins are forgiven.

accepted by God as good only because of the merits of Christ,
applied to man by the Holy Spirit, so that God is pleased to
adorn even the works of those whom He has chosen with true
purity, indulgently pardoning their spots and blemishes, as
though there was no deficiency in them—Institutes III., xvii.,
5. Justified man's good works are merely the result, the out¬
ward working, of the new life which he now lives In Christ, and
are, therefore, due not to his own "goodness" but to the grace
of God in Christ. Although these works are sometimes spoken
of as "ours" they are ours only in the same sense as the bread
asked for in the Lord's Prayer is ours, namely, because it is
given to us. What is called merit is nothing else than the
free gift of God—Trent VI., Antidote, canon xxxii.

When Calvin came to grapple with the passages of Scrip-
ture which speak of God being merciful to them that practice V
righteousness—e.g., James 2s 21*, Acts 10:3*+, 35, etc.—he ex¬
plained them by showing that there is in Scripture a double
justification of man: there is that granted to unregenerate
man which stems wholly from "the divine goodness toward mis¬
erable sinners, who are altogether undeserving of this great
mercy—Institutes III., xvii., b—and the justification x^hich
the believer needs during his lifetime, in which works are
considered as the fruits of faith, and although a revrard is
given by God it is paid NOT BY WAY OF DEBT but wholly because
of the grace of God and His gratuitous acceptance of both man
and his works. Hence, once again we are thrown back on the
mercy of God and the grace of Christ so that even any rexrard
God grants man comes not by way of debt but from grace. Cf.
Institutes III., xvii., b-ljy xviii.; Trent VI., Antidote xi.,
canon xxxii.; C.R. XXXV., "Vera Ecclesiae Heformandae Ratio,"
p. 597 f.; J. MacKinnon, Calvin and the Reformation. (London,
1936), p. 2b-5 f.; Niesel, op. cit., p. 135 f; Wendel, op. cit.,
p. 260 ff.

1. Cf. Trent XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," iii., vi., and
canon ix.
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In Reformed theology a type of the indicative form is some¬

times used. For instance, in the liturgy used by Calvin in the

public worship service in Strassburg, following the prayer of

confession the minister states that to each one who recognises

himself as being truly a sinner, humbles himself before God be¬

lieving that He has become propitious to him in Jesus Christ, and

who in this manner truly repents and seeks Jesus Christ as his

salvation, to each "I pronounce absolution in the name of the
1

Father, of the Son, and Holy Spirit." In the Reformed Church in

Scotland, as we shall see later, the first person was used in the

form of absolution prescribed for use in public repentance and in

the reception of penitent excommunicates back into the Church, but

here, too, it was stated to be in the name of Jesus Christ. That

is, as used here in Reformed theology, absolution is not a judi¬

cial function, as in the Roman Church, but a ministerial act.

This difference is closely related to the opposing doc¬

trines of the ministry in the Roman Catholic and in the Reformed

Church. In the Roman Church the priest stands as the mediator

1. "Un chacun de vous se reconnaisse vraiment pecheur,
s'humiliant devant Dieu^, et croie que le Pere, celeste lui
veut etre propice en Jesus-Christ. A tous ceux qui, en cette
maniere se repentent, et cherchent Je'sus-Christ pour leur
salut, je denounce 1'absolution au nom du P&re, du Fils, et
Saint-Esprit. Amen." P. Schaff, The Swiss Reformation. (Ed¬
inburgh, 1893)) ii., p. 372 n. 2. In accommodating this lit¬
urgy to the needs of the Genevan church Calvin omitted the
promise of absolution, even though this was against his own
preference, because by its apparent Romanism it was offensive
to some more strict than he. C.R. XXXVIII.a., p. 213.
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between man and God. He represents the people before God. He

is their priest. By his ordination he is consecrated to perform

the Sacrifice of the Mass in which he offers Christ, not merely

symbolically, but in a truly sacrificial act which has a real ef-
2

ficacy unto the reconciliation of sinners with God. Further¬

more, since the priesthood has the power to offer the propitiary
3

sacrifice, it alone has the power to forgive or retain sins.

Hence, in the Roman Church the individual believer's forgiveness

is contingent on what the priest does for him. The priest be¬

comes the mediator between man and God for he alone represents
If

the believer before God; he does the work of Christ. Therefore,

1. Encyclical letter of Pope Pius XI., "Ad Catholic! Sacerdotii,"
1935, ii.

2. Cf. Trent XXII., "On the Sacrifice of the Mass," ii., where it
is stated that in the divine sacrifice which is celebrated in
the Mass Christ is contained and immolated in an unbloody man¬
ner; that this is truly a propitiary sacrifice; and, by means
of it those who approach it in sincerity obtain mercy because,
"the Lord, appeased by the oblation thereof, and granting
grace and gifts of penitence, forgives even heinous crimes and
sins. For the victim is one and the same, the same now by the
ministry of priests, who then offered Himself on the cross,
the manner alone of offering being different." This sacrifice
is offered "unto God alone"—ibid., iii. Thus, as Pope Pius
XI. states—op. cit.—"the ineffable greatness of the human
priest stands forth in all its splendor, for he has power over
the very body of Jesus Christ, and makes it present upon our
altars."

3. Trent XXIII., "The Sacrament of Order," i.; this is not merely
an authority to declare forgiveness to all who truly repent;
it is the actual forgiveness of sins; cf. Trent XIV., "On the
Sacrament of Penance," vi., and canon ix.; XXIII., "The Sacra¬
ment of Order," canon 1.
Pope Pius XI., op. cit., ii., "Thus the priest, as is said
with good reason, is indeed 'another Christ', for, in some
way, he is himself a continuation of Christ."
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in pronouncing absolution it naturally follows that the form used

should be the indicative—"ego te absolvo"—for, as Trent states,

it is in these words that the force of the sacrament principally

consists,"*" and the indicative wording makes more emphatic than

the precatory could the judicial character of the pronouncement.

In Reformed theology, on the other hand, the minister is

neither the mediator between man and God nor the representative

of the people before God; rather, he is the one who is ordained

to represent the priesthood of Christ to man. Christ remains the

priest; it is He alone who absolves; but, the clergy minister His

absolution in His name to the truly penitent because the ministry

represents the sole priesthood of Christ to the corporate priest-
2

hood of the Church.

One of the main errors in the Tridentine teaching on the way

in which the power of the keys was exercised was that it turned

man's gaze inward on himself instead of focusing it on Christ.

This resulted in a doctrine of conditional grace and of justifi¬

cation largely by works instead of by faith in which the believer

is united to Christ so that he shares all His blessings. Grace

was looked upon as a quality that could be separated from God and

infused into man by the power of the keys instead of the covenant

1. Trent XIV., iii.
2, Christ uses the vicarious ministry ("quasi vicariam operam")

of men in His Church, not bff transferring his right and
honour to them, but only donng His own work by their lips
just as an artificer uses a tool for any purpose. Institutes,
IV., iii., 1, O.S. v., p. lf2.
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love of God which was one with Him and which could only be pos¬

sessed by being in Christ.

Apart from the distorted theology, the weakness of the Ro¬

man Church's penitential system is seen in the fact that when the

Reformers accused the Roman priests of binding and loosing un¬

worthily they did not deny the charge. Their answer was that al¬

though they did have the power requisite for binding and loosing,

they did not always have the necessary knowledge never to err,

since that depends on the completeness of the penitent's confes¬

sion to them.1 On the other hand, if the Roman clergy object,

first, that the Protestant ministers will be perplexed in the

discharge of their duty since the absolution which depends on

faith will always be equivocal, and secondly, that sinners will

receive no comfort at* all or at best but cold comfort, because the

minister, who is not a fit judge of their faith, is not certain

of their absolution, Calvin is ready with this answer: the power

is, "Whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."

Either the promise of Christ must be false or these who are en¬

dued with this power bind and loose properly. There is no room

for the evasion that the words of Christ are limited according to

the merits of him who is loosed or bound. He states as follows:

"We admit that none can be bound or loosed but those who are

worthy of being bound or loosed. But the preachers of the
Gospel and the Church have the word by which they can meas¬
ure this worthiness. By this word preachers of the Gospel

1. Trent XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," v., vi.
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can promise forgiveness of sins to all who are in Christ by-
faith, and can declare a sentence of condemnation against
all and upon all who do not embrace Christ. In this word
the Church declares that 'neither fornicators nor idolators
nor adulterers nor thieves nor covetous nor drunkards nor

revilers nor extortioners shall inherit the kingdom of God'
(I. Cor. 6:9, 10). Such it binds in sure fetters. By the
same word it looses and consoles the penitent. But what
kind of power is it which knows not what is to be bound or
loosed? You cannot bind or loose without knowledge. Why,
then, do they say that they absolve by the authority given
to them when absolution is uncertain?"^

The admission of the Roman Church that the keys are often

used unduly and that power without legitimate use is ineffectual

raises the question as to who is to assure me that the one by

whom I am bound or loosed is a good dispenser of the keys? Their

absolution can never give peace of conscience to the penitent be¬

cause it depends on the knowledge the priest has of him and the

sincerity of the one administering the keys. The penitent can

not come to any decision from the Word of God. On the other hand,

Calvin holds that the Protestant doctrine is free from all these

absurdities. It is as follows:

1. " • • • nos . . . fatemur nec ligari nec solvi posse nisi dig-
nos qui ligentur aut solvantur. Sed havent Evangelii nuntii
et Ecclesia verbum quo dignitatem hanc metiantur. In hoc ver-
bo nuntii Evangelii possunt omnibus remissionem peccatorum in
Christo pollice^i per fidem: possunt damnationem edicere in
omnes et super oranes qui Christum non amplectuntur. In hoc f
verbo .Ecclesia pronuntiat, scortatores, adulteros, fures, hom-
icidas, avaros, iniquos partem in regno Dei non habere (I. Cor.
vi., 9, 10): talesque certissimis vinculis ligat. Eodem verbo
solvit quos resipiscentes consolatur. Sed quae erit 1st haec
potestas, nescire quid ligandum sit aut solvendura? ligare
autem non posse aut solvere, nisi scias? Cur ergo dicunt se
absolvere authoritate sibi data, quum incerta sit absolutio?"
Institutes III., iv., 21, O.S. iv., p. 109 f.
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• • . absolution is conditional, allowing the sinner to
trust that God is propitious to him, provided he sincerely
seek expiation in the sacrifice of Christ, and accept the
grace offered to him. Thus, he cannot err who, in the capa¬
city of a herald, promulgates what has been dictated to him
from the Word of God. The sinner, again, can receive a
clear and sure absolution when, in regard to embracing the
grace of Christ, the simple condition annexed is in terms
of the general rule of our Master Himself—a rule impiously
spurned by the papacy—"According to your faith be it unto
you' (Matt. 9s29)."^

Calvin's indictment of the Roman Church is that by the doc¬

trine of the Sacrament of Penance it teaches that repentance is

a discipline, an austerity, which serves partly to subdue the

flesh, partly to chasten and punish sins. There is no mention

of internal renovation of mind, bringing with it true amendment

of life. They talk much of contrition and attrition, torment the

soul with many scruples, and involve it in great trouble and anx¬

iety; but, when they seem to have deeply wounded the heart, they
2

cure all its bitterness by a slight sprinkling of ceremonies.

Such was Calvin's estimate of their teaching on the subject.

Summary

The Reformed doctrine of justification is summed up by Calvin

1. "Conditionalis . * . est absolutio ut confidat peccator sibl
propitium esse Deum, modo syncere in Christi sacrificio expia-
tionem quaerat. et acquiescat oblatae sibi gratiae. Its er-
rare noh potest qui pro officio praeconis, quod sibi ex Dei
verbo dictatum est, promulgat. Peccator vero certam et
liquidam absolutionem amplecti potest, ubi simplex ilia con¬
ditio apponitur de amplexanda Christi gratia, secundum gen-
eralem ill aim magistri ipsius regulam. quae impie spreta in
papatu fuit. Secundum fidem tuam fiat tibi (Matth. 9. d. 29)"
Institutes III., iv., 22, O.S. iv., p. 111.

2. Ibid. III., iv., 1.
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in the Institutes II., xvi., 19. He points out that every single

part of our salvation is to be found in the work of Christ and we

must beware of drawing any kind of blessing from any other quar¬

ter. Those who do so, though they may continue to look to Him

chiefly, deviate from the right path by the simple fact that some

portion of their thought takes a different direction. According

to the teaching of Calvin, because man was unable to do anything

towards reconciling himself to God, God in His mercy sent His
1

only-begotten Son to do this; the salvation earned by the Son

is applied and brought to pass in our hearts and lives by the

Holy Spirit. Even all man's achievements in accepting salvation

are of God. Therefore, the power of the keys is the preaching of

the Gospel which announces this salvation to man and instructs

him in the promises of God. It is this Gospel which the Holy

Spirit uses as the medium for uniting man to Christ in order that

His work may be made effectual for man, resulting in his being

"loosed", absolved, from his sins.

In Reformed theology the emphasis is on the Holy Spirit as
2

the agent in man's salvation; but, in Tridentine theology this

emphasis is placed on the Church.-' The Church distributes

1. Institutes II., xii., 2.
2. "Agent" in the sense that it is due to the work of the Holy

Spirit that man is awakened to his need of salvation and is
brought into union with Christ so that he may be justified
and sanctified by the work of Christ.

3. This is not to be taken as indicating that Reformed theology
does not hold a very high view of the Church, for that would
be false. Its teaching is that the Church is the Body of
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salvation through the sacraments. If one wants removal of origi¬

nal sin, one gets it from the Church in the Sacrament of Baptism;

forgiveness of daily sins through the Sacrament of Penance; spir¬

itual strengthening by the Mass; etc. One is made dependent upon

the Church from start to finish. Even to get a true knowledge of

salvation one cannot go directly to the Bible; the Church must
1

interpret it. Hence, the Church is the dominant thing in man's

salvation. Then the power of the keys is conceived of as con¬

sisting mainly in the celebration of the sacraments, especially

Baptism and Penance, and the pronouncing or withholding of ab¬

solution as the clergy judge to be meet. The responsibility of

the layman is mainly to receive the sacraments and to fulfill the

Christ; outside the Church there is no (ordinary) possibility
of salvation—Institutes IV., i., '+; Westminster Confession of
Faith, XXV., 2—etc. The Church, the Body of Christ, is al¬
ready perfect and complete in Christ, but that perfection and
completeness has to be worked out in the believer. This is
being done through the action of the Holy Spirit who uses as
His instrument the Gospel, the Word signed and sealed by the
sacraments. The proclamation of this Gospel has been committed
by Christ the Head to the Church. Therefore, while the Church
occupies a most important place the emphasis remains on the
Holy Spirit. Cf. Walker, op. cit., especially p. 375

1. Calvin placed great emphasis on the hearing, as well as the
preaching, of the Gospel, an emphasis that is often overlooked.
This will be more in evidence in the following chapter when we
consider the second order of Church officials, the doctors, as
laid down in the Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 15^1* The hearer
of the Word was not to accept just passively what the clergy
taught, as in the Roman Church. On the contrary, his was to
be an intelligent conviction that what the Church proclaimed
was a true interpretation of the Word of God, a persuasion
reached only after diligent study on his own part, assisted
and guided by the Church. To enable him to do this, as will
be pointed out later, Calvin wanted education made available
to as many as possible.
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stipulated conditions. The practical effect seems to have been

that as long as this was being done daily profession was not

really significant. Theoretically, the Roman Church's doctrine

of the Sacrament of Penance taught that there must be renovation

of life, but in actual practice the important thing was that for¬

giveness was available through the reception of the Sacrament.

Man was "loosed" from his sin by submitting to the dictates of

the Church.

It was against the background of such a legalistic theory of

salvation that the Genevan Reformer had to do his work in that

city. To correct this deeply ingrained misinterpretation of

Christianity and of the exercise of the power of the keys and to

endeavour to recover the purity of life and doctrine as taught

and largely practised in the early Church required the introduc¬

tion of a program of church government, teaching, and discipline

that represented a radical change from that to which the people

were accustomed. Yet, this was what Calvin attempted to do; to

this practical application of his doctrine we must now turn.



Chapter III

CALVIN AND GENEVA

In examining the practical application of Calvin's doctrine

of the exercise of the power of the keys it is necessary to bear

in mind the two aspects of his teaching on the subject: first,

that in treating of the power of the keys we must always beware

of dreaming up any power apart from the preaching of the Gospel;"*"
and secondly, that a very important part of the preaching of the

Gospel, of the exercise of this power, is the administering of a
2

godly discipline, as Matthew lo:15-18 affirms. It is also neces¬

sary to be constantly aware of the fact that in the sixteenth

century the neat divisions between Church and State to which we

are accustomed did not exist. In many centres of Europe it was

difficult to discern exactly where the administration of the one

ended and that of the other began. The separation as we know it

did not come about until much later.

The greater part of Calvin's ministry was carried out in

Geneva, hence it is mainly to his work there that we must turn to

see the methods he used to carry out his doctrine of the exercise

1. Institutes III., iv., l*f.
2. Ibid., IV., xi., 2.
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of the power of the keys. In doing this we shall consider the

organization of the Church as found first in the Articles of 1537

and, secondly, in the Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 15*+1» for many

of these features were incorporated into the Reformed Church in

Scotland. In addition, this will show us the provision made for

exercising both the kerygmatic and the judicial acts in the exer¬

cise of the power of the keys. We shall then note the aims of ec¬

clesiastical discipline, after which we shall examine two instan¬

ces of its application which illustrate the importance Calvin at¬

tached to it and the responsibility which he placed on the clergy

for carrying it out.

Geneva Prior to Calvin's Arrival

After the nominal rule of the bishop and the Roman Catholic

Church was broken in Geneva in 153^ the Church there collapsed
2

for the time being, and the councils at once showed their

1. P. Schaff, The Swiss Reformation. (Edinburgh, 1893), p. 233 f.
2. The political organization of Geneva was as follows: there was
first the Little Council, composed of twenty-five members;
then, there was the Council of Sixty, the Council of Two Hun¬
dred, and over all, the General Council of the citizens. The
constitution was such that the councils were closely inter-re-
lated. The most important body was the Little Council, of
which four syndics, who were chosen by the General Council
from among the most influential men of the community, formed
the immediate executive. The range of its affairs covered not
only executive and legislative but also judicial, military,
and religious concerns. It had very wide powers in the shap¬
ing and administering of laws, in its function as a supreme
court in all ordinary cases, and in its co-operating in the
supervision of ecclesiastical discipline through its represen¬
tatives on the Consistory, an ecclesiastical court set up by
Calvin, which will be treated later. For further information
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determination to succeed the deposed ecclesiastical authority in

the moral and religious control of the city. All the power for¬

merly vested in the Roman Church was now absorbed into the polit¬

ical framework."*" The change thus effected was not in itself re¬

formation nor had it any connection with it; but, it did prepare

the way for it was followed by the evangelical labours of Farel,
2

Viret, and the organization of the Reformed Church under Calvin.

In August, 1535* and in May, 1536, the Council of Two Hundred is¬

sued edicts of reformation by which the Mass was abolished and

forbidden and images and relics were removed from the churches.

The citizens, meeting in General Council, pledged themselves by

oath to live according to the precepts of the Gospel and to other

on the political organization of Geneva see the following: E.
Choisy, La Theocratie h. Genfeve au temps de Calvin, (Geneva,
1897); Schaff, op. ci't'.'i p.' *+63 ft*', F. F. feoget, A Criticism
of Current Ideas on Calvin, (Edinburgh, 1885), p. 6 ff.; W.
Walker, John Calvin, (New York, 1906], p. 178 ff.

1. E.g., the Council of Two Hundred regulated many aspects of
the life of the people. Walker, op. cit., p. 177 f. claims
that this is plain evidence that governmental regulation of
faith and conduct did not begin with Calvin. It was an in¬
heritance in part from the medieval functions of the city
councils, in part from the episcopal authority to which those
councils regarded themselves as having succeeded. However,
it was a state controlled Church that was beginning to em¬
erge. Roget, op. cit., p. 7> comments, "It was in the course
of history . . . that Calvin, with a theory and a system,
with biting logic, and the apparel of learning, and the ten¬
acity of an uncompromising character, should step in, and in
a lifelong hand-to-hand fight, wrest from the clutches of the
State that Church which it had engulphed (sic) and which it
was most unwilling to set up again in the light of day." He
points out that, far from bringing about a submission of the
State to the Church, the rescue of the latter was barely
effected.

2. Schaff, op. cit., p. 233 f.
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reforms. Although this was really the first Act in the history

of the Reformation, it was a mere beginning. The people were

anxious to get rid of the rule of Savoy and the bishop, but they

had no conception of evangelical religion and would not submit to

discipline. The populace mistook freedom for license; vice a-

bounded; and, they were in danger of falling into extreme disor¬

der and confusion."*" As Calvin, in his farewell to the ministers

of Geneva pointed out, when he first came to the city there was

some preaching but apart from that there was little else; there
2

was no reformation. It was the claims of this situation that

Farel pressed upon Calvin in the summer of 1536, at which time

the latter consented to assume the great task of building a new

Church on the ruins of the old.

The Articles of 1537

In January, 1537? Articles for the organization of the

Church in Geneva were presented to the Little Council; these bear

the stamp of Calvin's thought and language.^ They begin with a

1. Schaff, op. cit., p. 2*+7.
2. " . . . quand je vins premierement en ceste Eglise, il n'y

avoit quasi comme rien. On preschoit et puis c'est tout. On
cherchoit bien les idoles et les brusloit-on; mais il n'y
avoit reformation. Toute estoit en tumulte. ..." B. J,
Kidd, Documents Illustrative of the Continental Reformation,
(Oxford, 1911), p. 6M-9.

3. The full text of the Articles is found in C.R. XXXVIII.a,
(Opera, xa), pp. 5-1^ and in Herminjard, IV., pp. 155-166.
An English translation is published in Calvin's Theological
Treatises. Library of Christian Classics, vol. xxii., (trans.
37X S. Re id), pp. h-8-55.
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declaration that for a Church to retain its true condition it

must observe the Lord's Supper frequently and reverently accord¬

ing to the rule of Scripture."*" The dignity of this central fea¬

ture of worship demands the exclusion of persons of unworthy life
2

and contemptuous conduct. This consideration brings Calvin to

the most significant element of the Articles, their provision for

church discipline.

In order to carry this out effectively the Articles of 1537

outline a comprehensive system of supervision over the whole city.

The Council is asked to ordain and elect certain persons of high

moral character from among the faithful in order that they may

have oversight of the life and conduct of the populace. These

overseers are to be dispersed in each part of the city, and if

they see any vice worthy of admonition they are to notify some of

the ministers in order that the offender may be admonished and

exhorted in brotherly fashion to amendment.^ If this fails to

1. Weekly is the ideal, but the people are not yet ready for such
frequent celebration. If too often there is danger that "this
sacred and so excellent mystery be misunderstood" (ce sacre et
tant excellent mestere ... en mespris), therefore, there
should be monthly communion for the present. C.R. XXXVIII.a,
p. 8.

2. Ibid., p. 9. This subject will be treated more fully when we
consider the whole question of the purpose of discipline and
excommunication as found in Calvin.

3. "Et pour ce faire nous auons deslibere requerir de vous que
vostre playsir soyt ordonner et eslire certaynes personnes de
bonne vie et de bon tesmoignage entre tous les fideles, pareil-
lement de bonne Constance et que ne soyent poent ayses a cor-
rumpre, lesquelz estans departis et distribues en tous les
quartiers de la ville, ayant loil sus la vie et gouuernemant
dung chascun et sil voyent quelque notable vice a reprendre en
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achieve the desired result, further action is taken which may

eventually lead to the guilty party being excommunicated.

In order that the Reformed Church might become firmly estab¬

lished it was considered necessary definitely to determine who

among all the inhabitants were willing to adhere to its teaching.

The method suggested in the Articles was to have each inhabitant

of Geneva subscribe to a Confession of Faith. This would give a

clear indication "who of them agree with the Gospel and who love

better to be of the kingdom of the Pope than of the kingdom of

Jesus Christ.""*"
The significance of this move is two-fold: first, it would

base membership in the Genevan church on an individual and per¬

sonal profession of faith; secondly, it is an endeavour to secure

unity in allegiance to the new Evangelical Church and the exclu-
2

sion of all who opposed it. Each person must take his stand,

1. " . . . pour cognoistre lesquelz accordent a leuangille et
lesquelz ayment mieux estre du royaulme du pape que du
royaulme de Iesucrist." C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 11. About the
same time as the Articles were presented, a Catechism for the
instruction of children was drawn up. It was modelled on the
order and emphasis of the first edition of the Institutes.
With its earliest editions (February, 1537* at the latest) was
bound the Confession of Faith, which, as the title declares,
was extracted from the Catechism. It was to this statement
that all citizens of Geneva and of the states under its au¬

thority were required to swear. C.R. XXXIII., p. 355* The
title is as follows: "CONFESSIO FIDEI, in quam iurare cives
omnes Genevenses et qui sub civitatis eius ditione agunt,
iussi sunt: exscripta e catechismo quo utitur ecclesia
Genevensis."

2. Cf. Walker, op. cit., p. 19^. To issue such a decree was one
thing; to implement it was another. The Council was never
able to compel all the citizens to take the oath. When on
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with all the consequences; he or she must agree to live either

"according to the Gospel" or according to the papacy. However,

all inhabitants who took the Evangelical side were, by right of

their assent as well as of their baptism, members of the Genevan

church. The fate of those who cast their lot with the Roman

Church is not mentioned by Calvin for it had already been decided

by the Council before his arrival and without his influence. They
1

were to leave the city. Such formal recognition of membership

would help impress upon the people their responsibility for al¬

legiance to the Reformed Church as well as their obligation to

accept its discipline. Only in this way could the Church hope to

carry out the task that was entrusted to it.

The method of carrying out this oversight of the lives of

the people is worthy of note. The Council was asked to ordain

and elect men who were to do this, and if they saw anything amiss

they were to "communicate about it with some of the ministers to

Nov. 12, 1537? the Council passed a measure to banish all who
would not take the oath they found it impossible to enforce;
cf. ibid.; Schaff, op, cit., p. 356 f. He notes that the
Confession is to be made the law of Church and State, and
"this is the first instance of a formal pledge to a symbolic
book by a whole people," An indirect result of subscription
to this formal Creed would be to help the citizens to under¬
stand the Reformed teaching. While some might agree to it
without much thought, certainly it would cause many to examine,
at least superficially, the new teaching. It was an aid,
therefore, to the preaching of the Gospel and, hence, to the
exercise of the power of the keys.

1, E.g., the case of Jean Balard, a man who was once a syndic and
was a peaceable citizen, yet because conscientiously unwilling
to listen to the new preaching he was ordered by the Council
to leave the city (July 2*f, 1536). C.R. XLIX., p. 203.
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ing novel in the idea of a strict watch by the civil government

over the manners and morals of the citizens. Many regulations

respecting their conduct had been made before Calvin's arrival in

Geneva, and what was true there applied equally to many other

cities. Calvin's contribution lay in the measures he took to ob¬

tain this jurisdiction for the church. The lay inspectors he

asked to have appointed were to ASSIST the ministry; but, it was

the clergy who were to take the lead in bringing the offender to

repentance. That is, whereas the Council as a civic body had

formerly regulated the conduct of the citizens, now this duty was

to become a function of the Church rather than the State. The

inspectors, though appointed by the Council, should act as spir¬

itual, not as civil, officers. The limit of their spiritual

functions Calvin deemed to be excommunication. Necessary dis¬

cipline beyond that must be the prerogative of the State. His

aim was independent self-government of the Church, and therein

lies the chief peculiarity of his recommendations, namely, this

provision for an independent exercise of ecclesiastical discip¬

line in a Church which was largely the creature of the State and

over which the State exercised control. "It was the first step

toward the restoration, in a new and Protestant form, of that

1. " . • . quil en communiquent auecq quelcung des ministres
pour admonester quicunque sera celluy lequel sera en faulte
..." C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 10.
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ancient ecclesiastical independence which the Reformation had al¬

most universally sacrificed to its need of State support."'*'
Calvin's purpose in seeking such an independent discipline

grew out of his conception of the care of souls, which is one

aspeet of preaching the Gospel and, therefore, of the exercise of

the power of the keys. In his Preface to the Genevan Catechism

in 1538 he declared, "Whatever others may think, we do not regard

our office as bound in so narrow limits that when the sermon is

delivered we may rest as if our task were done. They whose blood

will be required of us, if lost through our slothfulness, are to
2

be cared for much more closely and vigilantly." That is, his

motives were pastoral, not theoretical. From his first entrance

on the Genevan scene the general direction in which Calvin's en¬

ergies will be exerted can be clearly seen. In the succeeding

years he sought for greater independence for the Church; his em¬

phasis on "preaching the Gospel," that is, on the instruction of

1. Walker, op. cit., p. 190 f. A somewhat similar plan, with
which Calvin was no doubt familiar, had been attempted at
Basel in 1530 by Oecolampadius, but it encountered opposition
at once. Both Zwingli and Bullinger declared that excommuni¬
cation was no function of a Church under pious civil rulers,
but that discipline belonged to the State. E. Doumergue, Jean
Calvin, les hommes et les choses de son temps. (Lausanne,
1902), ii., pp.' 22V-2£y.

2. "Utcunque enim aestiment alii, nos certe functionem nostram
adeo exiguis finibus terminatam non putamus, ut concione
habita, ceu persoluto penso, conquiescere liceat. Propius
multo ac vigilantiore opera curandi sunt, quorum sanguis, si
desidia nostra perierit, a nobis reposcetur." C.R. XXXIII.,
p. 319. Cf. F. Wendel, Calvin, the Origins and Development
of His Religious Thought. (London. 1963). PP. 78. 300.
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the people in Christian doctrine and in the proper celebration

of the sacraments, which necessitated discipline rightly main¬

tained, continued to be the dominant theme of his work.

Relations between the Reformers and the Genevan government

became strained in the latter part of 1537.^" In the elections of

February, 1538, a group unfavourable to Calvin and his colleagues

were returned. The opposition culminated in the Council voting,

without consulting the ministers whom they knew were unfavourably

inclined, to adopt the ceremonies in use at Bern and which a Syn¬

od at Lausanne, under the influence of Bern, had recommended be

restored in Geneva. This amounted to a sweeping away of all par¬

tial ecclesiastical independence, such as Calvin so ardently de¬

sired, and the restoration of some of the older forms of worship,

retained by Bern, but which the more radical Farel had stopped in
2

Geneva. When the Reformers denounced the Council for their ac¬

tion and refused to celebrate the approaching Easter Communion

according to the Bernese custom, as the Council ordered them to

do, they were deposed without a trial (April, 1538). Calvin fi¬

nally went to Strassburg in response to the urging of Martin Bu-

cer, its chief pastor, \vhere he remained until in 15^1 he very

1. On January *+, 153®, the Councils of Geneva rejected entirely
the proposals of the ministers of Geneva to institute a dis¬
cipline which would protect the profanation of the Lord^ Sup¬
per by resolving that the Holy Supper was to be refused to no
person seeking to partake. C.R. XLIX., p. 220.

2. E.g., the font in baptism, unleavened bread in the Supper, the
festive array at weddings, the observance of Christmas, Easter,
Ascension, and Pentecost.
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reluctantly agreed to the Council^ pleadings that he return to

Geneva.

Calvin and Strassburg

The time Calvin spent in Strassburg was of such great impor¬

tance in developing and solidifying his system of church organi¬

sation and worship that we must note some of its main influences.*'"
Strassburg had accepted the Reformation in 1523. In that year

Martin Bucer settled in the city, and he became its chief pastor.

His doctrine of the power of the keys has a marked similarity to

that of Calvin, and it shows a development over many of the other

Reformers. Its supreme object may best be described by the title

of Bucer's most important writing on ecclesiastical discipline,
2

"The Cure of Souls." The use of the keys, as well as involving

the reception into the Church, "the Republic of Christ," of all

those who are evidently eligible for such membership, must be re-
3

sponsible for the nurturing of their ethics and morals; for
l+

teaching, correction, and pastoral administration; for discipline

1. Wendel, op. cit., points out a number of places in which the
influence of Bucer and Strassburg is seen in Calvin; above all,
it is in regard to the idea of the Church that the points of
comparison between the two become palpable. Examination shows
that much of this is attributable to the contact with Bucer;
of. Ijj2 f., also pp. 59, 76, 79, 137-1M+, 29^ ff., 30^, 332.2. Scripta Anglicana. "De Vera Animarum Cura" (1577)» written 1538.

3. "Deinde in Ecclesia eosdem instituere & regere, vt ad finem
qui est huic reipublicae (nempe viuere in gloriam Dei & salu-
tem proximorum) sese totos accommodent, hoc est continuo ma-
gis resipiscant, & in nouitate vitae promoueant." In Sacra
Quatuor Buangelia. Enarrationes perpetuae. (1553^ > p. 133 8.

*t. "Ad id pertinet doctrina, exhortatio, monitio, correctio,
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of offenders, even to excommunication;^ and, the readmission of
2

such among them as gave evidence of suitable repentance. A fur¬

ther obligation in the exercise of the power of the keys was to

appoint (constituere) ministers and lesser church officials who

will administer, under Christ and by His Spirit, the various du-

ties that fall to the Church. The keys belong to the whole

church, but the actual authority is exercised by the ministers

and elders, just as in ancient Rome where the power was of the
If

people, the authority, of the Senate. Although the exercise of

the power of the keys includes so much, its main concern is with
5

the retention and remission of sins, binding and loosing.

There are two main points where Bucer's practical application

increpatio, castigatio, precum vsus, sacra mentorum exbibitio,
& tota officii pastoralis administrate." Ibid.

1. "Praeterea siqui in Ecclesia sanctis monitionibus ndlint pare-
re-hoc est legibus reipublicae huius non viuere, quae poscunt
iugem poenitentiam, hoc est vitae ad placita Dei perpetuam
innouationem, & admittant quae aperte cum placitis Dei pug-
nent: potestatis huius est tales republics Christi eiicere,
& communione Christi atque sanctorum excludere." Ibid.

2. " Vltra haec eiusdem potestatis est peccata condonare, & in
Ecclesiam rursus admittere eos qui eiecti Ecclesia fuerint ob
peccata sua, & contemptum sanctae admonitionis atque correp-
tioniss postea autem ad se reuertuntur, veramque poenitudinem
suae impietatis professi, veniam scelerum orant, & recipi
rursus in gregem Domini suppliciter deposcunt." Ibid.

3. "Postremo ad hanc potestatem attinet constituere publicos
Ecclesiae ministros, doctores, pastores, gubernatores,
diaconos, id est dispensatores publicae eleemosynae, &
quibuscumque opus est ad rempublicam Christi, quam commodis-
sime & decentissime instituendam, & gloriam Christi proue-
hendam." Ibid.

If. "Haec potestas penes Ecclesiam omnem est! authoritas modo min-
isterii penes Presbyteros, & Episcopos: ita vt Romae olim,
potestas: populi fuit: authoritas, senatus." Ibid.

?. Ibid., p. 134 a.
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of his doctrine of the power of the keys are of particular inter¬

est to this thesis for they were incorporated by Calvin in the

organization and practice of the church in Geneva after his re¬

turn. The first of these is Bucer's doctrine of the four minis¬

tries} it was on this Calvin based the organization of the Gene¬

van church in 15^1. Wendel points out that this was something

new; although, if one were to judge from the only theological

justification Calvin gave for it in the Institutes of lfft-3 one

might think he was the author of the theory of the four minis¬

tries. "But in fact he was not: it has been effectually demon¬

strated that Calvin derived the outline of this conception, and

even the Biblical quotations which were adduced in its support,

from Martin Bucer."^ These offices will be treated later when

we examine the Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 15^1.

The second point in Bucer's doctrine of the keys which we

should note is his teaching on discipline. Although in Strassburg

1. Wendel, op. cit., p. 76. W. Pauck writes that Calvin's organ¬
ization of the Church in Geneva was derived from the "enhanc¬
ing, stimulative, productive thought" of Bucer. Journal of
Religion. April, 1929 > "Calvin and Butzer," p. 2lfSI(This
article is included in W. Pauck, Heritage of the Reformation.
1961.) The author, basing his remarks on Professor G. An-
rich's Martin BUcer. holds that the origin of Calvin's new
church organization is not the New Testament but Strassburg,
where this order was developed against the Anabaptist sects;
and, it was Bucer who, prior to Calvin's arrival, devised the
theological theory for these organizations. Cf. A Lang, Re-
formierte Kirchenzeitung. (1908), p. 252 f. J. MacKinnon, Cal¬
vin and the Reformation. (London, 1936)» p. 81, holds that for
his model of the ministry Calvin goes back to the early second
century rather than to the strictly Apostolic age, but he does
not rule out a Strassburg influence.
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the practice of discipline was not very satisfactory, yet Bucer

made himself more and more the demanding champion of ecclesiasti¬

cal jurisdiction, which he considered to be part of the cure of

souls. His experience there showed him the necessity of the of¬

fice of elder, men with suitable spiritual qualifications, who

would assist the pastor in the exercise of the power of the keys.

The elders with the clergy would have the power of excommunica¬

tion, but it was to be carried out only in the presence of the

assembled congregation."*"
The association with Bucer was not the only advantage that

Strassburg offered Calvin; here also a laboratory was provided

where he might put his theory into practice without being ham-
2

pered to the degree he was in Geneva by the civic authorities.

1. Cf. G. J. Van de Poll, Martin Bucer's Liturgical Ideas. (Assen,
1951*-), PP. 27, 70; Bucer, Enarrationes, pp. 133 b., 13h b.,
lh-5 b.

2. T. M. Lindsay, A History of the Reformation. (Edinburgh, 1922),
ii., p. 113 states that "One must go to the French Church, and
in a lesser degree to the church of Knox in Scotland, to see
Calvin's ideas put in practice; it is vain to look for this in
Switzerland." This statement, though possibly exaggerated,
serves as a reminder that Calvin never had a free hand in Gen¬
eva. Regardless of how much that which took place there was
due to his influence (for though not even a citizen until De¬
cember, 1559, there seems little reason to doubt the assertion
of both his admirers and his detractors that his efforts con¬
tributed more than those of any other person to shaping life

— in Geneva from ljhl until even after his death in 156*+) Geneva
never did become the ideal city that he desired it to be. By
the late 1550s it was approaching that status. "The work to
which he had set his hand on his return in 15*+1 had been
largely accomplished." Walker, op. cit., p. 356* Neverthe¬
less, it was the French congregation at Strassburg that served
as his working model for the reforms he later tried to estab¬
lish in Geneva. Cf. Schaff, op. cit., ii., p. 359-
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Strassburg had been noted for its friendliness in receiving those

who sought refuge within its walls when persecuted for their al¬

legiance to the Protestant cause. To this sanctuary had come a

small number of French refugees;^ they were without a leader of

their own. When Bucer urged Calvin to make Strassburg his home

he impressed upon him that this little group needed his aid.

When Calvin consented, he became their pastor with the cordial

approval of the Strassburg clergy, and they became a completely

organized religious body with permission to celebrate the Supper.

Calvin's organizing ability showed itself at once. To this

congregation he preached four times a week. Communion was admin¬

istered monthly, a thing he had tried unsuccessfully to do in

Geneva. The congregation was under the control of the civil and

religious authorities of the city, yet he succeeded in establish¬

ing a vigorous ecclesiastical discipline and in rendering the ex¬

ercise of that discipline an independent ecclesiastical act. The

foreign character of the membership of this church probably helped
2

to make such freedom possible. Not only was communion forbidden

the unworthy, but also all who would partake of the Supper were

required to present themselves to Calvin prior to the celebration

that he might ascertain their spiritual state. He deemed this
•3

the only proper substitute for the Roman confessional.-' He built

1. Walker, op. cit., p. 220 says there were four to six hundred.
2. Ibid., p. 221.
3. Herminjard v., p. 291; vi., pp. 200, 223; cf. Doumergue, op.
cit., ii», pp. q-12, !+13; Institutes III., iv., 13.
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up an orderly, disciplined congregation which under his ministry

grew in influence, winning even some Anabaptists from not only

the city itself but also the surrounding region to its numbers.

An important aspect of Calvin's work with the "little

church," as he described the French congregation in Strassburg,

was the development of its liturgy.^" It was based on Bucer's

modification of the revised translation of the Roman Mass intro¬

duced by Diebold Schwarz in 152*+. Probably by 1537, but certain¬

ly by 1539, it had acquired the form of which Calvin made use.

His work in preparing this first draft was essentially that of a

translator, but he enriched it by the addition of brief phrases

and variations in expression. Its significance lies in the fact

that this form, which was established with considerable modifica¬

tion in Geneva on his return, became the general model of Re¬

formed, as distinguished from Lutheran and Anglican worship, and

is the primary source from which those churches of England, Scot¬

land, and America that trace their spiritual ancestry to Calvin
2

derive their type of service.

Calvin's Return to Geneva

When in 15*+1 the Council of Geneva besought Calvin to return

to their city, promising him good co-operation, he reluctantly

consented to their wishes, and in September of that year once

1. Text in part in C.R. XXXIV., pp. 17,+-175j Doumergue, op. cit.,
ii., pp. ^88-50^.

2. Walker, op. cit., p. 221.
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more took up his labours there. He immediately asked the syn¬

dics and Council to appoint a commission to prepare a written

order of church government and discipline. Accordingly, six

prominent laymen were appointed to do this in conference with the

ministers. The result was the Ecclesiastical Ordinances, which

were submitted to the Little Council, revised by them, passed on

to the Two Hundred, and finally approved by the General Assembly
, l

on November 20, I5*tl. The Ordinances may be considered Calvin's

work, but they do not represent Calvin's ideal. They are his

work in the form which it assumed in its passage through the

Councils. They embody his ideal only so far as the civil courts
2

of Geneva would allow him to give it a practical form.

In spite of their limitations the Ecclesiastical Ordinances

were designed to give the Church a measure of self-government

elsewhere unknown in Protestant lands, as well as to put into op¬

eration an effective discipline in order that the Church might

fulfill what Calvin considered its most urgent duty, namely, the

initiation of its members into and their maintenance in right

doctrine and upright living. In doing this they sought to

1. C.R. XLIX., p. 287. It is of interest to note that the Little
Council refused to permit Calvin to see their revisions of the
Ordinances before they were submitted to the Two Hundred; ibid,
p. 286. "It would have Calvin as an adviser but not inten¬
tionally as a ruler." Walker, op. cit., p. 266.

2. Calvin's comment regarding the Ordinances was, "... not
indeed quite perfect, but passable considering the difficulty
of the times." "... non illam quidam satis absolutam, sed
pro temporis infirmitate tolerabilera." Herminjard, vii., p.
m-09. Cf. Wendel, op. cit., p. 79.
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determine in what ways Church and State could co-operate and in

what fields they were each autonomous, so that each might fulfill

their God-given tasks. Insofar as they sought to make the work

of the Church as effective as possible they were designed to fa¬

cilitate the exercise of the power of the keys.

The Relations of Church and State

In order that we may better understand the church polity

outlined in the Ordinances it will be necessary to note the main

points in Calvin's teaching on the relation of Church and State

for, while he gives the civil government a very high place, he

claimed an independence for the Church that was in excess of the

practice in most centres of Europe in that day. This became

characteristic of the Reformed Church, especially in Scotland

in the period covered in this thesis.

Calvin held that the State, like the Church, was of divine

origin; it is the product of the will of God rather than of human

reason. His fundamental principle is that God alone is Lord on

earth as well as in heaven and should rule supreme in Church and

State. The civil magistracy is a vocation sacred in the eyes of

God and of all human vocations most honourable. It is the guar¬

dian not merely of public morality but of the honour of God Him¬

self.

God uses both Church and State as two distinct but co-oper¬

ating arms for the building up of Christ's kingdom. The Church

has to do with the spiritual and eternal welfare of man; the
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State is concerned with the affairs of this present transitory

life. Each is independent in their own sphere, yet they must

work together. "But as the magistrate ought to purge the Church

of offences by corporal punishment and coercion, so the minister

ought, in his turn, to assist the magistrate in diminishing the

number of offenders. Thus they ought to combine their efforts,

the one being not an impediment but a help to the other. There

is no thought of the Church competing with the magistracy; in¬

stead, the civil power ought to provide the conditions in which

the Church can do its work. The magistrate must see that the two

tables of the Law are respected; but, he is to do it in the

sphere that is proper to him, while the Church for its part will

seek to promote as far as possible the moral and spiritual educa-
2

tion of its members. The two powers are complementary. Yet,

the civil government should not interfere with the internal af-
3

fairs of the Churctr nor should the clergy seek control of civil

1. "At quemadmodum magistratus puniendo et manu coercendo purgare
debet Ecclesiam offendiculis; ita verbi minister vicissim sub-
levare debet magistratum, ne tam multi peccent. Sic coniune-
tae debent esse operae, ut altera sit adiumento alteri, non
impedimento." Institutes IV., xi., 3, O.S. v., p. 199.

2. For instance, the magistrate punishes crime by the infliction
of a civil penalty, but this will not likely bring the offen¬
der to repentance; it is more likely to harden him against the
society that has inflicted this punishment. The Church must
come to his rescue and try and lead him to penitence. Its ob¬
ject is not to punish against the offender's will but to try
and obtain by voluntary chastisement a profession of contri¬
tion and new purpose of amendment. Cf. Ibid. IV., xi., 3*

3«Against this, the prevailing idea of Calvin's day was that the
Evangelical pastors were the servants of the community and,
therefore, of the councils which represented it. J. J.



128

and political affairs; Calvin confined the Church to the spirit¬

ual sword.*
Calvin was convinced that one place ^the civil power should

not interfere was in the exercise of ecclesiastical discipline;
2

it was distinct from the power of the sword. This was the prac¬

tice in the purer times of the Church, and the very nature of the

power of the keys demands that it be so. This power is exercised

through the preaching of doctrine; therefore, in order that doc¬

trine be not held in derision those who profess to be of the

household of faith ought to be Judged according to that which is

taught. This cannot be done without connecting with the office

of the ministry a right of summoning those who are to be private¬

ly admonished or sharply rebuked, a right, moreover, of keeping

back from the Communion of the Lord's Supper those who cannot be

admitted without profaning this high ordinance. This implies a,

tribunal and a proper judicial procedure; and, as the power real¬

ly belongs to the Word and the ministers are set for the express

purpose of preaching the Word they have a particular obligation

Watteville, the celebrated Advoyer or President of Bern, and
a strong supporter of the Reformation, said, "Nothing prevents
me dismissing a servant when he displeases me; why should not
a town send its pastor away if it likes?" "Nul me peut m'era-
pecher de congedier un domestique qui me deplait. Pourquoi
ne serait-il pas permis de congedier un ministre?" Hermin-
jard vii., p. 351* n. -

1. Cf. Institutes IV., xi., 3, 8; Schaff, op. cit,, p. *+72;
J. Cadier, Calvin. L'homme que Dieu a domntd'. (Geneva., 195$)>
p. 113 f.; M. E. Chenevitere. La Pens^e politique de Calvin.
(Geneva, 1938), p. 2^8 f.

2. Cf. Institutes IV., xi., 5*
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regarding discipline.

Calvin is concerned to restore to the Church its right of

ecclesiastical discipline without State interference. He would

have a Consistory appointed whose task it would be to Judge and

censure delinquents and to keep a careful watch over the members

with a view to being able to report their conduct.^ The Church

could not exercise corporal punishment? excommunication was the

limit of its judicial power; if further punishment was required
2

the State had to impose it; but, until that stage was reached,

Calvin taught that the State had no right to Interfere.^

The Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 15*fl

1. The clergy were not to act alone. A lawful Consistory of
elders, it is maintained, is Indicated in I. Corlnthiams 5:1*;
in addition, I. Timothy is taken to indicate two kinds of el¬
ders, namely, teaching and ruling. In the days of Cyprian dis¬
cipline was thus exercised, but it later degenerated, and by
the time of Ambrose we find him lamenting that the clergy were
assuming full authority in this. Ambrose in I. Tim. 5.

2. For instance, breaches of the moral law are offences against
the State and are, therefore, punishable by civil penalties
which it is for the State, as alone possessing coercive au¬
thority, to enforce. But such breaches are equally offences
against the Church which alone possesses the right to admin¬
ister spiritual correction and in the last resort to exclude
from the Lord's Supper.

3. On the subject of the relation of Church and State in Calvin
consult the following: Institutes III., xi., 1-6, IV., xx.;
J. Bohatec, "Calvins Lehre von Statt und Kirche," Untersuch-
ungen zur Deutschen Richtsgeschlte politique de Calvin, fasc.
1*4-7, (Breslau, 193/0, PP* 597-633; Chenevifere, op. cit., pp.
2*4-3-271; "Calvin's Theory of Church and State," Church Quar¬
terly Review, (April, 1929)$ "Lindsay, op. cit., ii., p.
167 ff. J. T. MacNeill, The History and Character of Calvin¬
ism. (New York, 1951), ch. v.'; Niesel, op. cit., ch. 15;
Wendell op. cit., pp. 79 f., 309 f.; Cadier op. cit., pp.
88-90-, 107-117.
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The Ordinances1 state at the outset that Christ has insti¬

tuted in His Church four classes of office-bearers, namely, pas-
2

tors, doctors (teachers), elders, and deacons. In the election

of the clergy Calvin had to be satisfied with something less than

that for which he asked, and the evidence indicates that even the

policy he sought was more compromising toxirard the Council than he

would like to have established.^ For instance, Calvin would have

wished the election of ministers to have been wholly in the hands
1+

of the clergy with approval being given by the people. Instead,

the Council demanded that it be consulted, and Calvin had to con¬

cede to it the privilege of rejection, not merely on grounds of

doctrine or academic qualifications, but simply because that body

might consider it inexpedient that the particular candidate be

elected.

1. The text is in C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 15 ff. An English transla¬
tion is printed in Calvin; Theological Treatises. Library of
Christian Classics, vol. xxii., (trans. J. K. S. Reid), p.
58 ff.

2. For Bucer's influence here cf. above p. 121. The fourth or¬
der, that of deacons, does not directly concern the exercise
of the power of the keys, therefore, it will not be treated
in this thesis. Their duties lay in the direction of the care
of the poor and of the hospitals.

3. Cf. Institutes IV., iii.
"

. . . esse hanc ex verbo Dei legitimam ministri vocationem,
ubi ex populi consensu et approbatione creantur qui visi fu-
erint idonei. Praeesse autem election! debere alios pastores,
nequid vel per levitatem, vel per mala studia, vel per tumul-
tum a multitudine peccetur." Institutes IV., iii., 15, O.S.
v., p. 56. In the Ordinances, the people were assigned only
a right of "common consent", which amounted to little in Ge¬
nevan practice. In the revision of 1561 this was defined as
a right to enter protest between election and installation.
C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 9*K
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The second order instituted by the Lord for the government

of His Church, according to the Ordinances, is that of doctor;

his specific duty is the instruction of the faithful in true doc¬

trine in order that the purity of the Gospel be not corrupted ei¬

ther by ignorance or by evil opinions.^" So, to use a more intel-
2

ligible word, Calvin calls this "the order of the schools." In

Calvin's system the aim of education was primarily religious* it

was to equip the people with the knowledge necessary for a fuller

understanding of the Scriptures so that they could mould their

lives according to its teaching. In the place of a blind obe¬

dience to what the Church declared to be true, Calvin emphasized

the need for an intelligent faith based on personal knowledge of

the Word of God. Only in this way could people be useful citi¬

zens in both the Church and the State.^
Just as in the Articles of 1537j so in the Ecclesiastical

1. Calvin derived the distinction between teachers and pastors
from Ephesians h-:ll and states the difference to consist in
this, "that teachers preside not over discipline or the ad¬
ministration of the sacraments or admonitions or exhortations
but the interpretation of Scripture only, in order that pure
and sound doctrine may be maintained among believers. But all
these are embraced in the pastoral office." "... quod
doctores nec disciplinae, nec sacramentorum administrationi,
nec monitionibus aut exhortationibus praesunt, sed Scrlpturae
tantum interpretationi: ut syncera sanaque doctrina inter
fideles retineatur. Pastorale autem munus haec omnia in se
continet." Institutes, IV., iii., 5? O.S. v., p. *f6.

2. "lordre des escolles," C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 21.
3. Cf. C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 21. It was only after the downfall of

the ferronists and the settlement of the alliance with Bern
in 1558 that Calvin was really able to achieve his ideal. Cf.
Walker, op. cit., p. 36O ff.
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Ordinances of 15*+1 > provision is made for maximum instruction of

the people in the Christian faith. Geneva is to be divided into

three parishes with a total of eight ministers."'" There were ser¬

mons on Sunday in Wo churches at daybreak; in all three at "the

usual hour" (9 a. m.); at three o'clock; and, on Monday, Wednes¬

day, and Friday. There was instruction in the Catechism, a thing
2

Calvin stressed, in each church at noon on Sunday. Calvin's

great emphasis on preaching is seen here, as in many places,

for this was the principal means of exercising the power of the

keys. In Geneva a valiant attempt was made to ensure that all

citizens regularly heard the Word of God, for not only was ample

opportunity given for this but also in the Ordinances provision
If

was made for compulsory church attendance.

1. " • • . five ministers and three co-adjutors who will also be
ministers to aid and assist as necessity requires." "...
cinq ministres et troys coadiuteurs qui seront aussi minis-
tres pour ayder et soubvenir selon que la necessite le re-
querra." C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 21.

2. Ibid. The Catechism was composed no later than early in 1537
in Latin and was printed in a French translation as Instruc¬
tion et Confession de Foy dont on use en l'egllse de Geneves
the Latin form is printed in C.R. XXXIII., pp* 313-362.

3. E.g., in writing to the Duke of Somerset on matters requiring
reform in the English Church, he urges him to pay special at¬
tention to the provision of satisfactory preaching of which
there seemed to be very little in the kingdom. He says, "For
there is some danger that you may see no great profit from
all the Reformation which you shall have brought about, how¬
ever sound and godly it may have been, unless this powerful
instrument of preaching be developed more and more." "Per-
iculum est enira ne multo tenuior fructus exstet institutae
reformationes, nisi cum ilia sese etiam exserat praedicati-
onis verM. potentia quam efficassissima." C.R. XLI., p. 85.

If. C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 29.
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To ensure that the clergy proclaim sound doctrine, the Or¬

dinances provided that, as well as careful examination of can¬

didates, there should be strict supervision to maintain them in

their duty. To this end it was decreed that the ministers should

hold weekly meetings among themselves, none being exempt without

a legitimate excuse. This applied also to those in the outlying

districts controlled from Geneva. The purpose of these meetings

was to study Scripture, and when there appeared to be differences

of doctrine, the ministers were to discuss the matter. If they

could not reach agreement they were to call the elders;* if a

satisfactory settlement was still impossible the case was to be
2

referred to the magistrates to be put in order#

There are three points worthy of note here. First, there is

the discussion method itself as a means of promoting doctrinal

unity. Secondly, there is the prominence given to the elders;

they were to assist the clergy in determining doctrine when this

was in dispute. Thirdly, and of more importance, where clergy

and elders fail to agree, the magistrates are to pronounce judg¬

ment. This means that the government, as well as exercising a

controlling voice in the selection of ministers, is also the fi¬

nal judge of doctrine.

The exact extent to which Calvin was willing to permit civic

1. The Council added, !'a.nd the clerk of the Selgneury." "et
comys par la seigneurie." C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 17» n. 7.

2. Ibid., p. 18.
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participation in the choice of the elders is not easily deter¬

mined,"'* but it seems certain he would have desired more voice for

the clergy and less for the Council than he could even hope to

obtain in Geneva in 15^1. Therefore, his suggestion was that "in

the present state of the church" the Little Council, in conference

with the ministers, would suggest the names of the most suitable

candidates that could be found. These would then be presented to
2

the Council of Two Hundred for approval. This meant that the

elders were nominated by the ruling body of the town without any

popular share in their appointment. The Council's fear of pos¬

sible growth of ecclesiastical power is evident by their addition

to the simple designation "elders" given them by Calvin of the

further definition of "commissioned or deputed by the 'seigneurie'

to the Consistory."^ Their work and fitness came under annual

review by the Little Council, which could dismiss them.

Though politically appointed, the twelve thus chosen were

entrusted with work which Calvin taught was ecclesiastical. To¬

gether with the ministers they formed the chief disciplinary body,

the Consistory, and it was mainly lay rather than clerical; a syn¬

dic was the constitutional head; no minister was ordinarily

1. Cf. Institutes IV., iv., IO-I3.
2. C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 22.
3. "que ce dyront estre comys ou deputes par la seygneurie au

consistoyre." Ibid,, p. 21, n. H-. In the revised document
the term elders (anciens) is repeatedly explained in this way.

*+. The revised Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 1561 provide that
"one of the four syndics is to preside in the Consistory with
his baton (which has above all the appearance of civil
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allowed to preside in this church court. Its members were cho¬

sen from every section of the city, and they were to have over¬

sight of the life of each individual, to admonish amicably those

whom they saw to be erring and to be living a disordered life,

and, where it was required, to enjoin fraternal corrections or to
2

proceed to sterner measures as the situation might demand.

As the Consistory had no coercive authority or jurisdiction

the Ordinances asked that the Council provide an official to sum¬

mon delinquents, thus, in case of refusal,compliance could be en¬

forced; in addition, as less definitely recommended in the Arti¬

cles of 1537? perverse and contumacious offenders were to be re¬

ported to the Little Council, thereby giving the ecclesiastical

power of admonition and excommunication its background of civil

jurisdiction rather than spiritual rule) in order to better
guard the distinction which we are shown in Holy Scripture be¬
tween the sword and the authority of the Magistrate and the
superintendence which has to be in the Church." "... I'un
des quatre Syndiques presidast au Consistoire avec son baston
(ce qui a plustost apparence de iurisdiction civile que de
regime spirituel) afin de mieux garder la distinction qui nous
est monstree en l'Escriture saincte entre le glaive et au¬
thority du Magistrat, et la superintendence aui doit estre en
I'Eglise ..." C.R, XXXVIII.a, p. 121.

1. Calvin presided three times in 15^-7, although H. du Molard was
president for the year. Ed. notes, C.R. XLIX., p. 396.

2. The Ordinances enumerate a number of faults which come under
the direct control of the elders and clergy, including opposi¬
tion to received doctrine, neglected church attendance, re¬
bellion against ecclesiastical good order, and evil life; but,
all was to be done in such a way "that there be no rigour by
which anyone may be injured; for even the corrections are only
medicines for bringing back sinners to the Lord." "...
quil ny ait nulle rigueur dont personne soit greve, et mesmes
que les corrections ne soient sinon medicines, pour reduyre
les pacheurs a nostre seigneur.1* C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 30,
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authority.

As Walker points out,*" it was in connection with the ques¬

tion of the relation of the power of the Consistory to that of

the civil government that Calvin had his severest struggle in ob¬

taining the adoption of the Ordinances, and here he won his most

decided victory. Although he did not wish to infringe on the

Council's power of exercising civil punishment where this was re¬

quired, Calvin did want to give the Consistory independent au¬

thority in its own ecclesiastical field. In the debate on the

Ordinances the Little Council secured the insertion of the fol¬

lowing declaration: "We have ordered that the said ministers

shall have no jurisdiction in this province, but simply should

hear the oarties and mak#~"the aforesaid remonstrances. And on
!

their report we can deliberate and render judgment according to
2

the merit of the case." This would have greatly restricted

Calvin's much coveted ecclesiastical independence? but, before

the final adoption of the document the following article, which

was designed to allay the Magistracy's apprehensions, was in¬

serted:

"That all this (i.e., discipline) shall be done in such
fashion that the ministers shall have no civil jurisdiction
and shall use none but the spiritual sword of the Word of

1. Walker, op. cit., p. 272.
2. ** , . » nous avons ordonne que lesdictz ministres nayent a ce

atribuy nulle juridiction, mes seullement doybjent aoyr les
parties et fere les remonstrances susdictes. St sus leur
relation pourrons adviser et fere le jugement selon lexigence
du cas." C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 29, n. 8.
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God as Saint Paul directs them, and that the authority of
the government and of ordinary Justice shall in no way be
diminished by the Consistory, but that civil authority shall
remain unimpaired. And, in particular, where it shall be
necessary to make some punishment or constrain the parties,
the ministers with the Consistory, having heard the parties
and made remonstrances and admonitions as shall be fitting,
shall report all to the Council, which shall deliberate on
their report and order and render judgment according to the
merits of the ease."^

It was this article which was at the bottom of all the con¬

flicts and arguments that went on for nearly fifteen years after¬

wards, for such ambiguous drafting authorized a number of inter¬

pretations. Calvin considered it as a statement of the Consis¬

tory's right to excommunicate without prejudice to the exercise

of the civil Jurisdiction, which ought, in his opinion, to be

added to it. On the other hand, the Magistracy interpreted the

text to mean that the right of excommunication was reserved to

the Councils, the Consistory being restricted to the making of

mere proposals. Wendel points out that juridically, the Magis¬

tracy's reading was undeniably correct, and it is astonishing

that a jurist as well-read as Calvin could have been content with

1. "Et que tout cela se face en telle sorte que les ministres
naient nulle iurisdiction civile et ne usent sinon du glaive
spirituel de la parolle de Dieu comme sainct Paul leur or-
donne, et que par ce consistoire ne soit en rien derogue a
I'auctorite de la seigneurie ne a la iustice ordinaire. Mais
que la puissance civile demeure en son entier. Et mesmes ou
il sera besoing de faire quelque punition ou contraindre les
parties, que les ministres avec le consistoire aiant ouy les
parties et faict les remonstrances et admonitions telles que
bon sera, ayent a raporter au conseil le tout, lequel sur
leur relation advisera. den ordonner et faire iugement selon
lexigence du cas." Ibid., p. 30, n. 1.
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a formulation which said the opposite of what he intended. It

was not until 1555 that Calvin won a definitive victory for his

point of view, but the incessant quarrels between him and the

Magistracy in the intervening years threatened more than once to

terminate his work in Geneva. The question of discipline and the

work of the Consistory which administered it was one of his most

difficult fields of reform. This was augmented by the similarity

in membership of the Consistory and the Councils in Geneva which

led to confusion between the civil and the ecclesiastical gov¬

ernments and to the uncertainty as to which offences belonged to

the one sphere and which to the other.

It should be remembered, as noted earlier, that the major¬

ity of the persons who drew up the Ecclesiastical Ordinances

were Council appointees and even allowing for the persuasive

power of Calvin, there is every likelihood that he would have to

concede something on certain issues, even in their framing. Yet,

before they were finally accepted he had to make still greater

concessions so that the official document contains numerous de¬

partures from Calvin's ideal of autonomy for the Church in spir¬

itual concerns, but it retains many of the essentials of his con¬

cepts of that institution.

Calvin's principle was that there may be no diversion from

what is directly imposed by the Word of God; for the rest, time,

1. Wendel, op. cit., p.
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place, and local conditions must be considered. In Geneva he

had to suit his proposals to the powers claimed by the civil au¬

thorities and to the accepted pattern that had become ingrained

into the politics of the time. This resulted in an unsatisfac¬

tory compromise. This is seen in the method of electing minis¬

ters; Calvin would have them chosen "on the consent and approba¬

tion of the people," with the pastors presiding over the elec¬

tion.*' The only thing certain from Scripture is that the con¬

gregation must be cdnsulted, but conditions in Geneva were such

that it was necessary to give this assent wide interpretation.

Here it was really the Council that gave the final approval, thus

this must be considered to be the "approbation of the people."

Again, the Council retained the right to approve the qualifica¬

tions of the doctor. Certainly there was compromise, too, in the

method of electing the ruling elders. Calvin was not able to get

this referred to the action of the members of the Church meeting

as a religious body, nor could he get them elected directly on

account of their moral or spiritual fitness to hold office in the

Church. The Council was the body that determined who they should

be and how they were chosen, namely, from the members of the
2

three Councils. Therefore, they were first of all civic

1. "ex populi consensu et approbatione," Institutes, IV., iii.,
15, o.s. v., p. 56.

2. The Ordinances suggested that in the present state of the
Church, the ruling elders should be elected as follows: two
from the Little Council, four from the Council of Sixty, and
six from the Council of Two Hundred. C.H. XXXVIII.a, p. 22,
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officials, and only secondarily ecclesiastical. Nominally they

were a court of the Church; actually they were a committee of the

Councils, over which a magistrate, not a minister, presides. It

is difficult to see in what way these meetings differed from

those of a purely secular character. The clergy are present only

as ordinary members; they have no other official capacity. Be¬

cause of the nature of the membership, the Council really con¬

trols the administration of discipline. In addition, the Council

assumes the right to be the final Judge of doctrine."*"
As T. M, Lindsay points out, Calvin contended for the

self-government of the Church, especially in matters of discip¬

line, but what actually happened in Geneva in 15*ML was something

very different. Although the Ordinances give a show of autonomy,

yet the whole authority rests with the Councils. This, he

states, was quite repugnant to Calvin's cherished idea, not only

as laid down in the Institutes but also as seen in the Constitu¬

tion of the French Protestant Church, which was mainly his au¬

thorship.

"'The magnificent, noble, and honourable Lords' of the Coun¬
cil (such was their title) of this small town of 13,000 in¬
habitants deferred in 'words' to the teachings of Calvin
about the distinction between the civil and the spiritual
powers, but in 'fact' they retained the whole power of rule
or discipline in their own hands; and we ought to see in the
disciplinary powers and punishments of the Consistory of
Geneva, not an exhibition of the working of a church organ¬
ized on the principles of Calvin, but the ordinary procedure
of the Town Council of a mediaeval city. Their petty

1. Cf. MacKinnon, op. cit., p. 81 f.



im

punishments and their minute interference with private life
are only special instances of what was common to all munic¬
ipal rule in the sixteenth century."^

Although the Council did wrest so much from Calvin in the

Constitution of the Church in Geneva, yet the Ecclesiastical

Ordinances do represent a break with the prevailing tradition.

In the matter of discipline more authority is given to the Con¬

sistory than was customary in most centres of that day, namely,

a systematic supervision of the morals and habits of the citi¬

zens with the whole conduct of correction, including the right to

excommunicate. In the years immediately following 15^1 the lat¬

ter had to be stoutly guarded and defended, and though at one

time it appeared as though the forces opposing the Consistory

would win, Calvin finally triumphed. His intention in devising

1. Lindsay, op. cit., ii., p. 129. The Councils of most medieval
towns held wide control. For instance, in Zurich, Bern, and
Strassburg, as well as Geneva, the town Councils felt that all
ecclesiastical power belonged to them. This was an inheri¬
tance from the past and was due to the fact that these places
had been ecclesiastical principalities, ruled in civil as well
as in clerical matters by their Bishop, and the Councils were
legally the Inheritors of the Bishop's authority (e.g., when
the Bishop was driven from Geneva the Council immediately as¬
sumed his control^ cf. above, p. 110 ff.). The old laws re¬
mained or the Statute Books—e.g., those against heresy—and
variations in religious opinion from what the Statute Book had
declared to be the official view of truth were liable to civil
pains and penalties. That this must have been repugnant to
Calvin may be gathered from his teaching on discipline in the
Institutes IV., especially in xi., and xii. In xi., 1 he
points out the need for a kind of spiritual government in the
Church for exercising discipline, and "This is altogether dis¬
tinct from civil government, ..." " quae ... a civili
prorsus distincta est, ..." O.S. v., p. 195*
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the Ordinances had been to endeavour to bring everything in the

thought and life of the citizens of Geneva into subjection to the

Word of God as contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New

Testaments. This, rather than the traditions of the Fathers or

the canons or Penitentials of the Church, is to be the only rule

of faith and life. There is reason to believe that as far as

humanly possible this was eventually accomplished in Geneva,

largely as a result of carrying out the policy outlined on his

return.*

Ecclesiastical Discipline in Geneva

As noted earlier, Calvin deduced from Matthew 18:15-18 that

discipline was part of the proclamation of the Gospel, of the ex¬

ercise of the power of the keys. He says that, "It is integrity

of heart before God and uprightness before men that makes a
2

Christian." Since the Christian is grafted into Christ he lives

by His Spirit. Therefore, his life should be a working out in

this world of that sanctification which, although it has been

completed in Christ, is to be worked out in us. That is, one

1. MacNeill, op. cit., p. 160 f. points out that the Ecclesias¬
tical Ordinances may justly rank as one of the most important
of ecclesiastical constitutions, since in it the principles
of later Reformed Church polities found classical expression.
Although, like the Rule of St. Benedict, it claims no sway
beyond the environment of its origin and no sanction but its
own worth and its accord with Scripture and early usage, yet
its general principles of organization and discipline were
such that they were bound to command growing attention.

2. "Cordis • . . coram Deo integritas, et erga homines rectitudo
Christianum faclt: " Coram. John 1:47, C.R. LXXV., p. 35.
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result of justification by faith in Christ is a life lived in im¬

itation of Christ. Calvin wanted every Christian to be consis¬

tent with his profession, to show his faith by good works, and to

strive to be perfect as our Father in heaven is perfect. Luther

thought that the preaching of the Gospel would bring about all

the necessary changes, but he had to complain bitterly at the end

of his life of the dissolute manners of the students and citizens

of Wittenburg and seriously thought of leaving the city in dis-

gust. Calvin knew well enough that the ideal could be only im¬

perfectly realized in this world, but that did not relieve the

obligation to strive for perfection.^ He was impressed by the

fact that the transference of sympathy from the Roman Church to

the Reformed had failed to result in a similar change of life,

and he was convinced that the discipline which was practised in
h

the early Church should be revived.

1. Cf. Institutes III., vi. - x.; R. Wallace, Calvin's Doctrine
of the Christian Life. (Edinburgh, 1959); Niesel, op. cit.,
ch. x.; Wendel, op. cit., p. 2k2 ff.; above, p. 69 ff.

2. Schaff, op. cit., p. 5+8*+ f.
3. Cf. Comm. on Matt. 13:5+7. To the Church had been committed

the task of securing the conformity of men's thoughts and
conduct to the principles and truths of the revealed Word.
With her was deposited the revelation of God's will for man,
and her chief function was to declare that will and in His
name command the obedience of all. Institutes IV., i., 5»

5f. In the Institutes Calvin states that the whole jurisdiction
of the Church relates to discipline, and the Church needs a
kind of spiritual government, an order provided for the pre¬
servation of spiritual polity. "To this end, there were
established in the churches from the first, tribunals which
might take cognisance of morals, animadvert on vices, and
exercise the office of the keys." "In hunc finem fuerunt ab
initio constituta in Ecclesiis iudicia quae censuram de
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The Purpose of Discipline

It should be noted that it was not primarily from the point

of view of the individual Christian that Calvin works out his

discipline idea but from'that of the Church as an ordered com¬

munity. This is a direct result of the fact that believers are

united with Christ so that all together form one body with Christ

its Head.; Therefore, whatever might produce disorder in the

Church and be a scandal to its members reflected upon, affronted,

and wounded Christ"* This was especially so in the case of the

Eucharistie community which implied the closest union with
2

Christ. Therefore, careful discipline is necessary in order

that God's name be not dishonoured, especially by the admission

to the Lord's Table of unworthy communicants. A second purpose

of discipline, yet it is only secondary, is to serve as a father¬

ly correction aimed at the well-being of the sinner by bringing

him to realize the full import of his action so that he may re¬

pent • ^

moribus agerent, animadverterent in vitia et exercendo clavium
officio praeessent." Institutes IV., xi., 1, O.S. v., p. 195-
Cf. I. Cor. 12:28; Rom. 12:8; Paul here "is not addressing
magistrates, none of whom were then Christians, but those who
were joined with pastors in the spiritual government of the
Church." "Hon ... alloquitur magistratus (qui nulli tunc
erant Christiani) sed eos qui ad spiritual© Ecclesiae regimen
erant adiuncti Fastoribus." Ibid.

1. Institutes IV., xvii., 38.
2. Cf. Sermon on Titus 1:7-9, C.R. LIV., p. M+3; R. V/allace, Cal¬

vin' s Doctrine of the Word and Sacraments. (Edinburgh, 1953),
pp. lb-3, 159 f«; Niesel, op. cit., p. 22k- ff.

3. The emphasis Calvin placed on discipline is very evident in
the Articles of 1537. He says that, "the principal rule that
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Calvin's ambition was, if not a perfect Church at least a

worthy Church. He had in mind the sad state of the Roman Cath¬

olic Church of his own day, notorious for the violations of canon

law and the regulations which permitted even men of irresolute

life to be priests and even boys to be appointed bishops. With

these conditions Calvin compared the Church of the first three

is required, and for which it is necessary to have the great¬
est care, is that this Holy Supper, ordained and instituted
for joining the members of our Lord Jesus Christ with their
Head and with one another in one body and one spirit, be not
soiled and contaminated by those coming to it and communi¬
cating, who declare and manifest by their misconduct and evil
life that they do not at all belong to Jesus. For in this
profanation of His sacrament our Lord is gravely dishonoured.
Hence it behoves us to be on our guard that this pollution,
which abounds with such dishonour to God, be not brought a-
mongst us by our negligence, in view of the so great ven¬
geance, mentioned by Paul, on those who treat this sacrament
unworthily. It is then necessary that those who have the
power to frame regulations make it a rule that they who come
to this Communion be approved members of Jesus Christ.

"For this reason, our Saviour set up in His Church the
correction and discipline of excommunication, ..." " . .
. le principal ordre qui est requis et du quel jl conuient
auoyr la plus grande sollicitude cest que ceste saincte Cene
ordonnee et jnstituee pour conjoindre les membres de nostre
Seigneur Iesuchrist auecq leur chefz et entre eux mesmes en
vng corps et vng esprit ne soyt souillee et contaminee, si
ceux qui se declairent et manifestent par leur meschante et
jnique vie nappertenir nullement a Iesus, viennent a y com-
muniquer. Car en ceste profanation de son sacrement nostre
Seigneur est grandement deshonore, pourtant jl nous fault
dormer de garde que ceste pollution qui redunde tellement au
deshonneur de Dieu ne soyt vehue entre nous par nostre negli¬
gence veuz que sainct Paul denunce vne si grosse vengance sur
ceux qui traicteront ce sacrement judignement. II fault
doncq que ceux qui ont la puissance de fayre ceste police
mettent ordre que ceux qui viennent en ceste communication
soyent comme approuuez membres de Iesuchrist. Pour ceste
cause nostre Seigneur a mise en son eglise la correction et
discipline dexcoramunication ..." C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 8 f.
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centuries? there he saw the care taken to protect the sacredness

of the Lord's Supper and that it had done so by preventing the

approach of all unworthy communicants. "Discipline was the nerve

of the early Church, and excommunication was the nerve of discip¬

line; and, Calvin wished to introduce both.""'' Calvin wanted to

restore the true face of the Kirk, and to do so meant, among

other things, that the Lord's Table must be kept as pure as pos¬

sible by ensuring the fitness of those who approached it. There¬

fore, their daily lives must be such as will honour Christ. Thus,

although discipline seems to be concerned primarily with the in¬

dividual, this was only in order to serve its greater purpose,

the preservation of the honour and glory of God, which received

great emphasis from the Genevan Reformer. For this reason his

great aim and endeavour was to make reformed life characteristic

of the Reformed Church, and this called for a strict oversight of

life and morals. Calvin was distinguished in this more than any

of the Reformers.

Discipline has three aims. The first, as has already been

pointed out, is to protect the honour of God by ensuring that

the name Christian is not given to those who lead shameful and

wicked lives, as if His Body, the Church, were a combination of

the corrupt and the abandoned. Clergy who knowingly and willing¬

ly admit such to the Supper are as guilty of sacrilege as if they

1. Lindsay, op. cit., ii., p. 110.
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had cast bhe Lord's body to dogs."'"
The second aim of discipline is to prevent the good from

being corrupted by constant communion with the wicked. Paul's

command to the Corinthians (I, Cor. 5-H) is not to associate

with the incestuous member nor with anyone who if he be "called

a brother be a fornicator or covetous or an idolator or a railer

or an extortioner . . • "

Thirdly, discipline serves to bring the sinner to repen¬

tance, whereas if he were allowed to continue to indulge he might
2

become obstinate. That is, discipline is to be administered,

not simply to get rid of obnoxious members, but to secure in

teaching and conduct strict obedience to the will of Christ.

Calvin was insistent that ecclesiastical discipline, as well

as civil, apply just as much to the clergy as to the laity. He

was well aware that the most effective sermon a person could

preach was the life he lived. The immoral lives of the Roman

clergy were, according to their own leaders,"^ the greatest hin¬

drance to the upbuilding of the character of those under their

care. Furthermore, there were laws which gave this profession a

certain immunity from the corrections to which others were liable.

1. Institutes IV., xii., Calvin asserted that through the
Eucharist Christ gives Himself to us so that He may become
altogether one with us, and together the Christians form one
body with Christ. Ibid. IV., xvii., 2, 38. This is why the
celebration of this sacrament must be fittingly observed.

2. Ibid. IV., xii., 6.
3. H. C. Lea, History of Auricular Confession and Indulgences,

(London, 1896), i., p. 2kl ff.
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Calvin objects to the exemption of ministers from civil juris¬

diction and wants them to be subject to the same punishments as

laymen. They are more guilty, as they ought to set a good ex¬

ample. In the Institutes he reviews the ancient mode of disci¬

pline among the clergy as it is depicted in canons framed by the

ancient bishops for themselves and their order."'" By a system of

annual visitations and synods clergy were supervised and those

who were negligent in their office were admonished; those guilty

of more serious offences were punished even to the extent of de¬

position from office and exclusion from communion. Calvin notes

that at that time the clergy were harder on themselves than on

their people. He regrets that this has so far degenerated, and
2

he wants to restore this ancient custom.

The method of dealing with an offender was patterned after

Matthew 18:15-18; that is, private admonition; accusation before

witnesses; finally, if he still remains unrepentant he is brought

before the church. In other words, a gradual increase of pressure

is brought to bear on the guilty party in order to make him rea¬

lize his offence and repent of his error, but the first founda¬

tion of discipline is for private admonition; a person worthy of

blame must allots himself to be admonished. All Christians, but

1. Institutes IV., xii., 22.
2. The Ecclesiastical Ordinances provided for discipline of the

clergy by means of quarterly meetings held for this purpose.
Any scandals reported among them were to be investigated and
dealt with as the circumstances required. C.R. XXXVIII.a, p.
18 ff.
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more especially pastors, have a solemn duty to exhort and admon¬

ish privately whenever their hearers have not profited sufficient¬

ly by general teaching (Acts 20:20, 26, 27). "Then does doctrine

obtain force and authority, not only when the minister publicly

expounds to all what they owe to Christ, but has the right and

means of exacting this from those whom he may observe to be slug¬

gish or disobedient to his doctrine."

Calvin distinguished between two classes of sins—secret or

private, and public. To the former group belongs "... not

such as are altogether concealed from men . • • but those of an

intermediate description, which are not without witnesses and yet
2

not public." These are dealt with in the manner Just noted.

Fublic sins are "those which are done, not before one or two wit¬

nesses, but openly, and to the offence of the whole Church.

These require more open rebuke than private sins, and whenever

anything of this kind occurs it is the duty of the Church to sum-

mon the offender and correct him according to his fault. The

1. "Tunc . . . vim ac authoritatem obtinet doctrina ubi minister
non tantum omnibus simul exponit quid Christo debeant, sed ius
et rationem habet idipsum exigendi ab iis quos vel parum doc-
trinae obsequentes, vel segniores animadverterit." Institutes
IV., xii., 2, O.S. v., p. 213; cf. ibid., 5, 6.

2. " . . . non quae homines prorsus latent ... sed medii gen¬
eris, quae scilicet testibus non carent: neque tamen sunt
publics." Ibid. 6, O.S. v., p. 217.

3» " • • • quae non unum vel alterum modo testem habent: sed
palam et cum totius Ecclesiae offensione designantur." Ibid.

k, "Reason demands that he who by a bad example gives offence to
the Church shall remove the offence which he has caused by a
formal declaration of repentance." w . . . hoc postulat ratio,
ut qui Eeclesiam offendit malo exemplo, solenni poenitentiae



150

whole Church has been openly offended? therefore, the whole

Church must exercise chastisement. For the lighter offence all

that is required is verbal, gentle admonition, always given in a

fatherly way so as not to exasperate or confound the offender but

to bring him back to himself so that he may rather rejoice than

be grieved at correction. On the other hand, flagrant iniquities

must be sharply rebuked and also he who has "grievously offended

the Church" ought for a time to be denied the communion of the

Supper, until he gives proof of repentance."'"
When a person refuses to heed even the chastisements of the

Church he is to be excommunicated. This is "the severest punish-
2

ment of the Church, as it were, her last thunderbolt ..."

The authority for it is found in Matthew 18:18, which gives the

declaratione offendiculum, quod excitavit, tollat." Ibid. IV.,
xi*, 3? O.S. v., p. 199.

1. Ibid. IV., xii., 6\ Calvin cites I. Cor. 5*5 as the pattern.
He approves the ancient custom of the Church where, according
to Cyprian (Lib. i. Ep. 2; iii., Ep. 1*+, 26), the penitent
performed solemn rites, "acts as penitents for a certain time,
next they come to confession, and receive the right of com¬
munion by trhe laying on of hands of the bishop and clergy."
"Foenitentiam ... agunt iusto tempore: deinde ad exomolo-
gesin veniunt, et per manuum impositionem Episcopi et cleri
ius communionis accipiunt." O.S. v., p. 21o. Calvin notes
that although the bishop and clergy superintended the restora¬
tion of the penitent, the consent of the people was at the
same time required, as Cyprian elsewhere explains. Ibid.

2. "Severissima ... Ecclesiae vindicta, et quasi ultimum fulrnen
..." Ibid. IV., xi., 5, O.S. v., p. 200 f. There is a
still graver form of ecclesiastical punishment, that of ana-
theme, which differs from excommunication in that it completely
precludes pardon, dooming and condemning the individual to e-
ternal perdition. Such being its awful nature it is rarely, if
ever, to be used by fallible man. Ibid., IV., xii., 10.
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Church the "word of power" by which she condemns the perverse and

also receives back the penitent. Calvin writes as follows:

"The Church binds him whom she excommunicates, not by plung¬
ing him into eternal ruin and despair, but condemning his
life and manners and admonishing him that, unless he repent,
he is condemned. She looses him whom she receives into com¬

munion, because she makes him, as it were, a partaker of the
unity which she has in Christ Jesus.

Excommunication is to be exercised, not by one man alone,

but by a lawful consistory (the clergy and the ruling elders)

acting "with the knowledge and approbation of the Church, so that

the body of the people, without regulating the procedure, may, as

witnesses and guardians, observe it, and prevent the few from
2

doing anything capriciously." Throughout the whole procedure,

1. "Ligat . . . Ecclesia quem excommunicatx non quod in perpetuam
ruinam ac desperationem coniiciat, sed quia eius vitam ac
mores damnat, ac, nisi resipuerit, iaro eum suae damnationis
admonet. Solvit quem in communionem recipit: quia velut par-
ticipem eum facit unitatis quam habet in Christo Iesu." Ibid.
IV., xi., 2, O.S. v., p. 19b.

2. This was the area of one of the Reformers'greatest complaints
against the application of the Roman Church's teaching. Lu¬
ther ("Von den Schlusseln," Weimar ed., vol. 30, ii.;, as
well as Calvin, strongly condemns her practice. Calvin's ac¬
cusation against the Church of Rome is, " • . • the true order
of the Church had ... perished; that the keys under which
the discipline of the Church is comprehended had been altered
very much for the worse ..." "... verum ecclesiae or-
dinem . . . interiisse; claves, quibus ecclesiae disciplina
continetur, fuisse pessime adulteratas ..." C.R. XXXIII.,
"Responsio ad Sadoleti Epistolam," p. U-13. There was not only
abuse in the use of excommunication—it was being used not only
against moral offences but also in attempts to collect debts,
etc.; cf. above, p. *f6, n. 2—but also in the manner of its
administration. For instance, the clergy, especially the
bishops, claimed and exercised the right to excommunicate on
their own authority. This, according to the Reformers, was
contrary to Scripture.



152

in addition to invocation of the name of God, there should be a

gravity bespeaking the presence of Christ and leaving no room to

doubt that He is presiding over His own tribunal. This form of

correction is to be exercised upon such as are guilty of adul¬

tery, fornication, theft, sedition, perjury, etc., as well as

those who, when admonished for lighter faults, fail to take seri-
2

ously the declaration against them. For, lest anyone should de¬

spise the judgment of the Church, or count it a small matter to

be condemned by the suffrages of the faithful, the Lord has de¬

clared that it is nothing less than the promulgation of His own

sentence, and that that which they do on earth is ratified in

heaven; they act by His Word in condemning the perverse and in

receiving the penitent back into favour as John 20:23 teaches."^
Excommunication means that the person against whom it is

declared is debarred from the society of believers. This does

not mean that such are expunged from the number of the elect or

despaired of as if already lost. While under this sentence they

are to be judged as aliens from the Church (although they must

continue to attend the worship service ), and believers are not

to be on intimate terms with them; but, they are not to be utter¬

ly neglected by the Christian community. Calvin is insistent on

this; the members are to pray for them and to try and lead them

1. Institutes IV., xii«, 7.
2. Ibid., b.
3. Ibid.
£. Articles of 15^7, C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 10.
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to repentance; they are to count them not as enemies but pray for

them as brothers (II. Thes. 3:15). Restoration is the aim of all
1

discipline, therefore, it must be tempered with mercy.

When a guilty person has shown that he repents and tries to

obliterate the offence, then he should be received back into the

Church. "When our Saviour promises that what His servants bound

on earth should be bound in heaven (Matt. 18:18), He confines the

power of binding to the censures of the Church, which does not

consign those who are excommunicated to perpetual ruin and dam¬

nation, but assures them, when they hear their life and manners

condemned, that perpetual damnation will follow if they do not

repent. • . . If it (excommunication) succeeds, reconciliation
2

and restoration to communion are ready to be given." Unless the

precaution of tempering correction with mercy is taken both pub¬

licly and privately Calvin fears that discipline will degenerate
3

into destruction.

1. Institutes IV., xii., 9; cf. Articles of 1537> C.R. XXXVIII.a,
p. 10 f.

2. " . . . quod promittit Chrlstus ligatum in caelo fore quod sui
in terra ligaverint (Matth 18. c. 18), ligandi vim ad Eecle-
siae censuram limitatx qua non coniiciuntur in perpetuam ru-
inam ac damnationem qui excommunicantur, sed vitam moresque
suos damnari audientes, suae etiam ipsorum perpetuae damnati-
onis, nisi resipuerint certi fiunt. ... si obtineatur, par-
ata est reconciliatio et in communionem restitutio." Insti¬
tutes IV., xii., 10, O.S. v., p. 220 f.

3. Calvin condemns the long penance extending from a few years
to life which the "ancients" imposed as altogether at vari¬
ance with the injunction of our Lord and strangely perilous
for it would leadato either great hypocrisy or to despair.
Similarly, the rule ofone penance only was an unjust cus¬
tom. Institutes IV., xii., 8.
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In claiming excommunication as the prerogative of the Con¬

sistory and the congregation, Calvin was going against the opin¬

ion of many of the other Reformers. Luther had taught that ex¬

communication was a matter for the whole congregation of the

Church; in fact, only when it was thus exercised was it valid."

In Basel, Oecolampadius had developed a system that was really

the forerunner of that instituted by Calvin. It provided for the

punishment of offenders within the framework of the Church, but

even here there came to be an increased reliance on the State in
2

the exercise of discipline. In Zurich, both Zwingli and Bullin-

ger held that excommunication belonged to the State when it was

ruled by Christian magistrates.^ Backed by such an influential

opinion, in Bern, Zurich, and Lausanne, the State arrogated to
k

itself this right, and Bern, in its zeal for conformity, insti¬

gated Geneva to follow suit, but on this point Calvin was ada¬

mant. He flatly refused, as will be shown later, to let this

most sacred and responsible function of the Church be usurped by

1. "Von den Schlusseln," Weimar ed., vol. 3®» ii.
2. Cf. MacNeill, op. cit., p. 83 f.; Domergue, op. cit., ii.,

pp. 22k—22?} Lindsay, op. cit., ii«? P« 112; Walker, op. cit.,
p. 191 f.; Wendel, op. cit., pp. 29o, 30I+, 307 n.

3. Calvin maintained that the authority given the Church was per¬
petual, and even if the magistrate is Christian the duties of
the two are separate though complementary; the magistrate him-».
self is subject to the Church. Institutes IV., xi., k.

*f. Bern was willing to warn open sinners from approaching the
Lord's Table but would not hear of excommunication and de¬
clared roundly that "ministers, who were sinners themselves,
being of flesh and blood, should not attempt to penetrate
into the individual consciences, whose secrets were known to
God alone." Lindsay, op. cit., ii., p. 112.
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any secular control.

The discipline which Calvin instituted in Geneva was prac¬

tically imperative if the Church was to survive. In this city,

where vice abounded, a troublesome element was the Libertines,

persons who determined to throw off all authority in the region

of conduct. Calvin greatly feared what these people might do to

organized religion if they were not suppressed; hence, he sought

and obtained the establishing of the Consistory, the church court

composed of the ministers and elders, which sat in judgment on

the conduct of all, high and low, rich and poor, and pronounced

sentence on whatever in the opinion of the members of that body

was deemed offensive.

The Struggle for Control of the Church

The endeavour to establish an independent ecclesiastical

discipline in Geneva was long and trying. In the Introduction to

his Commentary on the Psalms (1557) Calvin says that for five

years the Church had to struggle without ceasing to uphold dis¬

cipline because her opponents, who were endowed with great power,

attempted by every means to overthrow it. However, their purpose

was finally defeated.

1. "Totis quinque annis, quum nimia potentia instructi essent
perversi homines, et pars etiam plebis eorum illecebris cor-
rupta effraenem licentiam appeteret, pro discipline tuenda
nobis absque intermissione pugnandura fuit. Profanis enim
hominibus coelestisque doctrinae contemtoribus susque deque
erat ecclesiae ruina, modo quam optabant potestatem adepti
pro libidine quidvis auderent. . . • Hoc tam longo temporis
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There were two eases before the Consistory which deserve our

special consideration for they serve to illustrate two points in

regard to Calvin's teaching on ecclesiastical discipline: first,

they show the extent to which he believed the clergy must be

willing to go in its exercise, and secondly, they indicate what

he conceived to be its main purpose.

In 15*+7 the Consistory's right to excommunicate was sternly

challenged by one, Francois Favre, who had been punished by the

civil authorities for his offences against the seventh command¬

ment. On the completion of his sentence he was ordered to appear

before the Consistory. He defiantly announced that he did not

recognize the ministers, and they declared him excommunicate.

Calvin was absent at the time, but on his return the case was

brought before the civil authorities, who, in spite of the fact

that the recent elections had returned men hostile to the Re¬

former, ordered Favre to pay due reverence to the Consistory, a

thing he still refused to do. He was supported by some influ¬

ential figures including Ami Perrin. The question at issue was

whether or not offenders who had been sentenced by the govern¬

ment must endure further discipline by the Consistory. To many

tractu vix quidquam ab lllis omissum puto quod in Satanae
officina fabricari soleat. Nec tandem alius improbis eorum
machinationibus potuit esse finis quam in ignominiosa eorum
clade, quae etiam triste mihi spectaculum praebuit: nam etsi
quolibet supplicio digni erant, salvos tamen et incolumes
florere malebam: quod factum esset, nisi sanis consiliis
fuissent prorsus iramorigeri." C.R. LIX., pp. 27, 29.
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this seemed most unjust, a double penalty. Yet to Calvin, the

whole maintenance of the ecclesiastical constitution seemed

bound up in the preservation of this consistorial power.* The

Council was divided on the issue, and although it was inclined

to the position that reference to the Consistory was only at the

good pleasure of the civil authorities, the firm attitude of the

ministers led by Calvin worked a compromise. On March 29th the

Council resolved to hand over to the Consistory rebellious and

obstinate offenders after punishments by the civil courts but not

the repentant. In a sense Calvin had won, but Council support
2

for his cause was waning. The struggle continued; in letters to

Farel and to Viret, December l*+th and 17th respectively, Calvin

says that he thinks his ministry is about at an end in Geneva due
3

to the seriousness of the opposition.

The Council, which seems to have had the support of the ma¬

jority of the citizens in its struggle with the Consistory, had

never been very happy with the authority which that body claimed

in the matter of excommunication. It must be borne in mind that

in the passing of the Ordinances in 15^1 this had been grudgingly

won and in the following years it was the cause of much friction

1. "If I desist from prosecuting it, the whole Consistory will
of necessity go to ruin." "Si desistam totum Consistorium
ruat necesse est." Letter to Viret, March 27, 15^7* C.R.
XL., p. 505.

2. Cf. Walker, op. cit., p. 302 ff.
3. C.R. XL., p. 629 and p. 632: Bonett, ii., I33 f., 135 • The
letter to Viret is Dec. 17tn, not lM-th, as given in Bonett.
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between the two bodies. A crisis was reached early in 1553. In

the February elections of that year the anti-Calvinist party, the

Libertines, won control, and they immediately set about to de¬

stroy Calvin. After trying in various ways to humiliate the min¬

isters, they undertook to limit the power of the Consistory. In

order to prepare the way for assuming control over it, on March

28th they intimated that the syndics and Council wished to be

furnished \vith the names of all who were cut off from the sacra¬

ments of the Church and with the reasons for which excommunica¬

tion had been pronounced against them. The Consistory replied

that this demand was "not according to God" and they would resign
1

rather than yield. Flagrant violations of what the Consistory

considered its rights followed, culminating in the case of Phili-

bert Berthelier.

Berthelier was excommunicated by the Consistory in 1551 for

abusing Calvin, not going to church and other offences, and for

refusing to make any apology. Calvin himself was absent from

these sessions of the Consistory owing to illness. Berthelier

appealed to the Council, of which he was Secretary, against the

sentence of excommunication* At first the Council upheld the

verdict of the Consistory, but it later reversed this decision

and gave him permission to partake of the Supper, that is, it

granted him absolution. Calvin absolutely refused to accept this

1. C.R. XLIX., Extracts from the Registers of the Council, p. 538.
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decision, first, because Berthelier had not admitted his fault to

the ecclesiastical tribunal as he ought to have done and, conse¬

quently, he had not been reconciled to it; and secondly, Calvin

maintained that the right of determining who ought to sit at the

Lord's Table lay with the Consistory and not with a purely civil

court. As for himself, Calvin said he would rather die than

yield in the matter. The Council, seeing that it was unable to

assert itself and yet being unwilling to withdraw its assumption

of the power to review and endorse or cancel sentences pronounced

by the Consistory, simply advised Berthelier not to present him¬

self for admission to the Sacrament (Sept. 2, 1553).^"
When the Lord's Supper was celebrated the next day there

were a number of Libertines present who had loudly expressed

their intention of communicating. In the course of the sermon

Calvin said, "As for myself, so long as God allows me to remain

here, I shall use the courage I have received from Him, and shall

govern my conduct by His will. And as we are now about to re¬

ceive the Supper of our Lord Jesus Christ, if anyone whom the

1. Cf. Extracts from the Registers of the Council, C.R. XLIX.,
pp. V75-V79, 551 fi* Beza says that it was Perrin, being so
impressed by Calvin's stand taken in his sermon before the
Communion was celebrated, who secretly advised Berthelier to
refrain from attempting to partake. The Register of the Coun¬
cil for September 2, 1553? states as follows: "Arreste que
Ion se tient a larrest de hier sur ce faict: ce maintenant
neantmoings 31 sera bon de admonester ledit Bertellier si se
pourroit astenir de la prendre et recepvoir pour le present
et que cella soit faict particulierement." Ibid., p. 551.
Cf. Beza's account, ibid., p. IV7.
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Consistory has forbidden to approach the Holy Table endeavours to

do so, I shall certainly oppose him even if it costs me my life."*
Beza says that after he had spoken of the sacred mysteries, "he

raised his hand and said with a loud voice, "I will die sooner

than this hand shall stretch forth the sacred things of the Lord
2

to those who have been judged despisers." Beza then notes that,

"The sacrament was celebrated with extraordinary silence, not

without some degree of trembling, as if the Deity Himself were

actually present."^ There was no incident; the sheer courage of

Calvin had conquered, but he did not know this then.

That afternoon he preached what he thought was his farewell

sermon. It was not, he told the people, that he was going to

leave them of his own account, but if he was to be forced to do

what was not right before God, it would be impossible for him to
if

proceed farther.

This incident caused the Council to examine immediately the

whole question of whether or not the Consistory had the authority
5

to excommunicate. After some exchanges between the two parties

the Council gave its decision to the effect that the Ordinances

1. H. Y. Reyburn, John Calvin. (London, 191*+), p. 161+.
2. " . . . ego • . • occidi me potius patiar, quam haec manus Dei

contemptoribus iudicatis sancta Domini porrigat." C.R. XLIX.,
Beza's Life of Calvin, p. I*f7.

3. " • . . sintque mysteria non sine tremore quodarn, quasi numen
ipsum in conspectu adesset, miro silentio celebrata." Ibid.

If. C.R. XLIX., Beza's Life of Calvin, p. lV7; cf. Cardier, op.
cit., p. 115.

5. C.R. XLIX., Extracts from the Registers of the Council, p. 552.
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be observed as formerly.* Though wishing to declare otherwise,

it was afraid of the consequences for it felt sure that Calvin

and the other ministers would leave the city rather than yield,
and anarchy would result. On the other hand, it was unwilling to

acknowledge the spiritual independence of the ecclesiastical
2

court. The dispute dragged on, but finally the Council yielded,

and when the Ecclesiastical Ordinances were later revised (Novem¬

ber, 1557) provisions on excommunication were substantially

adopted which gave the Consistory explicit authority to admit to

and to exclude from the Lord's Supper.^
The Favre and the Berthelier cases are very significant for

they show, first, the importance that Calvin attached to an inde¬

pendent ecclesiastical discipline. The Church must be free to

deal effectively with those who despise her teachings or her re¬

proofs if the Gospel is to be proclaimed and the power of the keys

exercised as Christ intended it should be. At no time did Calvin

seek any right of imposing civil penalties on the part of the

Consistory; he was quite happy to leave that with the Council;

but, he was equally insistent that spiritual jurisdiction be¬

longed to the Consistory. The Church must be autonomous in

1. Ibid., p. 55^.
2. On February 2*+, 1555? Calvin wrote to Bullinger, "After long

discussion, the right of excommunication, which we claim, has
been recognized." C.R. XLIII., p. ¥+9.

3. C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 118 f. I11 connection with the above con¬
troversy see also the following: C.R. XLIX., pp. 538-570;
C.R. XLII. (correspondance), pp. 606, 67^, 722; C.R. XLIII.,
pp. 2*f, 1+0, 1+1+9; Schaff, op. cit., p. 512 ff.
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was willing to endure much.

Secondly, these incidents emphasise what Calvin believed to

be the primary purpose of discipline. The repentance of the of¬

fender was, in a sense, secondary, a very valuable result of the

exercise of correction. Its main purpose was to defend and up¬

hold the honour of God and to guarantee a proper respect for the

sanctity of the things that pertain to Him in an especial way,

namely, the sacraments. To allow the unworthy to partake of the

Lord's Supper was a despicable offence. In the Institutes Calvin

states that "it is most true, that he who is intrusted with the

dispensation of it, if he knowingly and willingly admits any un¬

worthy person whom he ought and is able to repel, is as guilty of

sacrilege as if he had cast the Lord's body to dogs." In the
2

Articles of 1537, and again in the Ecclesiastical Ordinances of

15^1, much stress is placed on the necessity of protecting this

holy institution from contempt. The Reformer's action in defend¬

ing the Table against the Libertines, even with his life if need

be, shows the seriousness with which he viewed the clergy's re¬

sponsibility in this regard. It Is true that exhortation and

where necessary admonition, in private as well as in public

1. "Verissimum est . . . eum, cui comraissa est dispensatio, si
seiens ac volens indignum admlserit quem repellere iure pot-
erat, perinde reum esse sacrilegii acsi corpus Domini canibus
prostitueret." Institutes IV., xii., 5» O.S. v., p. 215.

2. C.R. XXXVIII.a, p. 8 f.
3. Ibid., p. 30.
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utterances, with a view to correction of vices and of leading to

repentance were always part of his pastoral work, but back of it

all was the desire to defend against those who might defile it,

knowingly or otherwise, the honour of God.

Summary

Calvin's practical application of the exercise of the power

of the keys was effected through preaching, teaching, catechiz-
1 2

ing, pastoral visitation, the ministry to the sick, and the ex¬

ercise of ecclesiastical discipline. The controversy in connec¬

tion with the last named has often caused the importance which

the Reformer attached to the others to pale into comparative in¬

significance; but, we must never lose sight of the fact that Cal¬

vin taught that it was the Gospel that was the "loosing" agent in

absolving man from his sins, for it is the instrument used by the

1. A letter written by a refugee to Geneva gives us a picture of
conditions there in 1556. He tells that each family was vis¬
ited in the week prior to Communion (which was celebrated four
times a year) by the minister accompanied by an elder. If af¬
ter examination any of the household were found ill prepared
to partake worthily of the Supper, they were warned in a fa¬
therly way to absent themselves. The timid and sinburdened
were comforted and encouraged, and all were pointed to the
plenteousness of the divine mercy and the conditions on which
it might be received. The Ittter is cited by A. M. Hunter,
The Teachings of Calvin, (Glasgow, 1920), p. 207 n. 1. Cf. the
original in H. Stahelin, Johannes Calvin, (Elberfeld, 1863),
i., p. h-8l ff. Here we see a form of Calvin's Strassburg ex¬
periment becoming the general practice; cf. above, p. 123.

2. In his liturgy Calvin gave an individual article to the visi¬
tation of the sick. It reveals the high sense of responsibil¬
ity and the seriousness of purpose which he sought to impart
to this work. Cf. C.R. XXXIV., p. 209 f.; Kidd, op. cit., pp.
599-600.
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Holy Spirit to graft men into Christ in order that they may re¬

ceive justification and sanctification. Therefore, the preaching

of sound doctrine was of first importance; then, by the exercise

of careful discipline what was taught received force and author¬

ity. It was to these principles Calvin sought to restore the

Chu rch.

Geneva in the period I5bl-l56b reveals a city that was often

almost a battleground between the civic authorities and those who

fought for autonomy for the Church in spiritual affairs. It must

be admitted that the Consistory, which had the oversight of the

morals of the community, could be a very harassing institution in

the life of the small town (13,000). However, it is not fair to

lay too much blame at its door or to attach too much importance

to its coercive power. In that age all towns desired a strict

discipline; in fact, their existence depended on it. The Ordi¬

nances provided penalties for such things as failure to attend

church, dogmatizing against the received doctrine, etc., but

these had to be inflicted, not by the Consistory, but by the

Council. This introduction of coercive laws is contrary to the

nature of true religion and apt to breed a spirit of hypocrisy or

infidelity; as Schaff points out, it savours more of the auster¬

ity of old heathen Rome and the Levitical code than of the Gospel

of Christ;x yet, of this Calvin approved, although he did not

1. Schaff, op. cit., p. ^93*
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originate such a system. In method he carried over to the Refor¬

mation the medieval spirit of regulation in religion and morality

at the expense of individual liberty, what MacKinnon calls "the

vicious medieval idea of visiting spiritual offences with civil
1

pains and penalties." Nevertheless it would be most unfair to

condemn him or Judge the work he did then by the standards of

over four hundred years later. His whole concept of the duty of

the Church was very high for the time. Here was a return in many

ways to what we have already noted was the practice of the early

Church. His devotion in the face of strong opposition to what he

believed to be the exercise of the power of the keys according to

the teaching of Scripture, that is, the proclamation of the Gos¬

pel which included the employment of a strict ecclesiastical dis¬

cipline, laid the foundation and provided the pattern for the Re¬

formed Church. His work is summed up by Schaff in these words:

"Calvin found the commonwealth of Geneva in a condition
of license bordering on anarchy: he left it a well-regu¬
lated community, which John Knox, the Reformer of Scotland,
from personal observation, declared to be 'the most perfect
school of Christ that ever was in the earth since the days
of the Apostles,' and which Valentin Andreae, a shining
light of the Lutheran Church, likewise from personal ob¬
servation, half a century after Calvin's death, held up
to the churches of Germany as a model for imitation."2

To the work of Knox and of the Reformed Cburch in Scotland

we shall now give our attention.

1. MacKinnon, op. cit., p. 82.
2. Schaff, op. cit., p. 263.
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THE POWER OF THE KEYS IN THE CHURCH OF SCOTLAND

The year 1560 is the accepted date of the Reformation in

Scotland, this being the year that Parliament enacted that the

power and jurisdiction of the Pope should never again be acknow¬

ledged in Scotland, that all acts in favour of the Roman Church

should henceforth be annulled, and that all who assisted or were

present at the celebration of the Mass should be punished, in the

first instance by confiscation of goods, in the second by banish-
1

ment from the kingdom, and in the third by death. Yet this was

only the official recognition of a movement that had been going

on for many years previously and which began to take a definite

form in 1557 when the Lords of the Congregation, as they were

1. A. P. s. ii., p. 53*+ ch, 2. This Act is also printed in
D. Laing, Works of John Knox, ii., p. 12*+ f., and it is re¬
peated in the Act of 1567? which is found in the Collection of
Confessions of Faith, etc., of the Church of Scotland, ed. T.
Lumisden and J. Robertson, (Edinburgh, 1725), p. 503 f. A
later edition was made in 1771> printed in Glasgow by Robert
and Thomas Duncan; it contains some additions, including the
Form of Process, 1707, as well as more Acts of the General
Assembly. The severe statute mentioned above does not appear
to have been executed more than twice and possibly only once
—cf. G. Donaldson, The Scottish Reformation. (Cambridge,
I960), p. 75—but it does serve to show the sentiment of Par¬
liament.
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afterwards called, met at Edinburgh, entered into a solemn bond

by which they separated themselves from the Roman communion, and

issued the following ordinance:

"First, it is thought expedient, advised, and ordeaned, that
in all our parochines of this Realme the Commoun Prayeris be
redd owklie on Sounday and other festuall dayis, publictlie
in the Paroche Kirkis, with the lessonis of the New and Old
Testament, conforms to the ordour of the Book of Common
Prayeris; and yf the curattis of the parochynes be qualified,
to cause thame to reid the samyn. And yf thei be nott, or
yf thei refuise, that the maist qualifeid in the parish use
and read the same. Secondly, it is thought necessare that
doctrine, preacheing, and interpretatioun of Scriptures be
had and used privatlie in qwyet houssis, without great con-
ventionis of the people tharto whill afterward that God move
the Prince to grant publict preacheing by faithfull and trew
ministeris.

John Knox

The leading figure of the Scottish Reformation was John

Knox. After his release in l5*+9 from his French captors he re¬

turned to England and served the Church there, but owing to the

persecution under Mary he was forced to seek safety on the con¬

tinent, \^here he came in contact with Calvin. In this interval

Knox ministered to a congregation of English refugees at Geneva,

1. Laing, op. cit., i., p. 275 f.; Knox, i., p. I37 f. The Book
of Common Prayer that was used was unquestionably the early
form of the English Liturgy known as the Second Book of Ed¬
ward VI., published in 1552 as a modification of the 15^9
edition. That it was this book and not an early form of the
Book of Common Order used at Geneva, as some thought, has been
proved by a letter of Sir William Kirkcaldy's and another from
Cecil in both of which it is stated that it was King Edward's
Book that was being used. It was known in many places in Scot¬
land before 1560, being modified to suit local conditions, and
was the recognized substitute for the old form of worship.
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where, in 1556, an English liturgy, strongly Calvinistic, was

drawn up for its use. Knox was able to return to Scotland in

May, 1559} and he soon became the leader among the clergy in the

struggle for the reformation of religion. After the defeat of

the French who had come to the aid of the Roman Catholic Queen

Regent of Scotland, the fabric of the Roman Church sank in ruin,

and in a few weeks the Mass was proscribed and the Frotestant

faith declared to be the religion of Scotland.

The Scots Confession of Faith

At the request of the Reforming Parliament of August, 1560,
some of the leading clergymen drew up a Confession of Faith as

the declaration of their united judgment concerning the chief

points of religious knowledge. This work is important as the

earliest such document in the Reformed Church of Scotland. There

is a noted similarity between its language and that of Calvin's
2

Institutes. In twenty-five articles the chief points of the Re¬

formed faith are set down. In accordance with the wishes of

Parliament, its compilers here set forth an abstract of the prin¬

ciples of doctrine which they maintained and wished to be

1. This book was submitted to Calvin and others "learned in these
parts," and they "approved it as sufficient for a Christian
congregation." Dunlop, ii., p. 391.

2. Stahelin, Johannes Calvin, ii., p. 88, states that Calvin
himself could not have framed the Scots Confession otherwise
than Knox had done. Cf. A. Mitchell, The Scottish Reformation.
(London, 1900), pp. 10*4-112, where he sets out in parallel
columns passages that show the similarity of the Confession to
Calvin's works, especially the Institutes.
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established as being founded on God's Word. This Confession con¬

tinued from 1560 until 16U-7 as the recognized standard of the

Church in Scotland.

The Book of Common Order

The worship of the newly established Reformed Church was to

be patterned after the Book of Common Order, used in the English

Kirk at Geneva, rather than the English Prayer Book, which had

been in use in Scotland in those places where the Reformed faith

had been gaining a foothold prior to this date. The reason for

the change was almost certainly due mainly to the influence of

Knox. He had never really approved of the English book or of the

organization of the English Church. In April 1553 he had been

offered the living of All Hallows, but he declined. When ques¬

tioned by the Privy Council as to the reasons for his refusal

Knox frankly admitted that many things in the English Church

needed reformation before a minister could conscientiously in the

sight of God discharge his office for, according to existing laws,

no minister had power to prevent the unworthy from participating

of the sacraments "'which was a chief point of his office'".''"

1. T. M'Crie, Life of John Knox. (Edinburgh, 1905), p. 50. It is
worthy of note that this was before Knox met Calvin. His
ideas on discipline and the sanctity of the Lord's Supper were
apparently even then in keeping with those of the Genevan Re¬
former. Mitchell, op. cit., p. 89 f. states that Knox and
Calvin independently drew their doctrines of the Reformed
faith from Scripture and "from the writings of the great doc¬
tor of the ancient church."
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This is significant for it indicates the type of corrective ec¬

clesiastical discipline which we may expect to find in the Re¬

formed Church in Scotland. Future developments served to deepen

Enox's objection to the English liturgy,1 and it was gradually

replaced by the Genevan book. Before many years it became the

accepted form in use in the Church in Scotland, although there is

evidence that the English book was also used, in part at least,
2

in some places.

The First Book of Discipline

It was necessary that the Reformed Church should be estab¬

lished in a "good and godly policy". To this end commission was

given to six men, including Knox, who had been instrumental in

preparing the Confession of Faith, to draw up "a form of disci¬

pline or government for the Church as they had already put in

1. E.g., the superseding of the 1552 edition in 1560 by a new
liturgy which was drawing closer to rather than farther from
the Roman Church; Elizabeth's refusal to permit him to pass
through England on his way to Scotland from France caused Knox
to write a letter from Dieppe in which he speaks so strongly
against the Prayer Book that its repression in Scotland must
have seemed to him a most necessary procedure; but, most
important of all, his sojourn on the continent served to
mature his judgment respecting ecclesiastical government and
discipline, and he came to consider that the English book
contained "things superstitious, impure, unclean, and im¬
perfect." The letter referred to is printed by D. Calder-
wood, History of the Kirk of Scotland. (Edinburgh, 18^2),

2. Cf. W. MacMiilan, The Worship of the Reformed Church. 1550-
16^8, (London, ca. 1931)j ch. 2. I. M.' Clark. A History of
Church Discipline in Scotland. (Aberdeen, 1929), p. 116 f.;
Janet MacGregor, The Scottish Presbyterian Polity, (Edin-

^ / V 1 — '■ ' ■Ill* III » I I m mi I 1 < I. I III i /

burgh, 1926), p. 122 f.
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order the system of doctrine." The result was the First Book of

Discipline, and although it was never approved by Parliament, it

remained the model of Church polity until it was replaced by the

Second Book of Discipline in 1578. That its composition, as far

as Knox was able, was influenced by what he had seen in Geneva

seems certain, although it is not merely a duplicate of the church
2

organization he witnessed there.

Though the First Book of Discipline deals with practically

all aspects of church polity its overall design is expressed in

its statement regarding what it calls the "policie of the Kirk."^
This declares that it is utterly necessary that the Word be truly

preached, the sacraments rightly ministered, common prayer pub¬

licly made, that children and "rude" persons be instructed in the

chief points of religion, and that offences be corrected and pun¬

ished. "These things be so necessary that without the same there

is no face of a visible Kirk." That is, the central concern of

the First Book of Discipline is to make "Christ's face" visible.

The way of forgiveness must be made clear. The only way this can

be accomplished is, as Calvin emphasized, by the proclamation of

the Gospel. The aim of the exercise of the power of the keys is

1. Laing, op. cit., ii., p. 128.
2. "At Geneva he saw a. church, which, upon the whole, corres¬

ponded with his idea of the divinely authorized pattern; but
he did not indiscriminately approve, nor servilly imitate
either that, or any other existing establishment." M'Crie,
op. cit., p. 52.

3. Dunlop, ii., p. 582 ff.; Knox, ii., p. 312 ff.
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to make the Gospel of grace visible and so save men from the just

Judgment of God. The thought behind this is that it is Christ

who disciplines His Church; therefore, the true discipline is the

discipline of the Word to which all men are called to submit.

Those who refuse must be proceeded against by church censures in

an attempt to bring them under the discipline of the Word. How¬

ever, the exercise of the power of the keys concerns first and

foremost the means used to proclaim the Gospel, and only secondly,

and as a necessary counterpart, the exercise of what is usually

termed ecclesiastical discipline. We shall now examine in some

detail the provisions of the First Book of Discipline for carry¬

ing out both of these.

The Services for Public Worship and Instruction

In order that the Reformed Church in Scotland might carry

out its kerygmatic mission, the First Book of Discipline stipu¬

lates that in "great towns" it is thought expedient to provide

for either sermon or common prayers with some exercise of reading

of Scripture daily. In every "notable town" one day besides Sun¬

day is appointed for sermon, "which during the time of sermon snd

prayers must be kept free from all exercise of labour, as well of

the maister as of the servant." In "smaller towns" this may not

be possible, so here the common consent of the Kirk must make

whatever arrangements are most suited. In all towns Sunday must

strictly observed, both before and after noon. In the forenoon
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the Word is to be preached and sacraments administered, as also

marriage solemnized if occasion offer. The afternoon is given to

the catechizing of the children in the audience of the people.

The Catechism to be used was "the Catechism printed with the Book

of Our Common Order, which Catechism is the most perfect that
1

ever yet was used in the Kirk."

For many years the catechetical sessions played a very im¬

portant part in the religious education of the Scottish church

member. At this time they were to be conducted by the minister,

and they were not to be merely question and answer periods, for

he was instructed to "take great diligence, as well to cause the

people understand the questions proponed as the answers, and the
2

doctrine that may be collected thereof." This careful explana¬

tion would be very necessary for three reasons. First, owing to

the laxity of the Roman Church in teaching religion the people

were not familiar with the contents of Scripture; secondly, the

Protestant Reformation was in its infancy, and many of its doc¬

trines were far removed from those of the Roman Catholic faith,

which had been the religion of the country for so long; and

thirdly, when one considers the complexity of the Catechism being

used and the level of education which the majority of the people

had been able to attain it is evident that in order for the lis¬

tener to comprehend the doctrine being taught careful and simple

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 583; Knox, ii., p. 312.
2. Dunlop, ii., p. 583; Knox, ii., p. 313.
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explanation was imperative. In places where there was neither

preaching nor Catechism on Sunday there were to be prayers in the

afternoon.

Baptism was to be administered either on Sunday or on the

day of Prayers, and this was always to be preceded by a sermon.

The Lord's Supper was to be celebrated four times a year, and the

clergy were warned to be more careful in whom they admitted to

this ordinance. The rule was to be "sharp examination rather

than indulgence, in admitting to thir great mysteries such as be

ignorant of the use and vertue of the same."''' Therefore, it is

recommended that before every celebration of this sacrament there

should be an examination of the spiritual knowledge and under¬

standing of the communicants and that none should be admitted who

cannot formally say the Lord's Prayer, the Articles of the Belief,

or declare the sum of the Law, or that do not understand the use

and virtue of this holy sacrament. This gives some indication of

the seriousness with which the Reformers viewed the responsibil¬

ity of the minister in preparing people for communion and in
2

guarding the table from unworthy participants.

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 58?; Rnox,ii., p. 313.
2. The influence of Calvin is seen here. As noted in the earlier

chapters, he considered the examination of communicants the
best substitution for the Roman Church's Confessional, and he
practised this in his congregation. This became an estab¬
lished custom in the Church of Scotland. In I6k5 the General
Assembly ordained that "in the administration of the Lord's
Supper congregations be still tried and examined according to
the bygone practice of this Kirk." A. Peterkin, Records of
the Kirk of Sept land. (Edinburgh, 18^3), p. !+21.
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A very effective means employed for teaching the Gospel to

the people, for the exercise of the power of the keys, was the

public reading of the Word. For at least two hundred years be¬

fore the Reformation, the Roman Catholic Church in Scotland had

shown herself very reluctant to place the Bible in the hands of

the people. Not only were translations of the Scripture into

English, such as Tyndale's Testament, publicly burned on the al¬

leged ground that they were mistranslations of the divine word

and were devised for the propagation of heresy, but ecclesiasti¬

cal acts, as well as civil acts promoted at the instance of ec¬

clesiastical persons, were passed which practically made the read¬

ing of Scripture in anything but the Vulgate a penal offence. In

Scotland the public reading of God's Word was positively prohib¬

ited in 1536, and although relief was given in l5*+3 by which pos¬

session of the Scriptures in the vulgar tongue was permissible,1
the Catholic Church still gave no countenance to the English

translations of the Bible nor endeavoured to instruct her members

in the knowledge of divine Scripture.

In order to overcome "this gross ignorance" of even the text

of the Word of God, the First Book of Discipline provides "that

every Kirk have the Bible in English, and that the people be com¬

manded to convene and heare the plaine reading and interpretation

1. A. P. S. ii., p. h-15, ch. 12. The Act was opposed by the
Archbishop of Glasgow on behalf of the clerics present. S. B.
S. H., ii., p. 122.
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of the Scripture as the Kirk shall appoint.""*" The plan to be

followed in both the reading and the preaching of the Word was to

cover an entire book of the Scriptures before beginning another.

In addition to the public reading of the Bible, private in¬

struction of each family and household v/as made an obligation on

the head of the house. Those who failed to instruct their chil¬

dren and servants in the principles of the Christian religion

would be subject to discipline. It is suggested that in private

homes "the most grave and discrete person use the Common Prayers
2

at morn and at night, for the comfort and instruction of others."

The Exercise

An important place is given to a weekly meeting which became

known as "the Exercise"; this was to be patterned after I. Corin¬

thians l1*-: 29-32. It was open to all, and the program consisted

of the interpretation of a portion of Scripture. One person was

to explain the text under study, and after he had finished it was

permissible for one or two others, but no more, to add anything

which they felt necessary for a proper understanding. The inter¬

preter, whether layman or cleric, was warned not to wander from

the text; short exhortation and admonition was sometimes in or¬

der, but invective was to be very rarely used. The whole time was

to be spent "in opening the minde of the Holy Ghost in that

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 585; Knox, ii., p. 313 f.
2. Dunlop, il., p. 587; Knox, ii., p. 31*f.
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place"; it was a time for study and discussion of portions of

Scripture. It was not to be used as an opportunity for debate,

and to avoid this it is stated that "curious, peregrine and un¬

profitable questions are to be avoided." Anyone bringing in

teaching not in keeping with the beliefs of the Church was to be

fittingly dealt with; all must be done for the edification of the

Kirk. Attendance at these meetings was compulsory for any who

had gifts that would be of value; failure to do so was to result

in discipline. These meetings were ordained to be held in "every

towne where schooles and repaire of learned men are," and the

pastors of the Kirks adjacent to these towns were required to at¬

tend. It was the duty of the clergy to consider seriously what
1

was being taught lest any false doctrine should be introduced.

It is evident that the Scottish Reformers, like their con¬

tinental counterparts, stressed the preaching and knowledge of

the Word of God as the essential; it was the Word, heard and

read, which was regarded as the means by which the Holy Spirit

reached men in order to ingraft them in Christ so that His work

would be effectual in "loosing" them from their sins and in en¬

abling them to die to themselves in order to live unto Him. Faith

could only be wrought through knowledge of the truth revealed in

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 587 ff.; Knox ii., p. 315 f. This practice of
having an exercise and addition was, as the Records show—e.g.
The Records of the Presbytery of Ellon, ed. T. Mair, pp. 78,
98, 107, 12k—continued in the Church of Scotland at the meet¬
ings of presbyteries, not only in the first age of the Refor¬
mation, but for well over a century afterwards.
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Scripture, so the Word became necessary for salvation. Grace

made the Word effectual. The saints had to be built up; they

came to God for their instructions and for power to do His will.

As with Calvin, so with the Scottish Reformers, the exercise of

the power of the keys lay in the preaching of the Gospel."1'

The Reformers and Education

The aim of these men was not merely to minister to a people

who passively obeyed what the Church taught was their duty or who

depended on the Church to dictate to them all the religious know¬

ledge they needed, but, like the Genevan Reformer, they set out

to build up a congregation that should have an intelligent under¬

standing of the way of salvation and search the Scriptures for

themselves. A spiritually enlightened people required a degree

of education above that usually obtainable by the majority of

parishoners. In order to try and remedy this situation the First
2

Book of Discipline provides that every "town ... of any repu¬

tation" have one schoolmaster appointed, "such a one at least as

is able to teach Grammar and the Latine tongue." In country

parishes the reader or minister there appointed must take care

of the public instruction of the children. In the large towns

colleges are to be erected, and various regulations regarding the

universities in St. Andrews, Glasgow, and Aberdeen are laid down.

1. Cf. G. D. Henderson, The Claims of the Church of Scotland.
(Aberdeen, 195l)» P. 29.

2. Dunlop, ii., p. y±8; Knox, ii., p. 296.
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Education is to be compulsory. Those who cannot afford to send

their children to school are to be assisted by the Church, so that

no child is to be denied it because of financial circumstances.

The schools are to be under the supervision of the Church.

The purpose of education is primarily religious. The Book

of Common Order states that although the office of the doctors or

teachers is to instruct and teach the faithful in sound doctrine,

providing with all diligence that the purity of the Gospel be not

corrupted either through ignorance or evil opinions, yet,

"because men cannot so well profit in that knowledge, except
they be first instructed in the tongues and humane sciences,
(for now God worketh not commonlie by miracles) it is neces¬
sary that seed be sowne for the time to come, to the intent
that the Church be not left barren and waste to our poster-
it ie, and that schooles also be erected, and colleges main-
teined with Just and sufficient stipends, wherein youth may
be trained in the knowledge and feare of God, that in their
ripe age they may prove worthie members of our Lord Jesus
Christ, whether it be to rule in civile policie, or to serve
in the spirituall ministrie, or els to live in godly rever-
ince and subjection."^

The Office-Bearers of the Kirk

When we come to the section of the First Book of Discipline

that deals with the office-bearers of the Church the striking fea¬

ture is that we are not presented with a fine spun theory claimed

to have been drawn from the New Testament; instead, a plan is

outlined which is adapted to existing conditions and peculiar

1. Dunlop, ii., p. ^flO f. The Book of Discipline gives a similar
reason for the need of adequate education. Its underlying aim
was the advancement of the Kingdom of God.
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needs in order to surmount the difficulties of the period in the

belief that progress would be made which would make possible bet¬

ter increase in the work of the Church.

The officials of the Church were to be superintendents and

ministers, readers, elders, and deacons. The superintendent was

a practical measure introduced because of the shortage of cler¬

gy.^ It was provided that ten or twelve should be selected, each

to have oversight of a province,

"to whom charge and commandement should be given to plant
and erect kirkes, to set, order, and appoint ministers as
the former order prescribes, to the countries that shall be
appointed to their care where none are now; and by their
meanes, ... the simple and ignorant, who perchance have
never heard Jesus Christ truely preached, shall come to
some knowledge, ... by the which they may be provoked to
search and seek farther knowledge of God, and His true re¬
ligion and worshipping; ... And therefore nothing we de¬
sire more earnestly, then that Christ Jesus be universally
once preached throughout this realme, which shall not sud¬
denly be, unless that by you, men be appointed and com¬
pelled, faithfully to travell in such provinces as to them
shall be assigned."g

That is, the main reason for the appointment of the

1. Whether or not the office of superintendent, which was
semi-episcopal in character, was intended to remain after
the reformed Church would become well established is a ques¬
tion that has evoked much controversy. Supporters of Episco¬
pacy argue that it was and that the superintendent was very
similar to the "Godly" bishop—cf. G. Donaldson, The Scottish
Reformation. (Cambridge, I960), ch. v.—while the champions of
Presbyterianism stress the section of the First Book of Disci¬
pline (Dunlop, il., p. 539; Knox, ii., p. 291) that states
that this was an expedient to meet a peculiar situation, and
then they go on to point out the parity of the superintendent
with the ordinary minister as compared to the position of a
bishop.

2. Dunlop, ii., p. 539 f.; Knox, ii., p. 291.
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superintendent was to try even under the difficult conditions of

the times to proclaim the Gospel, to exercise the power of the

keys, over as wide an area and to as many persons as possible.

To this end rules were laid down regarding the number of times he

was to preach, his length of stay in any one place, and the dis¬

cipline to which he was subject, namely, to the correction of the

ministers and elders of the province over which he was appointed
1

overseer.

The plan followed in the election of ministers is very simi-
2

lar to that outlined by Calvin in the Institutes. The qualifi¬

cations of the candidate are examined by the ministers and el¬

ders before he is presented for the approval or otherwise of the

congregation to which it is intended he will minister. It is ex¬

pressly stated that it appertains to the people and to every con¬

gregation to elect their own minister, and no man is to be "vio-
3

lently intruded or thrust in upon any congregation." Even in

the election of the superintendent, at least after 15^3, the peo¬

ple were to be given every opportunity to express their approval

of the candidate or to raise any objections which might bar him
1+

from office.

As there were insufficient ministers to supply all the

churches, provision was made to appoint suitable men, called

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 5^5} Knox, ii., p. 29*f.
2. Dunlop, ii., p. 523; Knox, ii., p. 283.ff.
. Dunlop, ii., p. k2h, h-26; Knox, ii., p. 28*k
. Dunlop, ii., p. 5^3 f.; Knox, ii., p. 293
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readers, to the others. It was their duty to read the Common

Prayers and the Scriptures. It was the hope that these men would

in time progress to the point where they could be admitted to the

regular ministry."'"
The First Book of Discipline provides for the election of

elders in each congregation, and the method is at once worthy of

note. It states as follows: "Men of best knowledge in God's

Word and cleanest life, men faithfull and of most honest conver¬

sation that can be found in the Kirk, must be nominate to be in

election, and their names must be publickly read to the whole

Kirk by the minister, giving them advertisment, that from amongst

them must be chosen elders and deacons: ... If any man know

others of better qualities within the Kirk then these that be

nominate, let them be put in election with them, that the Kirke
2

may have the choyce." Two things are worthy of note. First,

that although the candidates are nominated by the minister and

elders, the choice is submitted to the congregation for approval,

and this body has the further opportunity to nominate others to

stand in the election and then it is provided that each Kirk is

to ensure "that every man may give his vote freely, . . . "^ The

significance of this will be considered later after we have

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 532; Knox, ii., p. 287 f.
2. Dunlop, ii., p. 577; Knox, ii., p. 309 f. The office of el¬

der had been in existence in Scotland prior to 1560. Cf. I.
K. Clark, A History of Church Discipline in Scotland. (Aber¬
deen, 1929), p. 57 ff*

3. Dunlop, ii., p. 578; Knox, ii., p. 310.



183
examined this part of the Second Book of Discipline.

The 'second point to note in the method of electing elders is

that in Scotland, unlike most continental Reformed churches, there

was no necessary State connection with the eldership. In Geneva,

for example, a dozen irreproachable laymen were elected from the

civic councils after consultation with the ministers, and these

ministers and elders formed the Consistory. However, in Scotland

the elders were, theoretically at least, in all respects church

officials,'1" whose duty it was to assist the minister in the spir¬

itual supervision of the community, "ruling" as distinct from

"preaching" elders. It is the case, as we shall have occasion to

note later, that these elders were often ALSO civic officials, and

as such took part in discipline, carrying out what were really

civic sentences, but this was not because of their function as

2
elders of the Church; it was a civic duty.

The elders were elected for a one year term "lest of long

continuance of such officers, men presume upon the liberty of the

1. In the first days of the Reformation in Scotland there is evi¬
dence to suggest that the town councils took a prominent part
in the election of the elders—cf. St. Andrews K, S. R., ed.
D. H. Fleming, (Edinburgh, 1889), Scottish History Society,
i», p. 1 f.; The Book of the Cross Kirk. Peebles, ed. Dr.
Gunn, (Peebles, 1^1^), "Books of* the Church" series, vol. vi.,
p. 1h—and at a future date Session bailies, about which more
will be said later, were appointed. However, unlike the
Genevan Ecclesiastical Ordinances of 15^1, the First Book of
Discipline did not make any necessary State connection with
the eldership, and after the reformed Church was well estab¬
lished the Records indicate that these appointments were
made independently of the councils.

2. Cf. G. D. Henderson, op. cit., p. 89 f.
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Kirk:" but, they could be re-elected. Their duties were "to as¬

sist the ministers in all public affairs of the Kirk; to wit, in

determining and judging causes, in giving admonition to the licen¬

tious liver, in having respect to the manners and conversation of

all men within their charge ... to take heed to the life, man¬

ners, diligence, and study of their ministers. If he be worthy

of admonition, they must admonish him; of correction, they must

correct him; and if he be worthy of deposition, they with consent
2

of the Kirk and superintendent may depose him, ..." Further¬

more, in each "inferior Kirk", once each year, "the life, maners,

study and diligence of their ministers" was to be reported to the
•3

superintendent by an elder and a deacon. Not only the ministers

but also their families were subject to the watchful eyes of the

elders; they were not to live too luxuriously or "riotously" nor

yet too frugally. In other words, they were to live up to but
if.

not beyond their means. The point to note is that the minister\

was responsible to his elders and deacons. Every aspect of his '

life, as well as that of his family's, was made their concern,

and it is reasonable to suppose that there were some persons who

would exploit their position of supervision of the clergy. Yet,

the elders themselves, as well as the deacons (whose duty it was

to receive the rents and to gather and distribute the alms), are

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 577 f.; Knox, li., p. 3I0.
2. Dunlop, ii., p. 578 f.; Knox, ii., p. 310.
. Dunlop, ii., p. 580.; Knox, ii., p. 311.
. Dunlop, ii., p. 580.; Knox, ii., p. 311.



185

subject to the same censures as the ministers, the enforcement of

which was to be exercised by the minister and their fellow-el¬

ders."''

Ecclesiastical Discipline

A strong emphasis was placed by the Scottish Reformers on

the need for discipline. In the Scots Confession of Faith the

third mark of the true Church is listed as "ecclesiastical disci¬

pline uprightlie ministred, as Goddis worde prescribes, whereby
2

vice is repressed, and vertew nurished." The Book of Common Or¬

der, which was then in use in the Scottish Church, states that

there are three causes which move the Church of God to the exer¬

cise of discipline: first, that men of evil conversation be not

numbered among God's children, to their Father's reproach, as if

the Church of God were a sanctuary for naughty and vile persons;

secondly, that the good be not infected with companying with the

evil (I. Cor. 5:6, 7); thirdly, that a man thus corrected or ex¬

communicated might be ashamed of his fault and so through repen¬

tance come to amendment.^
The First Book of Discipline introduces the subject by stat¬

ing that "As that no common-wealth can flourish or long indure

without good lawes and sharp execution of the same; so neither

can the Kirk of God be brought to purity, neither yet be retained

1. Duniop, ii., p. 581; Knox, ii., p. 311 f.
2. Ch. xviii., Duniop, ii., p. 68; Knox, ii., p. 266.
3. Ch. vii., Duniop, ii., p. ^fl1*; cf. Institutes IV., xii., 5»



186

in the same without the order of ecclesiastical discipline, which

stands in reproving and correcting of the faults, which the
1

civill sword either doth neglect, or may not punish: ..."

Although the subject of church discipline in the narrow sense is

dealt with under the seventh head of the First Book of Discipline,

yet it was found necessary for the sake of uniformity in practice

to make this whole doctrine much more explicit. In order to do

this the General Assembly had the "Ordoure of Excommunicatioun
2

and of Public Repentance" published in 1569. It outlines the

whole procedure to be followed by the Church in dealing with of¬

fenders. As this formed the basis of ecclesiastical discipline

in the Church in Scotland for most, if not all, of the period

under study we must now consider its main points.

It states that all crimes that by the Law of God deserve

death deserve summary excommunication,^ and this applies equally

to papist or Protestant. The offender is to appear before the

superintendent. If he provides a reasonable defence excommunica¬

tion is to be suspended until the civil magistrate shall have

tried the case. Should this official neglect this duty then the

church ought to proceed to public admonition, and if that does

not move the magistrate to action the church ought to pronounce

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 568 f.; Knox, ii., p. 306.
2. The text is printed in Dunlop, ii., pp. 701-7^7.
3. These include "wilfull murtherars, adulteraris, (lauchfullie

convict) sorcerers, witches, conjurars, charmars, and gevars
of drinks to destroy children, and opin blasphemars ..."
Dunlop, ii., p.



187

the offender excommunicate. If the defender is acquitted in the

civil court the church may not excommunicate but she may impose

such public satisfactions upon the party concerned as shall give

proof to the church of his obedience and genuine repentance.

That is, even though the civil courts acquit a man that does not
mean that in the eyes of the church he is necessarily free from

guilt. If he is proved guilty but requests the consolation of

the church, the elders and minister may grant his request and

even pronounce absolution "according to his repentance and faith."

If he is to be excommunicated the procedure to be followed

is given. It is done "... in the name and the authority of

the Sternal God and of His Son Jesus Christ." The people are

exhorted to pray that he will repent. If he does the process for

readmittance to the Church may begin, but certain conditions must

be fulfilled—the guilty one must satisfy the party offended, and

a period of forty days must expire after his first request to be

accepted back into communion before the church can test him for

signs of repentance. During this period, however, he may receive

consolation and be admitted to the hearing of the Word but not to

participation in prayers. Once the process of readmission has

begun it is carried out over a period of time. The murderer must

stand three Sundays in a public place before the church door,

barefooted and bare-headed, "clad in a base and abject apparrell,"

and there make his confession and ask for the prayers of the peo¬

ple. After doing this he is received into the Church, and the
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congregation is asked if it desires any further satisfaction. If

not, absolution is pronounced} he is received as a brother by the

congregation} and, prayers and thanksgiving are offered on his be¬

half.

The Order of Public Repentance

Misdeeds that do not fall under the public sword yet are

slanderous and offensive in the Church deserve public repentance.

These are classified, and in the case of the more serious"*" the

offender is to be called before the ministry, accused, his crime

proved, admonished, and commanded publicly to satisfy the Kirk.

If he refuse, he is to be excommunicated.
2

Less serious sins receive milder treatment unless the person

refuses to heed the first exhortations of the ministry, which ac¬

tion would be classed as "commoun contempt of the Ordor of the

Church," thereby raising the status of the misdemeanor from a

"less serious" to a "more serious" offence, involving the more

drastic treatment. In dealing with the minor transgressions the

process consists of a number of steps involving a gradual in¬

crease in the severity of the discipline. If at any time the

1. These are as follows: "Fornication, drunkenness used, swear¬
ing, cursed speaking, chyding, feghting, brawling, and com¬
moun contempt of the Ordor of the Church, breaking of the
Sabbath, and such like ..." Dunlop, ii., p. 713.

2. That is, "wanton and vain words, uncomelie gestures, negli-
geance in hearing the preachingis or abstening from the Lordis
Table when it is publiklie ministrat, suspicioun of avarice
or of pryde, superfluitie or ryotousnes in cheir or rayment}"
ibid., p. 71^.
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guilty indicates to one of the ministry his repentance the pro¬

cess against him naturally ceases, but if he proves contumacious

then, as ve have just indicated, public repentance will be re¬

quired, and continued obstinacy will bring excommunication.

The first stage in this disciplinary action is admonition

before one or two witnesses, followed if necessary by the calling

of more witnesses. Should this fail to bring the desired results

the party is cited to appear before the minister and elders. If

he still refuses to ask forgiveness then the Kirk must be noti¬

fied that such crimes are committed amongst them, even though

they have been denounced by the ministry and the guilty party has

been exhorted to change his ways; but, since there is no evidence

of his doing so, it was necessary to signify to the church his

crime, BUT NOT THE PERSON, and the congregation is required

earnestly to call to God to move and touch the heart of the of¬

fender so that suddenly and earnestly he may repent.

If this fails in its object, the next day of public assem¬

bly, the crime and the person must be both advertised to the kirk

and their judgment must be required whether such crimes ought to

be suffered unpunished among them. Request should also be made

to the most discreet and nearest friend of the offender to plead

with him to bring him to the knowledge of himself and of his

dangerous estate, with a commandment given to all men to call to

God for the conversion of the impenitent. Now, however, the sat¬

isfaction must be public, and he cannot be admitted to it unless
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he himself will seek the permission of the ministry to be allowed

to perform it. That is, public satisfaction is a privilege which

must be requested.

If the transgressor still refuses to repent then on the fol¬

lowing Sunday (which will be the third public admonition) he is

to be charged publicly to satisfy the church for his offence and

contempt under pain of excommunication. That is, what began as

action against a small misdeed, one that could have been corrected

by private admonition alone, has led to excommunication because

of contempt for the authority of the church and disobedience to

her on the part of the guilty.

The following Sunday, if there is still no repentance, the

minister is to rehearse to the congregation the steps that have

been taken both publicly and privately to bring the offender to

repentance and to satisfy the church, but all to no avail. There¬

fore, it is necessary to deliver him to Satan for the destruction

of the flesh that his soul may be saved in the day of judgment.

Then the minister states the Scriptural grounds for excommunica¬

tion, namely, Christ's command to hold such as will not hear the

voice of the Church as heathens and publicans; St. Paul's treat¬

ment of the incestuous Corinthian; and, the precept of God given

under the Law to expel from the midst of God's people such as are

leprous. Furthermore, excommunication serves a useful purpose

for it purges the Church of wicked doers, retains every member in

fear and obedience, and removes the evil leaven, thus helping to
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keep the Church, the Body of Christ, pure.

The sentence is still delayed, and prayer is offered for the

conversion of the impenitent. The following Sunday (the fifth on

which the case is made public) the minister, in the audience of

the congregation, asks the elders and deacons whether the offender

has offered them his obedience. If so, the guilty party is sum¬

moned to appear before the Session where order may be taken for

his public repentance. If he has not, the minister must again

point out the seriousness of excommunication—it is a cutting off

from the Body of Jesus Christ, from the sacraments and public

worship. The former prayer for the transgressor's conversion is

repeated.

On the following Sunday (the sixth of public intimation)

the same procedure is followed, and then the minister asks the

whole congregation if they think that such contempt should be

suffered amongst them. If there is no defence of the guilty, the

minister emphasizes the need of proceeding to the final sentence.

Even so, this step is not taken until yet another prayer for the

obstinate is offered, and if he still remains unmoved the terri¬

ble sentence must be executed. A prayer is offered in which the

name of Christ is solemnly invoked to excommunicate the impeni¬

tent, and the sentence is then pronounced. After this no person

other than his wife and family may have any kind of conversation

with him unless it is at the commandment or license of the min¬

istry for his conversion* failure to heed this ruling could and
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sometimes did result in discipline.Notice of the excommunica¬

tion must be published throughout all the country. Children born

to the offender after the passing of sentence and before his re¬

pentance cannot be presented for Baptism until either they are of

age to require the same or unless the mother or some special

friends of the offender, members of the Kirk, offer and present

the child, at the same time abhorring and damning the iniquity

and obstinate contempt of the impenitent.

From the rules laid down in the First Book of Discipline and

in the Order of Excommunication it will be seen that this severe

sentence was not to be imposed until every attempt had been made,

both by the ministry and by the individual members of the congre¬

gation, to make it unnecessary. All chances of acting too hast¬

ily or of a miscarriage of justice are sought to be avoided. When

one considers the roughness of the times, as well as the practice

of the Pre-Reformation Church in the exercise of discipline, one

sees here a tenderness toward the wayward one and a deep yearning

for his return that was uncommon in the Church for many years

1. E.g., The General Assembly, October, 1582, session 6, passed
the following sentence: "The Assembly (present hath ordained
and) ordaines James Montgomerie to make publick satisfactioun
and repentance in the paroch kirk of Glasgow, (in presence of
the minister and congregatione thereof,) for speaking with Mr.
Robert Montgomerie after his excommunieatioune duelie intimat,
in respect of his confessioun; and to acknowledge his offence
ther, promising, in time comeing, to abstaine from the lyke,
vnder the paine of the censures of the Kirk; and the same
order to be keipit with all vther persons falling in the same
offence." B. U. K., ii., p. 590
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previously. There is nothing harsh or spiteful; the congregation

is identified in its unworthiness with the sinner as each is re¬

minded of his weakness and inclination to err. Yet, the very

length of the procedure and the public humiliation, about which

more will be said in the following chapter, must have made it a

terrifying experience for the sensitive.

The Reception of the Excommunicate

The Order of Excommunication is followed by an "Ordour to

receave the excommunicat againe to the societie of the Church."*
This supplements the "Order of publick repentance" given previ-

2
> ously. Such persons must first of all apply to the ministry to

be accepted. If on sharp examination this body finds that the

supplicant does not appreciate as they think he should the fear

and terror of God's judgment nor feel hatred and sorrow for sin,

as well as realize the mercy of God, then he is to be instructed

in the same before he is presented for public repentance; to take

this step without his proper knowledge of what was signified
3

would be a mockery.

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 7^2 ff.
2. Ibid., p. 713 ff.
3. The word "penance" is carefully avoided by many writers and

the term "penitence" is used instead, yet there was in the
Reformed Church in Scotland a form of penitential confession
not unlike what had been used in earlier times when the peni¬
tent humbled himself and showed great sorrow for sin. (Early
Session Records indicate that immediately following the Refor¬
mation the process was thought of as "penance" and was de¬
scribed as such: cf. St. Andre\-/s, E, S. R., i., pp. 29, 302;
ii., pp. 579, 723.) Penitential confession was held to be a
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Once the ministry is satisfied with the knowledge and under¬

standing of the applicant, then a day is appointed on which he is

to appear before them, and there he is tested regarding the

privilege to which a person was admitted only when there was
evidence that he was worthy. In the Form and Order of Public
Repentance (1569) it is stated "that none may be admitted to
publique repentance, except that first they be admitted there¬
to be the Sessioun and assemblie of the ministeris and eldaris,
in the which they aucht sharplie to be examinat, what feire
and terrour they have of Gods judgmentis, what hatred of sin,
and dolour for the same, and what sense and felling they have
of Gods mercies: in the which if they be ignorant, they aucht
diligently to be instructed; for it is bot ane mocking to pre¬
sent such to publik repentance, as neither understand what sin
is, what repentance is, what grace is, nor be whom Gods favour
and mercie is purchased." Dunlop, ii., p. 717. In I56*f the
General Assembly ordained that no particular minister was to
"admitt sick persones to public repentance" as are "relapse
the thrld tyme in any kind of crymes," but should send them to
the superintendent of the diocese within which the crimes were
committed in order that he "sail give them sick injunctiouns
as they think may make the offences to be haldin in horrour;"
B. U. K., i., p. 56. The same doctrines are found in the
treatise on the eldership ascribed to James Guthrie (d. 1661)
—J. Guthrie, A Treatise of Ruling Elders and Deacons. (Edin¬
burgh, ca. Io90), VII., 10. In the Act of Assembly, 1765, the
same theory of penitential confession is tacitly assumed. It
states as follows: The General Assembly ordains that, after
a public rebuke, the ministers and elders be at farther pains
in instructing the minds of the scandalous persons, if igno¬
rant, in endeavouring to convince their consciences, and to
bring them to a due sense of their sin, and to an engagement
and serious resolution against all known sin, and to the per¬
formance of all known duty: and that the Session, UPON SATIS¬
FACTION WITH THEIR KNOWLEDGE AND SENSE OF THEIR SIN, do admit
them to the public profession of their repentance, in order
to absolution." Act of Assembly, April *f, 17°5> session 6j
cf. Form of Process (1707)> IX., 1. It should be noted, too,
that in those days when a person was convicted of some sin and
confessed it, he was not necessarily admitted at once to pub¬
lic penitence. To do this would make sin appear less heinous
than it actually was; therefore, delinquents had to remain for
a time under social infamy and had meanwhile to establish that
they would in due time fulfill what the church should pre¬
scribe as suitable evidence of sincere repentance.
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evidence of his repentance. He is questioned regarding his be-

haviour since his excommunication and what he will offer for sat¬

isfaction to the church, "unto whom he hath exponed the griefe

arid dolour of his hart." If satisfied, the minister is to report

to the whole church and ask their prayers for the penitent, after

which he will supply Scripture proof to show that public repen¬

tance is not a human, but a Divine, institution,"'" and he will

point out the danger of all men, because of their nature, simi¬

larly falling. The aim of this is to deepen humility in each
2

person.

At the following meeting of Session the ministry appoints
3

the satisfaction which it thinks most expedient. A minimum

1. The question of Scriptural authority for ecclesiastical dis¬
cipline, including excommunication, received much attention in
the controversy between the Reformed and the Episcopal theolo¬
gians during the seventeenth century. Ancient authority was
found in the practice of the Old Testament Church. This is
carefully discussed by G. Gillespie, Aaron's Rod Blossoming.
C16V6), I., iv-xiii., III., ii., iii.; "Miscellaneous Ques-
tions," xix.; S. Rutherford, Divine Right of Church Govern¬
ment and Excommunication. (16^6}, pp. 2bl ff., 270-275. Sec-
ondly, in the New Testament, Matt. 16:18 f., l8:15-lo, and
John 20:23, the main "keys" passages, were cited to show its
institution by Christ Himself, for these passages make it
plain that our Lord did in them convey to His Church a per¬
manent gift of authority and power in the way of discipline
that was long to outlast the ministry of the Apostles. Thirdly,
the case of the incestuous Corinthian shows the apostolic prac¬
tice of ecclesiastical discipline. Fourthly, the directions
given in Scripture for the manner of its exercise—I. Tim. 5:
20, Jude 23, Titus 3:10, Eph. 5:7-11, II. Cor. 10:6, I, Thes.
5:12—were cited to vindicate its use. These passages will be
examined in the following chapter when we try to assess disci¬
pline in the Reformed Church in Scotland.

2. Cf. Dunlop, ii., p. 717.
3. Cf, B. U. K., i., pp. 160, 176 f., ii., p. 710, which state
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would be to stand as a penitent at the church door more Sundays

than one? then, when the required number of days have expired and

the whole satisfaction is complete, one of the elders is to pre¬

sent the supplicant to the place appointed for penitents, where

he is to stand in the same attire as that in which he made satis¬

faction until the sermon is ended. After this the same elder is

to present him to the minister and explain how the offender is

repentant "so far as the judgement of man can perceave" for he

has not only besought the ministry that he might be received into

the Body of the Church again, but he has also most obediently

subjected himself to all that the ministry had commanded for his

humiliation; that is, he has rendered the required evidence of

penitence. The minister then examines the person concerned, and

he must openly confess his sin before the congregation "with ac¬

cusation of himselfe and detestation of his impietie," after

which thanks are offered for his conversion. This is followed

by "the prayer conteining his receaving to the Church," and the

"Forme of Absolution" is pronounced. It is in the "name and

authority of Jesus Christ" and "with consent of this hole minis¬

try and church;" after this he is called "brother" by the minis¬

ter and exhorted to guard against temptation; then, he is em¬

braced by the "hole ministry" and "sich uthers of the church as

be next unto him." Through it all the sin for which he is

the rulings of the General Assembly regarding the public
satisfaction required of penitent excommunicates.
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charged Is kept before the public, and they are warned lest they

fall into similar transgression.

This formula was to be followed closely by all churches,as

is indicated by the reasons for its preparation, namely, that

every church and minister may have assurance that they agree with
1

others in proceeding. Subsequent Acts of Assembly enjoin that
2

the order shall be observed in all points, and available records
"5

indicate that it was.

The liturgy, especially the prayers contained in the "Or-

doure of Excommunication, and of Public Repentance" and in the

"Form of Process, 1707," is of special interest to this thesis

for it serves to illustrate the Reformed doctrine of the exercise

of the power of the keys.

The first point to note is the long and patient dealing with

the offender and the many attempts to make the sentence of excom¬

munication unnecessary, except in cases where summary excommuni¬

cation applied. This emphasizes the fact that discipline as ex¬

ercised here is held to be remedial and not mainly punitive.

This had been the teaching and practice of the Apostolic Church,

but, as was already pointed out, in the years preceding the Pro¬

testant Reformation ecclesiastical discipline had developed a

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 7O3.
2. E.g., cf. B. U. K., il., p. 789.
3. s.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., i., pp. 19^206; 260-277; W.

D. Maxwell, A History of Worship in the Church of Scotland.
(London, 195^, p. 151.
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characteristically punitive nature and was being used even for

the punishment of offences which were, strictly speaking, con¬

cerns of the State rather than of the Church.

Secondly, in the process leading up to excommunication we

see the importance attached to the prayers of the congregation on

behalf of the erring member. Here we have an illustration of the

corporate priesthood of the congregation for the fallen. This

function had existed under the public penitential system of the

early Church, but, as we have seen, it was dropped when auricular

confession and private penance became the rule.

The third point to note is the language of the prayers,

(a) It leaves no doubt that man's forgiveness, so far from being

contingent on anything man does to merit it, is due wholly to the

mercy of God and the obedience of Christ, to what God in Christ

has done for man."'' Forgiveness has already been obtained by

Christ; now, it is freely offered to man; it is his to accept.

Therefore, the exercise of the power of the keys lies in the

proclamation by the Church of this reconciliation. This had been

the practice of the Apostolic Church, but, as stated earlier, in

the teaching of the Pre-Reformation Church and in the doctrine

enunciated by the Council of Trent forgiveness had been made

1. E.g., in "The Last Prayer before the Excommunication" the
words are, "Look not upon us, merciful Father, in this our
corrupt nature, but look Thou to Thy deir Son, whom Thou of
Thy mere mercie hast appointed our Head . . * and onlie Pro¬
pitiator, in Him and in the merites of His death." Dunlop,
ii., p. 737•
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contingent on the reception of the Sacraments of Baptism and of

Penance, and the power of the keys consisted largely in adminis¬

tering these sacraments as the channels through which the grace

of God was infused into man, and in the granting or withholding

of absolution as the priest thought fit. (b) In pronouncing the

sentence of excommunication it is clearly stated that this is

done in the name and on the authority of Jesus Christ; and, in

the prayer which immediately precedes the act of excommunication

He is asked "so to governe and assist us in the execution of this
rv

our charge, that whatsoevir we in Thy name do here pronuce on
A

earth, that thou wilt ratifie the same in heavin. Our assurance,
1

0 Lord, is Thy expressed Word;" The granting of absolution is

preceded by a prayer that God, "for the obedience of our Lord
2

Jesus," will so accept the penitent that his former disobedience

be never laid to his charge. Then the absolution is pronounced

by the minister, not solely on his own authority or that of the

congregation (the latter always being present at the passing of

the sentence of excommunication or the declaring of absolution),
but in the name and authority of Jesus Christ.^ In thus declaring

that the sentence of excommunication and the granting of absolu¬

tion are exercised in the name of Christ the minister affirms

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 739 f.
2. Ibid., p. 7*+5. The "Form of Process, 1707" IX., 2, adds,

"Christ unto death."
3. Cf. Trent, XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," iii., and

n. 1, p. 200.
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that he is representing to the people the priesthood of Christ.

He is not himself a mediator. Although he declares the offender

excommunicate or absolved he is but declaring what Christ does,

for it is in His name they are assembled and He is in their midst

and He is really the One who excommunicates or absolves. Cc) The

absolution is made to turn on sincere repentance and faith in

Christ rather than on the confession and penance of the penitent

and the priest's pronouncement as in the Sacrament of Penance:"*"
"If thou unfainedly repentis thy former iniquity, and beleves in

the Lord Jesus, then I in His name pronunce and affirme that thy

sines ar forgevin, not only on earth, but also in heaven accord¬

ing to the promises annexed with the preiching of His Word and
2

to the power put in the ministerie of His Church." (d) God is

invoked through Jesus Christ. That is, the prayers of the peo¬

ple are presented to Christ who is their priest or mediator

1. Cf. Trent, XIV., "On the Sacrament of Penance," v., vi. "But
although the absolution of the priest is the dispensation of
another's bounty, yet is it not a bare ministry only, whether
of announcing the Gospel or of declaring that sins are for¬
given but is after the manner of a JUDICIAL ACT WHEREBY SEN¬
TENCE IS PRONOUNCED BY THE PRIEST AS BY A JUDGE; and, there¬
fore, the penitent ought not so to confide (sibi blandiri) in
his own personal faith as to think that even though there be
no contrition on his part or no intention on the part of the
priest of acting seriously and absolving truly, he is never¬
theless truly and in God's sight absolved on account of his
faith alone. For neither would faith without penance bestow
any remission of sins, nor would he be otherwise than most
careless of his own salvation who, knowing that a priest but
absolved him in jest, should not carefully seek for another
who would act in earnest." (vi).

2. Dunlop, ii., p. 726 f.
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before God. Christ as man represents man to God; He is the One

who takes man's imperfect intercessions and Himself, as perfect

man, makes the perfect intercession to God on behalf of man.

Then, Christ as God represents to man God's reconciliation which

is, in turn, declared to man by the minister, who stands as

Christ's commissioner of reconciliation to declare to man what

God does because of the perfect obedience of Christ as man. That

is, in the Reformed doctrine of the exercise of the power of the

keys the minister is never the mediator between God and man nor

is he the representative of the people before God. This is the

work of Christ; and, the task of the ministry is to represent

this universal priesthood of Christ to the Church.

"Satisfy the Klrk!l

In our examination of the procedure outlined in the First

Book of Discipline for dealing with ecclesiastical offences we

have seen several references to penitents being required to make

certain satisfactions. For example, in the order of summary ex¬

communication it is stated that although the church may not ex¬

communicate summarily the suspected party who has been absolved

by a civil court yet she may "injoine unto him such satisfac¬

tion^ to be made publikly to the church, as may bear testifica¬

tion of his obedience and unfained repentance.""'" A person who

was proved guilty of a less serious crime is "commanded publiklie

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 707.
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to satisfie the church." After contempt has been carried to a

certain degree the guilty party must request from the Session
2

permission to give public satisfaction. The person who refuses

to heed the admonitions of the ministry is "to be charged pub-

liklie to satisfie the church for his offence and contempt."^
Prom time to time the General Assembly ordained certain "public

satisfactions" that were to be required of penitent excommuni-
k

cants. In old Kirk Session records the term "satisfy the Kirk"
5

or an equivalent such as "make satisfaction" often appears.

Clearly, then, we must ask how this term "satisfaction", which

had played such a controversial role in the doctrine of reconcil¬

iation from the time of Tertullian onwards, is intended here, and

to help us understand this a brief summary of the developments

already noted in this connection will be in order.

In the Introduction it was pointed out that the practice

adopted by the Church of the first few centuries was that penance

after baptism involved a course of public repentance, known as

exomologesis, which was designed to give visible proof of sin¬

cere repentance. A new concept was introduced by the teaching of

1. Ibid., p. 713.
2. Ibid., p. 715.
3. Ibid.**. Cf. above, p. 195, n. 3«
5. E.g., St. Andrews K. S. R., i., pp. *+21. k-39; ii., pp. 719,

722, 732, 73k-, etc.5 Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding Club), pp.
21, 29, 88, 90, etc.; Rothesay K. S. R. 1658-1750, pp. 57,
58, 59, 60, 72, 73, 7*+, etc.; Book of the Cross Kirk, Peebles,
pp. 131, 138, I63, 168, etc.
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Tertullian, who had been greatly influenced by Roman law. He

held that every sin is discharged either by pardon or penalty;

it was "aut venia aut poena." However, the penalty can be avoid¬

ed and the pardon assured by the penitent submitting to a course

of chastisement ("castigatio"); in this theory the public exomol-

ogesis serves as a satisfaction ("satisfactio") for sins committ¬

ed after baptism, and by it a person wins "venia" instead of

"poena". "Satisfactions" become meritorious works which pay the

debt of sin and placate an angry God. They have a penal quality

about them. By performing them a man acquires merit and so wins

pardon from God. This means that grace is conditional on what

man does to earn it. From that time onward the making of satis¬

faction for sins assumed an ever increasing position in the peni¬

tential discipline of the Pre-Reformation Church, and the whole

process of justification and sanctification centered on what man

must do to earn it.

The Protestant Reformers attacked this doctrine of satis¬

faction. Calvin, as was indicated in our second chapter, taught

that the only possible satisfaction for sin was to be found in

the work of Christ. Against the Roman Church's teaching of just¬

ification and sanctification partly by works, Calvin opposed the

doctrine of union with Christ as the source of both, and he held

that all man's attempts to make satisfaction to God for sin were

vain and worthless and a dishonour to the work of Christ; fur¬

thermore, any notion that man can win merit was a complete
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misunderstanding of the nature of man as well as a failure to

realize that any good he was able to do was the result of his

union with Christ, of the work of Christ in him, and, therefore,

it could not be conceived to be a means of winning merit with

God. Hence, it is impossible for man to make satisfaction to God

for sin; he can only embrace the satisfaction o:f Christ made on

his behalf. The doctrine of conditional grace was opposed by the

Gospel of full redemption in Christ.

In view of the history of the concept of "satisfactions" in

the Church it may come as something of a surprise to find them

assuming such a prominent place in the doctrine of the Reformed

Church in Scotland, and the question we must ask is whether or

not this is a return to the Pre-Reformation and the Roman doc¬

trine of satisfaction? In attempting to answer this question the

first point to note is the way this term is used in the First

Book of Discipline. In the first quote cited it is expressly

stated that the satisfactions imposed on the suspected offender

ar-e to "bear testificatioun of his obedience and unfained repen¬

tance." This was the original purpose of exomologesis as prac¬

tised in the early Church. The other references cited state

their purpose being to "satisfy the church", but the context in¬

dicates that the meaning is the same. They are not intended as

"punishments" in the Tertullian sense of castigations to win

merit; instead, they are but an outward expression of humiliation
and penitence that attests to a genuine repentance, which implies
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an earnest effort to refrain from such offensive action in the

future.

The understanding on which it is based is that since the

Church is the Body of Christ anything which brings contempt on

the Church brings contempt on Christ; an offence against the

Church is an offence against Christ. Therefore, it is the duty

of the Body to keep itself pure, and this involves purging itself

of impure members. When a member offends he must be admonished,

and if he refuses to reform he must be censured in the hope that

this action will cause him to reconsider his position and repent

of his waywardness so that the communion which has been broken

may be restored and he may once more take his place as an honour¬

able member of the Body. Ecclesiastical censures were regarded

as a means of preaching the Gospel in that they were an attempt

to bring the erring to repentance and so save them from the just

judgments of God.

If after being publicly censured a penitent professed his

repentance,the Church did not believe that she could accept a

mere verbal acknowledgement of sin, even though it had a promise

of amendment, as sufficient for restoring the offender to church

privileges. Such a confession, it was felt, might not be sin¬

cere; the offender would thus be only mocking the ordinance and

bringing disgrace on the Church for it is likely that he would

thereafter relapse into similar faults. In addition, there were

other reasons for public censures, namely, that the person might
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be chastened and humbled, that what he had to undergo might make

others fear, and that the reproach that comes to Christ's name by-

offences might be turned away."'* Therefore, the church officials

believed that they must assign certain public acts which would

confirm the sincerity of the confession of the penitent. When

this prescribed course had been fulfilled and there had been evi¬

dence of contrition in the amended life of the individual con¬

cerned he was said to have "satisfied the Kirk" and could be

freed from censure, thereby being restored to the full fellowship

of the Church.

Unlike the Roman doctrine of satisfaction, the Reformed po¬

sition is that although the person has satisfied the kirk and has

been restored to its privileges this does not necessarily mean

that he has been restored to peace with God for that depends on

the state of his relation to God, on his penitence and faith. No

church judicatory can definitely determine this for none can know

the thoughts and intents of the mind. The peace which the church
2

grants by absolution from censure is only peace with the church.

As Durham points out, the Church can only demand a profession

that "is apparently serious and edifying, without determining

whether it be sincere or not"; as for its sincerity, the Church

must leave the offender "to answer before God for that."J The

1. Cf. J. Durham, Treatise Concerning Scandal. (17^0), p. 78.
2. This subject is dealt with at length by Durham, op. cit.,

p. 87 ff.
3. Ibid., p. 89.
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Church must look for evidence that suggests that it is sincere,

"a sober serious acknowledgment of the offence, with the expres¬

sion of an unfeigned-like purpose to walk inoffensively'' for the

future, but it can do no more;"1" hence, its absolution can only

grant peace with God provisionally, upon condition: of sincere re¬

pentance; but, just as the censures of the church bind absolutely

so when absolution from censure is granted it must loose absolute

ly also.^
Further proof that the Reformed Church did not look on her

absolution as giving peace with God, but only as removing from

censures, is seen in a sermon on Hebrews 11 which was preached in

Edinburgh in or about 1590 by Rev. John Sturrock. He spoke as

follows:

"This condemneth all the penitentis of our age, all the
feined repentances that are dravin out of yow be force
of argument and reasoun, and ar not wroucht be the Holie
Spirit. That repentance may weill satisfie a visible
kirk and put aff for a tyme, bot it will nevir satisfie
the pearceing eye of a living God, quho luikis the hairt
and mynd, and is not content with a schadow, bot cravis
ane unfained remors, weiping and tearis. Theirfoir
they that repent fainedlie, out of questioun they aggredge
their awin dampnatioun: ffor they cum not to glorifie God,
bot to mok him in his face, and so they repoirt a hevier
judgement. Ather theirfoir repent trewlie fra your
hairtis, or hold away your confessioun. The thing that
ye do, do in sinceritie, that as ye ar humbled outwardlie
in your bodie, so your saull may be humbled inwardlie be-
foir the living God. Ye may weill beguyll us, bot ye will
not beguyll the living God.''

1. Ibid., p. 8*f.
2. Cf. below, p. ——

3. Cited by Fleming, St, Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. lxxxi,from mss.
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Therefore, the term "satisfy the Kirk" as used in the Re¬

formed Church in Scotland may be considered to mean that offen¬

ders will meet all the demands of the church courts. This would

require, in the first place, that there was what is considered

sufficient evidence that the person is truly penitent and is,

subsequently, entitled to the comforts of the Gospel and the com¬

munion of saints. Secondly, from people guilty of particular

crimes so much penalty is declared by Act of Parliament to be

paid, the money to be converted "ad pios usus."1 Thirdly, the

church would declare that so many days compearance in a public

place of repentance was necessary for sufficiently evincing that

a man's contrition is proportionate to the gravity of his offen¬

ces. When a delinquent has fulfilled all these obligations he is

said to have satisfied the church or the law and the church; he

has done all he was asked to do. He has satisfied what in old

Presbytery Records is called "the order and discipline of the

kirk," or as Kirk Sessions sometimes expressed it, he has "con¬
formed to the order of the kirk." However, the phrase "satisfy

the kirk" should more correctly, in Protestant churches gener¬

ally, be taken to mean, "satisfy the courts of the church that

professions of penitence are real and heartfelt, and that it is

for edification to restore this individual to the full privileges

of Christian fellowship." Those responsible for ecclesiastical

1. E.g., the Act against Blasphemy, 1581, A. P. S. iii., p. 212;
against fornication, 15&7» A* S. iii., p. 25, etc.



209

discipline believed that if men realized the gravity of those

transgressions that infer suspension of church privileges they

would be willing to undergo much humiliation to prove that they

are truly penitent.

Such was the doctrine that lay behind the teaching on satis¬

factions in the Reformed Church in Scotland. However, to refer

to "making satisfaction" for sins is a dangerous way of speaking

for there is the very real possibility that people will begin to

think of this in terms of punishment which in some way atones, at

least in part, for the wrong committed. Then grace becomes con¬

ditional, and forgiveness is no longer due solely to the work of

Christ. Although the Reformed Church denounced so strongly the

Roman Church's concept of conditional grace and salvation even

partly by works and taught in its place that salvation was a fact

accomplished solely by the work of Christ, that it was not condi¬

tioned by anything in man, and that this forgiveness was sealed

by the Holy Spirit in all who sought it in penitence and faith,

yet the question we must face is whether or not in her practice

of ecclesiastical censure the Reformed Church in Scotland was

true to this doctrine of justification. No doubt the doctrine

behind her imposed satisfactions placed absolutely no confidence

in them for winning forgiveness, but was there in the minds of

the persons who were subjected to these censures, as also in

those who imposed them, the idea that somehow they were not mere¬

ly an evidence of genuine repentance and humiliation but a
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punishment that must be borne in order to atone for the wrong

done? If so, then the purpose of ecclesiastical discipline was

reversed; it was no longer something designed to save man from

the Just Judgment of God by bringing him back to repentance; in¬

stead, it was a means of atoning for what he had done. This is

not an easy question to answer; perhaps we cannot say definitely,

but we must ask it,and in the following chapter when we consider

the practical application of the exercise of the power of the

keys in the Reformed Church in Scotland we shall see what the

evidence seems to indicate.

Summary of the First Book of Discipline

We have considered the First Book of Discipline and the

closely related Order of Excommunication and of Public Repen¬

tance in detail for two reasons. First,the procedure outlined

here for the exercise of ecclesiastical discipline, which is one

aspect of the power of the keys, formed the basis for this min¬

istry during the whole of the period under study, whether the

polity was that of Presbytery or of Episcopacy. Some changes

were made in the method of administration. For instance, as we

shall presently point out, under the Second Book of Discipline

the authority of the congregation as a whole was reduced. Over

the years the opinions of Kirk Sessions regarding the satisfac¬

tion that should be demanded of an offender under particular cir¬

cumstances differed greatly. In an attempt/to) more or less^
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standardize, in so far as possible under Reformed theology, the

practice of ecclesiastical discipline, the General Assembly had

a "Form of Process" drawn up, and this was published in 1707."*"
It did not change the basic discipline, but it did enumerate cer¬

tain sins which, because of their grossness and scandal, had to
2

be referred to the Presbytery* This court either instructed the

Kirk Session how to proceed in the case or it acted directly.

The power of excommunication is delegated wholly to the Presby¬

tery,^ but though the process is shortened the sentence is not

hastily pronounced.

In the second place, we should note that the main feature

of the First Book of Discipline is its popular tendencies. The

evidence suggests that much of the ecclesiastical authority pro¬

ceeds from the people. This popular character is seen in several

places; for example, in the election of ministers it states that

1. The text is found in W. Steuart of Perdovan, Collections and
Observations Methodized. (Arbroath, 1802), pp. 20^-222; and,
in Lumisden & Robertson, op. cit., 1771 ed.

2. E.g., "incest, adultery, trilapses in fornication, murder,
atheism, idolatry, wichcraft, charming, and heresy and error,
vented and made public by any in the congregation, schism and
separation from the public ordinances, processes in order to
the highest censures of the church, and continued contumacy."
Ch. vi., Steuart, op. cit., p. 216. Clark, op. cit., p. 120,
and p. 3.1+3 points out that the gradation of censure found here
is reminiscent of the graded system of penance in the early
Church and the classification of sins into those which the
Session may deal with on Its own initiative and those which
must be referred to Presbytery remind one of the classifica¬
tion of sins into venial and mortal by the Roman Church; cf.
above, p. 90, n. 2.

3. Ch. viii., Steuart, op. cit., p. 219 ff.j cf. Clark, op.
cit., p. lb-l ff.
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although the candidate is to be publicly examined by the ministry

for approval of his qualifications, yet "It appertaineth to the

people, and to every severall congregation to elect their minis¬

ter." The elders and deacons are elected annually, "lest of long

continuance of such officers, men presume upon the liberty of the
2

Kirk." If the minister is worthy of deposition "the seniors . •

. with consent of the kirk and superintendent may depose him.

In the Order of Excommunication, after the confession of the pen¬

itent the minister asks the congregation "if they judge any far¬

ther to be requyred for their satisfaction and reconciliation of
If

that brother." It is the congregation that gives judgment for

or against the reception again and the absolution of the penitent.

On the Sunday after the third public admonition, "being before

charged by the Session or elders," the minister is to signify to

the church the purpose which excommunication serves, and he con¬

cludes thus: "But lest that we shuld seme to usurpe power ower

the church, or to doe any thing without the knowledge and consent
5

of the whole Body; for this present we delay sentence, ..."

That is, the minister, here as in several other places, receives

his instructions from the elders, but although they carry out the

actual jurisdiction both must await the pleasure of the

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 52V; Knox, ii., p. 28V.
2. Dunlop, ii., p. 577' **•> Knox, ii., p. 310.
. Dunlop, ii., p. 57$; Knox, ii., p. 310.
» Dunlop, ii., p. 72V.

5. Ibid., pp. 727, 73°»



213

congregation. Again, excommunication is pronounced in the name

of Christ "and at the commandement of this Thy present congrega¬

tion, and the absolution of the penitent is declared in

the name and authority of Christ and "with consent of this hole

ministry (Session) and church {congregation)." That is, the

First Book of Discipline gives the congregation an important, al¬

most a controlling,voice in the election of the minister, in the
3

election of the elders (and they in turn have the oversight of

1. Ibid., p. 7^0.
2. Ibid., p. 7^6.
3. It is not quite correct to say, as Clark does, op. cit., p.

82, that the elders are chosen by popular election under the
First Book of Discipline. Knox states that the method fol¬
lowed in Edinburgh was for the out-going Session to nominate
double the number of men who could make up the new Session.
These names were submitted to the congregation, and the mem¬
bers were given an opportunity to object to any whose moral
life they could show was not in keeping with that demanded in
an elder, and they were also permitted to suggest the names of
any they thought more suitable "to the end that no man, either
present or absent (being one of the kirk) should complain that
he was spoiled in his liberty of election." Then, at an ap¬
pointed time "the whole communicants" meet and choose by bal¬
lot the members of the new Session. The one election served
the whole town of Edinburgh. Cf. Knox, ii., p. 278. That is,
the procedure followed agrees with that laid down in the First
Book of Discipline, but it may be assumed that the influence
of the out-going Session in the election of successors would
be very great. In St. Andrews, on the other hand, the congre¬
gation had a smaller part in the election of elders. The or¬
der that was to be followed there was as follows: "... the
Rector of the Universite for the tym, wyth the avys of his
consayll, (sal geve) in wryt the names of sex qualefeit men of
the thre Collegis (to the) Protest, quhai, wyth the avyis of
the consayll of the town, sal (geve) ane sufficient numer of
the maist qualefiet men of the citie (also) in wryt, jonit
wyth the personnis gevyn in to hym be the Rector, q(uhilk)
salbe deliverit to the minister upone the Sundaye preceding
the (daye) of eleccion, and salbe publest in the essemble,
thar namis an(d) daye of eleccion, according to the ordor.
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both the minister and his family), and in excommunication and ab¬

solution, although these are carried out by the Session.

Changes in the Second Book of Discipline

The First Book of Discipline continued to be the subordinate

standard of the Reformed Church in Scotland until the advent of

the Second Book of Discipline, which was agreed upon in the Gen¬

eral Assembly of 1578. In it the structure of church government

was declared to be by a system of church courts, which became

known as Kirk Sessions, Presbyteries, Synods, and General Assem¬

blies. The office of superintendent was abolished, and the pop¬

ular character of the preceding order was replaced by a more con-

ciliar form. This book declares that "the haill policie of the

Kirk consisteth in three things, viz. in doctrine, discipline,

and distribution. And according to the pairtes of this division,

arisis a threfald sort of office-beiraris in the Kirk, to wit, of

ministers or preachers, eldaris or governours, and deaconis or
1

distributeris." That is, the elders are elected chiefly for the

And upone the daye of eleccion, efter the prechyng at the min¬
ister hes used al detfu(ll) circumstancis requirit of his
part, sal conveyn the Provest, ba(llles), consayll, and com-
munite of fre burgessis, togethyr wyth the Rector and (the)
membris and regentis of the Universite, in the Towbuth,
q(uhen), be thar mutuall consentis and eleccionis, the el¬
daris a(nd) diaconis salbe chosyn and elecced furth of the
numer (gevyn) in wryt befoyr rehersed." St. Andrews K. S. R.,
i., p. 1 f. This plan, decided in October, 1561, was the
course to be followed in the future. In Peebles it was "the
bailies, council, and community," that chose the first elders
in 1561. Book of the Cross Church. Peebles, p. 1*+.

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 76V f.
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exercise of discipline. "Their office is als weill severallie,

as conjunctlie, to watch diligently upon the flock committit to

thair charge, baith publickly, and privately, that na corruption

of religion, or manners enter therein."^" They have powers of pri¬

vate admonition, and if they fail in this way to convict the of¬

fender they are to bring him to the Session, to which court all
2

persons that remain within their bounds are subject, except the

minister; he comes under the supervision of the Presbytery, the \
next highest court.^

Thus, the duties of the elders in this respect remain prac-
if

tically unchanged from the First Book of Discipline, but the

method of their election and their status are modified. Whereas

in the former order it was an annual election in which the con¬

gregation had a positive voice, the rule now prescribed states

that the calling consists of two parts, namely, the calling of

God together with the inward testimony of a good conscience, and

the ordinary or outward calling. "This ordinar and outward call¬

ing, hes twa parts, election and ordination. Election is the

chusing out of a person or persons maist abile to the office that

vaikes, be the judgement of the elderschip and consent of the

1. VI., ibid., p. 775.
2. VI., 8, 9, ibid., p. 776.
3. VII., 20, ibid., p. 781.
H-. They had other duties also, e.g., assisting the pastor in

examining those who came to the Lord's Table, visiting the
sick, putting in execution the Acts of the higher courts,
etc.; VI., 6, 7, Ibid., p. 776.
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congregation, to whom the person, or persons beis appointed.

Ho person is to be intruded in any of the offices of the Kirk

contrary to the will of the congregation to which he is appointed
2

or without the voice of the eldership. It is the elders who

choose the additional members required by the Session, and the

congregation is given only a negative voice. The office is de¬

clared to be a spiritual one, and once lawfully called to it a
"3

man cannot leave it again. The congregation no longer has the

privilege of refusing to permit the continuation in office of

anyone whom the members consider has not fulfilled his duties as

he should. In addition, the power of excommunication is now

stated to belong to the minister and elders; the congregation no
If

longer has the final voice in this sentence.

1. III., k, ibid., p. 767 f.
2. III., 5, ibid., p. 768.
3. VI., 2, ibid., p. 775' Although the Second Book of Discipline

was accepted officially by the General Assembly, yet the cus¬
tom of annual election of elders continued in some places for
many years. For instance, in St. Andrews this was the case
almost without interruption down to 1600, the last Session Re¬
cord that I have been able to examine. On two years only,
1588 and 1589, were the congregation given a positive voice;
they were permitted to add names to the list nominated by the
Session, but none were submitted. This witnesses to the fact
that when the Session presented a list of nominations there
was unlikely to be any change. It was customary for the same
individuals to be elected each year over a period of years.
Cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., i., pp. Mf2 f., k-53 f.j ^87,
511, 5^2, 560, 571!-, 607, 62h f., 6*f8, 69^, 760 f., 788, 802,
822, 831, 870, 902, 9^1.
VII., 1U-, Dunlop, ii., p. 780. In the "Form of Process"
(1707) the Absolution is pronounced by the minister in the
name of Christ, "'before' this congregation" instead of "with
the consent of" as in the Order of Excommunication, 1569.
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The method of election and the nature of the court called

the Kirk Session have remained to the present the same in essence

as set down in the Second Book of Discipline. The Westminster

Confession of Faith, approved by the General Assembly of 16k? and

ratified by Parliament in I6*f9 and again in 1690, and the Form of

Church Government, approved by the General Assembly in 16^5» did

not affect materially the character of the eldership or of the

courts of the Church as the minister of the Church's discipline.

The Depository of the Keys

This changed mode of church government as outlined in the

Second Book of Discipline and the Westminster Assembly raises the

question of where the authority in church government rests, that

is, to whom were the keys given? Who is responsible for carrying

out those acts which must be performed wherever a church o>f Christ

exists? The issue at stake did not so much concern the key of

doctrine as it did the key of discipline. There seems to have

been general agreement that the preaching of the Gospel and the

celebration of the sacraments were the duty of the minister and

that these must be regulated by the Word of God, although there

was some controversy as to the correct posture in receiving the

Lord's Supper. It was in connection with the key of discipline

that discord which defied resolution appeared. The real issue

concerned the nature and power of office-bearers in the church

and the exercise of ecclesiastical discipline. This problem
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received a great deal of attention in our period, especially in

connection with the Westminster Assembly. There were three main

points of view, namely, that of Episcopacy, of Independency, and

of Presbytery.

Those who favoured the Episcopal stand were termed Erastian.

Thomas Erastus (152^-1583)1 a Heidelberg physician, put forth a

certain opinion or doctrine respecting the nature of ecclesiasti¬

cal authority, church government, and excommunication. According

to this theory the magistrate holds a very high place in the

Church as well as in the State; he stands in the same relation to

religion and the ministers of it as he does to secular affairs

and to those who manage them. As the latter are the province of

the magistrate in whose name they are carried out, so the govern¬

ment of the Church is part of the government of the State and is

conducted in the name of the magistrate; and, though God has

appointed that he may not perform the functions of the ministry

himself (except possibly in the case of absolute necessity), yet
he must see that it is done and that correctly. Whatever author¬

ity may be exercised by ministers in this way, there cannot be

two magistracies in the State at once distinct and supreme nor

two supreme legislatures. In every Christian country both the

1. "Recta hominum gubernatio omnis vel est visibilis, vel inuisib-
ilis. Hanc internam vocamus, coelestem, diuinam, & spiritu-
alem: illam eternam, humanam, & corporalem nuncupamus. Porro
sicut duplex duntaxat est rectio, sic est necesse, vt duo
tantum sint rectores supremi. Et internae gubernator est Deus:
externa moderator est magistratus vnicus. Absurdum namque est
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civil and the spiritual interests of the subject are committed to

the government, whose duty it is to watch over both and to ad¬

vance both, though not capriciously as regards means or ends; in

the one department it is bound by the rules of justice and mercy,

in the other by the dictates of God's Word; but, religious affairs

are part of the one administration of government, though differing
1

in their nature from civil affairs.

vnius rectionis duos esse sic distinctos recotres, vt alter
non sit alterius pars siue vt vnius nomine non omnia, adminis-
trentur. Quanquam vero visibilis & mundanae procurationis
multae sint partes, si res, quas dispensat, spectemus, multi¬
plex tamen ipsa non est. Etenim sicut vnica est mensura, qua
res diuersissimas, vt pannos lineos, laneos, sericeos, argen-
teos, aureos, mensuramus: & vnum est pondus, quo res omnino
discrepantes ponderamus: sic vna est dispensatio rerum omnium
visibilis, taraetsi per earn res prorsus dispensatio rerum om¬
nium visibilis, tametsi per earn res prorsus dispares, & dis-
similes curentur & temperentur. Legum vocamus alias oppidanas,
alias rusticanas, alias scholasticas: nec est tamen necessari-
um, vt tot sint legislatores: sed vnus idemque ciuibus, rustic-
is, scholarum rectoribus, leges praescribat. Eodem modo non
est alius magistratus, qui res profanas curat, ab eo qui res
scholasticas vel sacras disponit. Res quidem inter se dif-
ferunt, at non differt similiter harum dispensatio & moderatlo."
T. Erastus, Bxplicatio Grauissimae Quaestionis vtrum Excorn-
munlcatio.. . . mandate nitatur Diuino. an excogitata sit ab
hominibus, (1589). lib. III., ch.. i., p. 159 f.

1. " . . . sed vniuersam gubernationem reipublicae visibilem,
siue circa, res ciuiles & profanas, siue circa res sacras
cultumque diuinum versaretur, vni solique magistratui politico
tradidisse: constabit hoc quoque, eandem dispensationem magis¬
tratui Christiano, alijs autem nullis deberi. . • . Aliud est,
facere aliquid, & aliud regere seu facienda ordinare ac dis-
ponere. Non enira magistratus, cum viuendi rationem subditis
suis praescribit, & quid ab omnibus ordinibus fieri velit,
praecipit, per se omnia facit. Vnus nihilominus omnia agit,
ad diuersa officia & causas dissimiles, diuersos & dissimiles
adhibens administros." Ibid., III., i., p, 162 f. Erastus
never denies but rather expressly maintains the doctrine of
the Headship of Christ. He does not put the authority of the
civil magistrate in competition with that of Christ; instead
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Hence, in carrying out ecclesiastical discipline, Erastus

holds that where the magistrate is Christian he possesses not

only the authority to settle religion according to the directions

given in holy Scripture and to arrange the ministries and offices

thereof, but also, in like manner to punish crimes; therefore, it

is wrong to set up any kind of a tribunal, such as a Consistory

of elders, which would do this and bring down the magistrate him¬

self to the rank of a subject of other men, for we do not find

this anywhere appointed in holy Scripture.^
Everything, therefore, which we are accustomed to call ec¬

clesiastical censures was considered by him to be a civil punish¬

ment, although the State might employ the ministers of religion

to inflict them, not because of any difference of administration,

but only of difference in the thing administered and for the same

general reason that different departments of knowledge and of

business are to be discharged by different individuals, thus

he insists that all men, as well magistrates as ministers and
people, should be subject unto Him, and His Word should be the
rule followed implicitly in all things. ;,Veruntamen vt in
rebus profanis curandis ei non licet terminos & fines aequi-
tatis, iusticiae ac honestatis, hoc est, praescriptionem legum
& statutorum reipub. transcendere: sic in disponendis & ordin-
andis rebus sacris, vel ad cultum Diuinum pertinent!bus,
longe minus ei licet vlla in parte a praescripto verbi Dei
discedere: ..." ibid., p. 161 f.

1. "Ergo si non modo potestatem obtinuit pius magistratus relig-
ionem ex praecepto sacrarum literatum constituendi, minis-
teria officiaque disponendi ... sed & vitia eodem modo pun-
iendi, frustra de noua iudicij forma nunc aliqui apud nos
cogitant: quae magistratum ipsum quoque redigat in ordinem
aliorum subditorum. ... in sacris Uteris nullo in loco
reperitur imperatum." Ibid., Thesis LXXIV., p. 61.
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giving rise to different professions and trades."'" Yet as to the

occasion, manner, and effect of its being inflicted this disci¬

pline was completely under the direction of the civil power just

as was the civil code. That is, the power of the keys (although

Erastus does not employ that term, but he deals with what it

signifies) is given by Christ immediately to the magistrate and

to the clergy only mediately.

These views of Erastus find expression in the government of

the reformed Church in Scotland under Episcopacy, especially in

the periods 1595-1638 and 1661-1689, as well as in the writings

of its most ardent apologists. James VI. had found it neces¬

sary to accept the Presbyterian polity for Scotland in 1592, but

he was never happy with it for he feared its ultimate effect on

the royal power. He "saw in Episcopacy his only hope of royal
2

control over the Church—perhaps over the State as well."

1. "Is enira, vt ait Arist. in Polit. curare debet, vt omnes
officium faciant, vt iurisconsulti, vt medici, vt rustici, vt
pharmacopolae: inter quos etiarn possumus numerare ministros
& concionatores." Ibid., lib. III., i., p. 172. Erastus
further attempts to prove that "excommunication, by which
Christians are debarred solely on account of unholiness of
life from the sacraments, is not an ordinance of God, but an
invention and device of men; and, so far from having any
foundation in the sacred Scriptures, these can be shown rather
to prohibit it." Ibid., thesis LXVIII., p. 56. The Episcopal
party, however, did not hold this view. Their Erastianism
agrees more in the field of the powers attributed to the
Christian magistrate. Where the magistrate is not Christian
Erastus would allow for the selection of certain pious men to
administer rebukes, but never to excommunicate. Cf. ibid.,
Thesis LXXV., p. 62.

2. S, B. S. H., iii., p. 50. In his Basilion Doron (1599) James
described parity as "the mother of confusion"—ibid., p. 51—
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Therefore, he used the first opportunity to restore this form of

polity in the Church in Scotland. When in 1597 the commissioners

whom James had persuaded the General Assembly to appoint to "give

thair advyee to his Majestie in all affaires concerning the veill

of the Kirk," presented a petition that ministers should have a
2

seat and vote in Parliament, James* answer was to pass an Act

whereby the King restored the place of bishops, but these were

appointed by himself. The power of bishops was gradually re¬

stored, and at the Glasgow Assembly in 1610 it was decreed that

"no sentence of excommunicatioun, or absolutioun therfra, be pro-

nouncit against or in favours of any person, without the know¬

ledge and approbation of the Bischop of the Dyocie, quho must be

ansuerable to his Majestie for all formall and vnpartial pro-

celdings therin ..." The control which James obtained over

the Church was increased by Charles, but finally he was forced to

restore Presbyterian polity in 1638.
At the Restoration, when Episcopacy again became the polity

of the Church in Scotland, an Act was passed in 1661 which stated

that "as to the government of the Church, his majestie will make

and condemned the Presbyterians as democrats; and, at the
Hampton Court Conference of 1601* he declared "No bishop, no
King," and stated that Scottish Presbytery agreed with mon¬
archy "as well as God and the Devil." Cf. G. D. Henderson,
The Claims of the Church of Scotland. (Aberdeen, 1951), P. 85.

1. B. U. K., iii., p. 928.
2. Ibid., p. 930 ff.
3. A. P. S. iv., p. I3O, ch. 2.
k. B. U. K. iii., p. 1096.
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it his care to satle and secure the same in such a frame as shall

be most agreeable to the Word of God, most suteable to monarchic-

all government and most complying with the publict peace and

quyet of the kingdoms." In 1662 an Act was passed for the "Res¬

titution and re-establishment of the ancient government of the
I

Church by archbishops and bishops" as "the church government most

agreeable to the Word of God, most convenient and effectuall

for the preservation of treuth, order and unitie and most sute-
2

able to monarchic and the peace and quyet of the State:" In

1669 Parliament further enacted that "... Mis Majesty hath

the supream authority and supremacie over all persons and in all

causes ecclesiasticall within this his Kingdom; and that by vertew

thereof, the ordering and disposall of the externall government

and policie of the Church doth propperlie belong to his Majestie

and his successours, as ane inherent right to the Crown: and that

his Majesty and his successours may setle, enact and emit such

constitutions, acts and orders, concerning the administration of

the externall government of the Church, and persons imployed in

the same, and concerning all ecclesiasticall meltings and maters

to be proposed and determined therin, as they in their royall

wisdome shall think fit. ...

Thus, under Episcopacy, the Erastian view of the Crown's

1. A. P. S. vii., pp. 87-88.
2. Ibid., pp. 372-37*+.
3. Ibid., p. tfb.
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supremacy over the Church was enforced by Act of Parliament. The

King controlled the government of the Church through his appoint¬

ees, the bishops, and they in turn supervised the lower clergy.

Under this system, ecclesiastical power came through the chief

magistrate down through a hierarchy of church officials.

The Erastian nature of Episcopacy is seen even more unques¬

tionably in the declarations of the Church of England upon the

subject, in its Thirty-nine Articles and in the Canons of I6O3.

The thirty-seventh Article, as revised in 1562, declares that the

Crown has the chief power in all estates of the realm, ecclesias¬

tical as x«rell as civil, and although the Church does not give to

the Prince the ministering either of God's Word or of the Sacra¬

ments, yet apart from this the Sovereign has full authority in

"all estates and degrees committed to their charge by God, wheth¬

er they be ecclesiastical or temporal." The second of the Canons

of I6O3 excommunicates "ipso facto" any person who denies to the

Crown the same authority in ecclesiastical matters as had the

godly kings among the Jews and the Christian Emperors in the

primitive Church or any who impeach any part of the regal suprem¬

acy that has been restored to the Crown in ecclesiastical causes}

and, the thirty-sixth canon provides, that no person shall be ad¬

mitted into any ecclesiastical function unless he shall subscribe

the following article: "That the Kings majestie under God, is

the only supreme Governour of this realme, and of all other his

Highnes Dominions and countryes, aswel in all spirituall or
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ecclesiasticall thinges or causes, as temporall • • • " The same

doctrine is laid down in the Book of Canons which was drawn up for
2

use in the Church of Scotland and published in 1636.

Regardless of any vagueness of interpretation that these

declarations permit they do undoubtedly recognize that it is in

the Crown or the civil magistrate that the highest or ultimate

right of authoritative control in all ecclesiastical causes is

vested and this to the same extent or effect which he may decide

in regard to them as in civil cases. The only limitation placed

upon the ecclesiastical supremacy of the Crown is that the sov¬

ereign is excluded from the administration of God's Word and the

sacraments. Yet, there is no distinction of governments or

jurisdictions between civil and ecclesiastical, although there

is a distinction of functions.

1. Constitutions and Canons Ecclesiasticall . . . agreed upon . .
. in their Synod begun at London. Anno Pom. 1603 . . . (1628).

2. In the King's Letters Fatent for authorizing the canons Char-
les asserts his "prerogative royall, and supreme authoritie"
in causes ecclesiastical. I., 1, declares that the King's pow¬
er is the highest power under God, to whom all persons owe obe¬
dience. I., 2, declares that any who do not ascribe to the
King the same authority in ecclesiastical matters as had the
kings of the Old Testament and Christian emperors of the prim¬
itive Church are to be excommunicated. I., 3, declares that
whoever denies that Episcopacy as then established under his
Majesty's authority contains anything repugnant to Scripture
is to be excommunicated. II., 9, declares that all holders of
ecclesiastical offices must first subscribe to be obedient to
the canons of the Church. Canons and Constitutions Ecclesias¬
tical! . gathered and put in forme for the Government of the
Church of Scotland, ratified and approved by his Majesties
royall warrand and ordained to be observed by the clergie and
all others whom they concern. (Aberdeen, 1636).
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The writings of the supporters of Episcopacy display agree¬

ment with the above theories. Thomas Coleman, the Westminster

Assembly Divine, preached a sermon before the House of Commons on

July 30, 16^5, in which he dealt with the question and concluded

that "A Christian magistrate, as a Christian magistrate, is a

governor in the Church. All magistrates, it is true, are not

Christians; but that is their fault: all should be; and when they

are, they are to manage their office under and for Christ.

Christ hath placed governments in His Church. Of other govern¬

ments besides magistracy I find no institution; of them I do. I

find all government given to Christ, and to Christ as Mediator;

and Christ, as head of these, given to the Church. To rob the

kingdom of Christ of the magistrate and his governing power, I

cannot excuse, no, not from a kind of sacrilege, if the magis¬

trate be His."^*
Bishop J. Maxwell also defends the principle of Erastus that

the civil magistrate is head of the Church, In his work, The

Burden of Issachar, Maxwell argues that kings are deputies and

vice-regents of God and derive their royal power and sovereignty

1. T. Coleman, "Hopes Deferred and Dashed," (16^5), P« 27 f. G.
Gillespie undertook to refute this in a pamphlet entitled "A
Brotherly Examination of Some Passages of Mr. Coleman's Late
Printed Sermon." This was answered by Coleman in "A Brotherly
Examination Re-examined," and the controversy was continued in
other pamphlets. In 164-6 Gillespie published his Aaron's Rod
Blossoming or the Divine Ordinance of Church Government Vin¬
dicated, in which he endeavours to refute from Old Testament
practices as well as from New Testament teaching the Erastian
theory.
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immediately from Him, and this includes sovereignty over at least

the external affairs of the Church. He cites Constantine's claim

that he had a God-given power "to call synods, assemble the di¬

vines for ordering of church-affairs, by canons and edicts tend¬

ing to that purpose ... to punish the ministers, and to cause

them to be degraded, silenced, or imprisoned, in case they

broached heresies or by schismaticall tenets disturbed the quiet

of the Church." Maxwell concludes, "Thus Constantine was, and

thus every King is Episcopus. This is one part of the Royall

Prerogative." In this sense the king is head of the Church, and

any who deny this are enemies to our peace and liberties."'" Other

exponents of Episcopacy could be cited—e.g., Bishop Bramhall,

John Lightfoot, John Seldon, etc.—all of whom wrote or spoke in

defence of an Erastian polity for the Church and held that the

immediate depository of the power of the keys as this affects

ecclesiastical government and church administration was the mag¬

istrate. These men were firmly against the Presbyterian teaching

on this subject.

The Independents, on the other hand, had a very different
2

doctrine of the way in which ecclesiastical power was derived.

1. Preface, p. 2. He then sets out to prove that the Presbyterian
polity is, on the above basis, detrimental to the State.

2. This controversy involved Church of Scotland clergy, especi¬
ally during the Westminster Assembly sessions, but it was con¬
cerned mainly with Independency as found in England and in New
England. Yet the Independents had a distinct doctrine of the
power of the keys, and since it exerted a great influence in
shaping the doctrine of Church Government outlined in the
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They maintained that the power of the keys was given by Christ to

the whole Church, the members of which could designate some from

their number to administer this power on their behalf. Thomas

Goodwin states that "The grand charter of church government, or

the power of the keys, is granted not to ministers in particular

only, excluding the people, but to the whole body of believers.""''
Yet Goodwin would delegate the administration of this power to

certain individuals: "All the members of the Church have some

interest in the power of the keys, but it is specially delegated

to them that are stewards by office, for admission of members
2

into the Church, that is, to open the doors of God's house."

John Owen holds views similar to Goodwin's. He states that "The

calling of bishops, pastors, or elders, is an act of the power of

the keys of the kingdom of heaven. But these keys are originally

and properly given to the whole Church, unto the elders of it

only ministerially, and as unto exercise."-^ John Cotton teaches

a similar doctrine, namely, that the keys are given to the whole

Church but administered by elders. The consent and concurrance

of the members of the congregation with the censures imposed by

Westminster Confession we must note its main characteristics.
1. Works, ed. T. Smith, (Edinburgh, 18^5), xi., "The Government

of the Churches of Christ," p. !?3*
2. Ibid., xi., "The Government and Discipline of the Churches of

Christ by way of Questions and Answers," p. 506.
3. Works, ed. W. H. Goold, (Edinburgh, 1853)? xvi., "The True

Nature of a Gospel Church and Its Government," p. 63; cf.
"A Brief Instruction in the Worship of God and Discipline of
the Churches of the New Testament, by way of Question and
Answer," Q. *+2, ibid., xv., p.
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the elders means that the whole church may be said to bind and
1

loose.

Thus, in Independency, ecclesiastical authority is conceived

of as being given by Christ immediately to the whole congregation

and exercised by them through their chosen representatives who
2

receive their authority only mediately from Christ. This means

that the whole church, the congregation, remains the prime sub¬

ject under Christ to whom the keys are given, the immediate de¬

pository of the keys. She, in turn, as the Body of Christ, com¬

municates the lawful exercise of some acts of the keys, such as

preaching the Gospel, administering the sacraments, oversight of

the flock and care of the poor, to some certain men as her depu¬

ties and servants with a borrowed authority from herself, yet she

keeps in her own hands the ministerial acts of ordaining and

electing all the officers, the censure, deposition and excommuni¬

cation, independently of any Presbytery or Synod. That is, the

church of believers, the individual congregation, sends out min¬

isters and elders to act in her name yet so that in all the acts

performed by the officers the church of believers remains the

principal and prime agent, cause, and actor under Christ, the of¬

ficers being instruments, performing all by authority borrowed

1. J. Cotton, The Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven and the Power
Thereof, ed. F. Goodwin & P. Nye, (Originally published in
16¥f, reprinted, Boston, 18^3), pp. 2k f., 35, 36 ff.,^9 ff.

2. This subject is treated by Robert Carter in his Ph. D. thesis
entitled The Presbyterian-Independent Controversy with Special
Reference to Dr. Thomas Goodwin. (New College, 1961).
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from her, the Body of Christ.^
The Presbyterian position adheres to neither that of Epis¬

copacy nor of Independency. The Second Book of Discipline af¬

firms that the Kirk has an ecclesiastical power or authority

granted to her by God, having the ground in the Word, and to be

put in execution by those "unto quhom the spirituall government

of the Kirk be lawfull calling is committit," and it goes on to

explain that this means such office-bearers as He has authorized
2

and not by civil magistrates nor under their direction. The

power is divided into "potestas ordinis," which consists mainly

in teaching, and "potestas jurisdictionis" which is the exercise

of judgment by the office-bearers.J These two kinds of power

have both one Authority, one Ground, one final Cause, but they

are different in the manner and form of execution, as Matthew 16
and 18 indicate. This ecclesiastical power is spiritual and has

If
no temporal head on earth; for any human to claim such a title

1. Cf. R. ¥. Dale, Manual of Congregational Principles. (London,
l88*f), especially ch. v., p. 69 ff.

2. The Second Book of Discipline identifies pastors, ministers,
and bishops as one and the same and expounds the system of
church government by a series of graded courts, that is, a
hierarchy of courts rather than a hierarchy of clergy—cf.
above, p. 21^. It states that the office of bishop as then
understood was destitute of warrant from Scripture and a human
invention tending to the great injury of the Church.. In other
words, Episcopacy is unscriptural; the book then endeavours to
substantiate its claim that Presbytery is expressly authorized
and enjoined by Divine authority. Cf. Dunlop, ii., p. 792 f.
(ch. xi.) and p. 776 ff. (ch. vii.).

3. Ibid., p. 760.
4-. Cf. Calvin, Institutes IV., vi., 9; also, M. E. Chenevi^re,

La. I ens^e Politique de Calvin. (Geneva, 1937), P. "Ce
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as head of the Church is to prove himself Antichrist. It is pro¬

per to Christ only to be called Lord and Master in the spiritual

government of the Kirk; all others that bear office in it are

only ministers, disciples, and servants. Even so, they are sub¬

ject to the magistrate in civil affairs, and the magistrate is

subject to the Kirk spiritually and in ecclesiastical government.

The former is called the power of the sword and the latter the

power of the keys.

Yet, while the supremacy of any civil governor over the

Church is renounced as an antichristian usurpation, the magis¬

trate is admitted to have a real power in matters of religion.

It Is said that the magistrate ought neither to preach, minister

the sacraments, nor execute the censures of the Kirk, "nor yet

prescribe any rewll how it sould be done; hot command the minis¬

ter is to observe the rewll commandit in the Word, and punish the

transgressouris be civill means: the ministeris exerce not the

civill jurisdictioun, bot teich the magistrat how it sould be

exercit according to the Word."^" Magistrate and minister are to

work in close co-operation. The former is to assist, maintain,

and fortify the jurisdiction of the church; his duty is to pro¬

mote peaceful conditions in which she can do her appointed work

and to enforce obedience to the Kirk by external means. It is

sont des 'blasphemations' qui ont nomme Henri VIII 'souverain
chef de I'Eglise'."

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 763.
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the duty of the latter to direct men in matters of religion which

pertain to conscience, and to enforce obedience by spiritual

means. The minister is also to assist the magistrate in all

things agreeable to the Word, providing he does not neglect his

own charge by becoming involved in civil affairs.

Since both civil and ecclesiastical power are of God they

have one aim, namely, to advance the glory of God and to have

good and godly subjects. This means that they must work together

within their respective spheres and each fortify the other; and,

"as ministeris are subject to the judgment and punishment of the

magistratis in externall things, if they offends so aucht the

magistratis to submit themselfis to the discipline of the kirk,

gif they transgresse in matteris of conscience and religioun."

This concept of the power of the keys, which gave a church court

disciplinary jurisdiction over the magistrate, was repugnant to
2

many supporters of Episcopacy.

The Presbyterian doctrine was stated by Samuel Rutherford as

follows: "The office-bearers of the Church have the power of the

1. I., 15, ibid., p. 76*+.
2. That the Church had such authority given her was denied by

Erastus—cf. above, p. 220—and one of the chief complaints
made against Presbyterian discipline by the writers in sup¬
port of Episcopacy was that according to its teaching even
the magistrate was subject to it. Cf. J. Maxwell, The Burden
of Issachar. p. 3 f.; J. Bramhall, Works, (Oxford, I8¥f), iii.,
"A Faire Warning to take heed of the Scottish Discipline, as
being of all others most Injurious to the Civil Magistrate,
most oppressive to the subject, most pernicious to both."
(16*+9), ch. v.
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keyes and their office immediately from Christ, by the immedia-

tion of free gift: they have their offices from the Church, by t

the mediation of orderly designation.1,1 Neither the office nor

the authority that goes with it comes directly from either the

magistrate or the people but from Christ. The affirmation al¬

ready noted of a God-given independent ecclesiastical government

in the Church rules out the former. The latter is rejected on

the grounds of the close connection between the power of the

keys, preaching, and the celebration of the sacraments, which

commission Christ gave to the Apostles (Matt. 28:19, 20) and

which remains with their successors in the office of the ministry.

Rutherford contends that the power of the keys comes INDIRECTLY

from the church of believers to some select officers, but only

indirectly because believers do not ordain officers by any innate

and intrinsical power of jurisdiction in them; yet, they are to

give a popular consent to the election of their officers as the

Word of God teaches 'Acts 1:15 ff.; 6:1 ff.). By this popular

election men are put in the position where they may be and are

ordained office-bearers by the laying on of the hands of the

elders (Acts 6:6). To sum up Rutherford's argument, he states

as follows: the power of the keys comes to the officers of the

church in two ways: (1) The power of the keys and all jurisdic¬

tion and order are first in Christ and are then immediately

1. A Peaceable and Temperate Plea for Paul's Presbytery in
Scotland^ (16lt-), p. 7.
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communicated to the Apostles and their successors in them, and

here the offices and power are of Christ only. (2) The applica¬

tion of the man to the office and the office to the man is

two-fold: (a) by popular election such a man pleased the multi¬

tude; the example of this is those cited above from the book of

Acts; (b) by authoritative ordination or imposition of hands to

an office in the house of God; but, this is by the Presbytery (I.
Tim. k:!1*-), never by "a multitude of believers, having no minis¬

terial function.""*"
Carter states that while the Independents sought to protect

the prerogative of the multitude,the Presbyterians sought to in¬

sure that the leadership of the Church would be given to the most
2

spiritual. This is probably so, but I believe it is only part

of the reason. The advocates of the Presbyterian polity were

even more concerned to maintain! the true relation between Christ,

the ministry, and the people. The minister is not the mouth of

the Church but the mouth of Christ; the motion is here from

Christ principally, from the minister as the mouth instrumentally.

Rutherford answers the objection that II. Corinthians h-:5, "We

preach not ourselves but Christ Jesus, and ourselves your ser¬

vants for Christ's sake," teaches that ministers are the servants

1. Peaceable Plea, p. 56 f.; these views are supported by Gilles-
pie, Assertion of the Government of the Church of Scotland,
cf. esp. ii., 1, 2. 11; Baillie, Dissuasive from the Errors of
the Times, (Ifi+o), ix.; T. Ayton, The Original Constitution of
the Christian Church. (1?30), v.

2. Thesis, op. cit., p. 187.



235

of the Church by pointing out that they are not subjectively the

servants of the Church as though they had their authority from

the Church and were pastors of men or from men; instead, they are

servants, not of the Church, but for the Church, just as Christ

is called our servant (Matt. 20:28) and the angels our minister¬

ing spirits (Heb. 1:1*0 yet neither Christ nor the angels have

authority and a calling from us to their service."'"
If the clergy are representatives of the Church then they

are answerable to the Church; but, it is Christ to whom they are

answerable for their commission is from Him for the Church. They

are not under the jurisdiction of either the congregation or the
2

magistrate in the administration of ecclesiastical affairs. In

a statement designed to dispel all thought, not only of Erastian-

ism, but also of Independency, the Westminster Confession of

Faith declares that "The Lord Jesus as King and Head of His

Church, hath therein appointed a government in the hand of Church

officers, distinct from the civil magistrate. To these officers

the keys of the kingdom of heaven are committed, by virtue where¬

of they have power respectively to retain and remit sins; to shut

that kingdom against the impenitent, both by the Word and cen¬

sures; and to open it unto penitent sinners by the ministry of

the Gospel, and by absolution from censures, as occasion shall

1. Peaceable Plea, p. 58 f.
2. Cf. T. F. Torrance, Royal Priesthood. Scottish Journal of

Theology Occasional Papers, # 3, (Edinburgh, 1955)» ch. ii.
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require#"

It may be argued that the theologians who defended the

Presbyterian doctrine regarding the depository of the keys reach¬

ed their conclusions solely from the study of Scripture. How¬

ever, there is reason to believe that they were influenced by

practical considerations, and Scripture proofs to support their

position were not difficult to find. For instance, they feared

Episcopacy because history showed that it resulted in a certain

subjection of the Church to the State. This had happened in

Scotland where, as already noted, Acts of Parliament were passed
2

which gave the king sweeping powers over the Church. The

1. XXX., 1, 2, Dunlop, i., p. 151 f* Although this statement was
designed to refute Erastianism, the Scottish Commissioners re¬
alized too late that they had allowed it in Chapter XXIII.,
which concerns the civil magistrate. Section iii. states that
"The civil magistrate may not assume to himself the adminis¬
tration of the Word and Sacraments, or the power of the keys
of the kingdom of heaven, yet he hath authority, and it is his
duty to take order, that unity and peace be preserved in the
Church, that the truth of God be kept pure and entire, that
all blasphemies and heresies be suppressed, all corruptions
and abuses in worship and discipline prevented or reformed;
and all the ordinances of God duly settled, administered, and
observed. For the better effecting whereof he hath power to
call synods, to be present at them, and to provide that what¬
soever is transacted in them be according to the mind of God."
Dunlop, i., pp. 12J+-126. At the Restoration the King declared
that he would be careful to promote the power of godliness, to
encourage the exercise of religion, etc., but the method he
used was by the restoration of Episcopacy. Cf. A. P. S., vii.,
pp. 87-88, 372-371+,

2. Cf. above, p. 222 f. In addition, the Act of 156k made the'l ' King and his successors "juges competent to all personis his
hienes subjectis of quhatsumevir estate degrie functioun or
conditioun that ever they be of, spirituall or temporall . .

."and forbade the "halding of counsellis conventionis or as-
sembleis to creat consult and determinat in ony mater of
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Reformed position, as we saw in the teaching of Calvin, was that

God had given an independent ecclesiastical government in the

Church, and so far from being subjected in any way to State con¬

trol, the Church must be assisted by the State in every way pos¬

sible.

A second objection to Episcopacy resulted from the problem

presented by bishops. As G. D. Henderson points out, it was the

bishops who constituted the real problem of Episcopacy. In many

quarters—Geneva, France, the Netherlands, Germany—the actual

bishops at the time of the Reformation were among the main hin¬

drances to the new movement. Their personal interests were at

stake. Their characters or their prelatical pride or their

worldly possessions contrasted strangely with those of the early

Church. At any rate they amounted to an abuse and an obstacle.

When, as in Geneva, the bishop and clergy "being (as it is said)

departed from them by moonlight, or howsoever, being departed,"

it was altogether impossible to choose any other in his place.

Therefore, they had to organize without bishops. This later de¬

veloped into a hatred of Episcopacy. When the Reformers found

themselves without bishops it did not bother them at all; in such

a situation they discovered they could perfectly well do without

these offices, and they came to regard bishops as unnecessary and

estate, civill or eeclesiasticall (except in the ordinare
jugementis), without his majesties speciall commandement." A.
P. S. iii., pp. 292—293* Other Acts passed later were in a.
similar tenor.
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eventually as unlawful; warrant for this opinion was found in

Scripture."'' It was concluded under the pressure of historical

events that there could be no office in the Church superior to

that of pastor or minister, and the Presbyterian scheme of church

courts was a practical counterpart of this theory, providing a

substitute for the bishop in certain connections. Conditions in

Scotland in 1560 were revolutionary and the existing bishops hos¬
tile or unsuitable. Also, by that date the Reformation was a

well-established fact in Europe, and over considerable areas

1. The unanimous finding of the General Assembly of July, 1580,
was that the "office of a Bischop, as it is now vsit, and com-
mounly takin within this realme, hes no sure warrand, auctori-
tie, nor good ground out of the (Book and) Scriptures of God;
but is brocht in by the folie and corruptions of (mens) in¬
vention, . . . "—B. U. K., ii., p. ^53—therefore, since only
what Scripture declared to be lawful was considered permis¬
sible, diocesan Episcopacy was discarded, and Presbyterian
parity was declared of Divine right. Hitherto the Church,
though preferring Presbytery, had not taken Episcopacy to be
unscriptural. That step was now taken under Andrew Melville.
He argued that in the New Testament the terms bishop and pres¬
byter denoted the same individual, that the presbyter was
there a bishop and the bishop was a presbyter. He adduced the
authority of the early fathers to show that the superiority of
bishops over presbyters originated, not by Divine right, but
by human appointment, and maintained that, in practice, Pres¬
byterian parity, which had been instituted by God, produced
far more beneficial results than Episcopal supremacy, which
had been instituted by man. The arguments prevailed, and
Episcopacy was condemned as "vnlaufull in the selfe, as have-
and neither fundament, ground nor warrant within the x-rord of
God: "-ibid.- No one was to be a bishop of bishops, but every
bishop was to be pastor of his own flock. In addition to
this, in Scotland the method of introduction of Episcopacy had
been a hindrance to it. Its political affiliations and its
exploitation by certain nobles for their own aggrandizement
stifled much of the enthusiasm for the system that it might
have otherwise enjoyed.
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Protestantism had settled down to be content with superintendents.

Knox was acquainted with such systems, and it was natural for him

to fall in line. It was only when future developments, which led

to the appointment of the "tulchan bishops", proved so very un¬

satisfactory that some change had to be made that the committee

was appointed which drew up the Second Book of Discipline, and in

it the office of bishop was denounced as not founded on the Word

of God.x

On the other hand, one practical objection to the doctrine

of the Independents, that the keys were given to the whole church,

arose from the Reformers' estimate of the capability of the con¬

gregation acting as a whole. It is evident that whatever the

opinion of Knox, many of the leaders of the Reformed Church in

our period did not have very great confidence in the judgment of

the common people in church administration. Their writings speak
2

disparagingly of them, and it is not surprising that they would

be hesitant in giving them any great share in church government.

The wonder is, in view of what happened later, that Knox was

1. Cf. ^Henderson, op. cit., pp. 8G-8*f.
2. E.g., Baillie, Dissuasive, p. 18*+? "the people • . * are not

the principall members of the Body of Christ?" Gillespie,
Assertion of the Government of the Church of Scotland, p. 11**,
refers to them as the "rude multitude"; cf. pp. 29, 112; cf.
Rutherford, Due Right of Presbyteries, p. 180.

3. The following quote is taken from the Church of Scotland Mag¬
azine , August, 183^, p. 21 "We anticipate a time when,
through the blessings of an education as superior to that
which now obtains in the land, as the learning of an academy
is to that of a country school, they will be as well quali¬
fied as any patron in the highest rank of society, to judge
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apparently willing to entrust so much to the laity. Three-quar¬

ters of a century after Knox the leaders of the Reformed Church

in Scotland were careful to try and secure the government of the

congregation, including the power of censure, in those persons

considered most capable of spiritual leadership.^"
A second objection to the doctrine of the Independents was

the status this would give to women in church matters. Because

of what was involved in the reception of the keys it would mean

that they would be permitted to preach, to administer the sacra¬

ments, and to excommunicate, in fact, to carry out any of the

offices of the Church. The Reformed theologians of the seven-

2
teenth century were convinced that Scripture forbade this.

Hence, they did not believe that it was ever intended that the

keys should be given to the whole church.

From the main keys passages in the New Testament it is not

easy to determine without question to whom the keys are given.

In Matthew 16 the power appears to be invested in the disciples

as to the qualifications of candidates for the sacred office
(i.e., that of minister of a congregation). BUT THAT TIME HAS
NOT YET COME." (Italics mine).

1. Cf. Rutherford, Due Right of Presbyteries, p. 22 f.; Peace¬
able Flea, p. 63 f.

2, Cf. Gillespie, Assertion of the Government of the Church of
Scotland, (Works, ed. lbh-6), "Postscript," p. 71" (second head
answered); p. 72 (third head answered); Rutherford, Due Right
of Presbyteries, pp. l^f, 30, 32; Peaceable Plea, pp. 23, 2«+;
Baillie, Dissuasive from the Errors of the Time, p. 192. Cf.
D. Cawdry, Church Reformation Promoted, (1^7). a sermon on

Matthew 18:15-17, P» 32 where he states that it is unreason¬
able that women should have a vote in the censure of excommuni¬
cation, hence the keys are not given to the whole congregation.
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as such and exclusively, but Matthew 18 could be interpreted to

mean the whole church; furthermore, in the passage in John (20:

23) all the disciples were not present. Thus we find New Testa¬
ment commentators have differed in their opinions as to whom, ac-

•i

cording to the texts, the keys were given. However, the theolo¬

gians of the Reformed Church in Scotland did not rely simply on

these passages but drew from the whole canon of Scripture, espe¬

cially from the Old Testament and the practice of the Jev/ish Syn¬

agogue, in supporting their claims against both Episcopalians and

Independents that the ministry is the depository of the keys;

andy they would not entertain any suggestion that there might pos
sibly be a case for the claims advanced by their opponents.

The Relation of the Exercise of the Key of Doctrine and the Key of

Discipline.

There remains to consider a subject which received special

emphasis in the period we have just been discussing. In the long

controversy between the Presbyterians and the Prelatical parties

1. Among the commentaries which hold that the keys were given to
> the whole church are Ellicott's and Cambridge Bible; to the

disciples only, Matthew Henry and Expositors Greek Testament.
Augustine says that they reside in the ministry—Sermon on
John 20:23, # 71 Benedictine Order; Bultmann says that "Mt.
16:19 and l8:lo testify that the authority 'to bind and to
loose,' i.e., a disciplinary power, lay first in the hands
of Peter, then in those of the congregation—and that prob¬
ably means, in the hands of the elders;" Theology of the
New Testament, i., p. 61. Barth, Dogmatics, I., 2, p. *+87,
gives them to the whole Apostolic band as the primary wit¬
nesses of the Church.
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it became necessary to define more fully than had been done the

relationship between the key of doctrine and the key of disci- >

pline or what is sometimes referred to as the educative and the

corrective powers of the keys. These two are closely related.

The key of doctrine is simply declaratory; it consists in the au¬

thority to announce what, according to the Church's understanding
V,

of them, are the decisions of the Word of God regarding sin,to
the case of the individual sinner, to announce the mercy which

the grace of God offers freely to all, to bring to bear its prom¬

ises and encouragements for the restoration of the penitent, ad¬

dressing and accommodating Scripture both generally and particu¬

larly to the nature of the offence and the demerits of the of¬

fender. This is exercised through both public preaching and pri¬

vate counselling. For example, in public preaching the teachings

of Scripture are applied in a general way to all, but it remains

to the individual hearer to determine how they refer to him. On

the other hand, in private counselling these same promises and

threatenings, as well as the assurance of the mercy of Christ to

all who sincerely turn to Him for forgiveness, are applied to the

particular case. Thus the key of doctrine is exercised when

Christian doctrine is declared both in public preaching and in

private counselling.

With regard to the exercise of the key of discipline in the

narrower sense, the imposition or the removal of ecclesiastical

censures, the Reformed Church holds that this belongs to the



2»+3
Church alone and is not in the first instance any part of the

civil authority. Yet, even here the Church acts only minister¬

ially; she has the power to admit to or exclude from the outward

privileges of the Christian society, according as she believes

that Christ in His Word has instructed should be done."*" In this

she is not infallible; she may misapply or misinterpret the mind

of Christ in the particular instance, and then the sentence is

wrong or unwarrantable. In so doing the act thus executed, al¬

though it may give or withhold outward privileges, has no spirit¬

ual efficacy or virtue to throw open or to close the door of sav-

2
ing privilege because she has acted wrongfully. The key of dis¬

cipline does not shut from any spiritual interest in Christ ex¬

cept as it concurs to confirm some threatening in the Word which

debars from saving promises. The authority of Christ in heaven

and His power to give or withhold Himself with all his benefits

from man are not to be set aside by the erroneous act of His

Church on earth. The Reformed Church does not make any claim to

absolve or condemn, to admit to or to exclude from grace

1. Theologians of the Reformed Church in Scotland never claimed,
but rather denied, that excommunication was ever a real sep¬
arating of a member from Christ's Body—"only unbelief does
that "—rather, excommunication is a cutting off from the so¬
ciety of Christians on earth, but its effect reaches unto
heaven when it is rightly administered for there Christ rati¬
fies it by "a real internal suspension of the influence of His
Spirit in heaven." Baillie, Divine Right of Church Government
and Excommunication, p. 262.

2. Cf. Gillespie's 111 Propositions, # 7*+* "... unjust excom¬
munication is void."
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independently of Christ. Its right to exercise any discipline is

limited by the authority of Christ as its source.

For instance, part of the authority of office-bearers is, as
2

Scripture teaches, to admit to and to exclude from the outward

ordinances of the Church; but, admission to or exclusion from the

visible church does not necessarily affect man's relation to God

and the kingdom of heaven. If God had promised to the office¬

bearers of His Church infallible guidance in the execution of

their functions, so that they should always decide according to

His Word, the case would have been different; but, since He has

not given to them the power of directly and -^ipso facto^ affect¬

ing the eternal destiny of men by anything they can say or do, or

of unerringly interpreting His mind and will regarding them, ev-

ery decision of a fallible judicatory may be appealed to the One

who alone knows all the secrets and intents of the heart and who

alone determines the everlasting destiny of every creature.

1. Cf. Durham, op. cit.,II., iii., p. 6*f ff., unless Christ's
rule as laid down in Matt. 18 is followed there is no ground
for public process, II., iv., p. 69 f., "Ministers and el¬
ders, in the prosecuting of this (i.e., censures), would lay
the weight here, that it is Christ's ordinance, and that they
act in His name. ... The Master's honour would ever be re¬

spected, yea, reverently and frequently mentioned, that all of
them may be put and kept in mind that it is His ordinance, and
appointed for such an end; and the more room He get in the
meeting, the more weight will the procedure have." Cf. Ruth¬
erford, Divine Right, p. 17: "The will of Christ as King is
the rule of government of His house."

2. Cf. above, p. 195? n. 1.
3. Cf. above, p. 2^3, n. 1.
*f. It has already been pointed out that before the power of the

keys was given Christ said, "receive the Holy Ghost," (John
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A further distinction between the key of doctrine and that

of discipline is seen in the absolution which each carries. The

former absolves from the curse of God and gives access to the

promises and a title to the things promised only in the context

of faith and repentance. It cannot absolve any particular pro¬

fessor absolutely but only provisionally, since it cannot ascer¬

tain the state of the person's sincerity of belief. Its absolu¬

tion must follow these lines, namely, "if you believe, you shall

be saved." In the case of discipline, on the other hand, absolu¬

tion must be absolute. No church judicatory debars a man from

Church privileges conditionally if he does not believe, but he is

debarred absolutely because of some present scandal, and even

though the person were or should become a real believer, yet he

continues bound from outward privileges by the key of discipline

until the scandal is removed."*"
The same applies to the reception once more of persons into

20:22)5 that is, the power of the keys depends on the recep¬
tion of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, the correct use of this
power is contingent on the freedom given the Holy Spirit in
His operation in those who wield this power. Only insofar as
He is given freedom to operate in and through them and their
own desires and actions are submitted to His will can the re¬
sults be said to be in accordance with the will of God and
thus correct, and, therefore, binding.

1. E.g., a Kirk Session receives a confession from an individual
charged with some scandal. This does not mean that he is im¬
mediately admitted to full church privileges. As we shall
show in the following chapter by illustrations from Kirk Ses¬
sion Records, a penitent might have to wait for several weeks
or even months after confessing to some guilt before he or
she was restored to full communion.
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the fellowship of the Church; they are not received upon the pro¬

viso that they believe, but the censure is removed, and they are
1

admitted absolutely. The reason for this is that the key of doc¬

trine opens or shuts to the invisible Church, whose members are

known only to God, and He alone can judge the state of a person's

faith; hence, as far as men are concerned its pronouncements must

remain provisional. However, the key of discipline shuts from or

opens to the visible church, which is something seen of men, a

visible society. It falls within the power of the keys to lay

down the conditions of membership in this society which it deems

are in accordance with the Word of God, and he who meets these or

fails to meet them must be dealt with accordingly, to the best
2

knowledge and ability of those responsible.

In summing up the distinction between the key of doctrine

and the key of discipline we may say that the key of doctrine or

the Word reaches to and judges the thoughts and intents of the

heart, and the key of discipline serves only to restrain, regu¬

late, and judge the outward man. What the key of doctrine does

immediately, the key of discipline does at best by mediation, by

1. There is evidence to suggest that church officials had reason
to question the sincerity of the profession of some of those
who submitted to ecclesiastical discipline, yet they could not
debar them any longer from church privileges. Cf. above, p.
207, quote.

2. This is in keeping with the purposes of discipline which we
noted earlier. Illustrations of the way in which the Reformed
Church in Scotland exercised this will be cited in the fol¬
lowing chapter.



2k7

condemning a man's outward practice. The key of the Word debars

from saving promises and the things contained in them; the key of

discipline only shuts from outward privileges and does not shut

from any spiritual interest in Christ. The key of doctrine opens

to none but on the grounds of sincere faith and repentance; dis¬

cipline absolves only from outward censure and gives right to

Church privileges. In view of these clearly marked distinctions

it is necessary to distinguish between saving grace, which is the

qualification of absolution in the exercise of the key of doc¬

trine, and serious profession, a fair inoffensive carriage, which
is the requirement for absolution in the exercise of the key of

discipline."1"
In keeping with the above doctrine the Westminster Confession

of Faith clearly shows both the terms on which the kingdom of

heaven is opened or closed, and the basis for the validity of all

judgments of ecclesiastical office-bearers. It states that "The

Lord Jesus as King and Head of His Church, hath therein appointed

a government in the hand of church officers, distinct from the

civil magistrate. To these officers the keys of the kingdom of

heaven are committed, by virtue whereof they have power respec¬

tively to retain and remit sins; to shut that kingdom against the

1. For a further discussion of this subject consult the follow¬
ing: Durham, op. cit., II., viii.j J. Bannerman, The Church
of Christ. (Edinburgh, 1858), p. 19^ f.; J. KacPherson, The
Doctrine of the Church in Scottish Theology. (Edinburgh,
1903), p. lh-if f.
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impenitent, both by the Word and censures; and to open it unto

penitent sinners by the ministry of the Gospel, and by absolu¬

tion from censures as occasion shall require."'*'
Cunningham draws attention to the fact that in this state¬

ment admission into or exclusion from the kingdom of heaven is

made TO TURN upon penitence or impenitence in the parties them¬

selves. It is open to the penitent and to them alone and shut

against the impenitent, while the place assigned to ecclesias¬

tical office-bearers is not necessarily more than the ministerial

or auxiliary one of contributing in some way to the result

through the medium of the Word and censures; or, as the Second

Helvetic Confession expresses it, "by preaching the Gospel, and
2

retaining men in discipline."

1. In the debate on Church Government in the Westminster Assembly
it was declared that such government is not civil but spirit¬
ual, not original but derivative, not supreme but subordinate
to Christ, not lordly but ministerial, not arbitrary but lim¬
ited by the Word of God. Minutes of the Sessions of the West¬
minster Assembly of Divines, ed. A. F. Mitchell & J. Struthers.
(Edinburgh, I87I+), p. 2^2. It is under these limitations,
which are seen at once to be essential to the proper autonomy
of the Church, that the sweeping clause of the Confession
quoted above regarding the authority given church-officers
under the power of the keys is to be interpreted; otherwise,
this section would seem to confer on this group as a body much
of the jurisdiction, original and irresponsible, that had been
claimed by the Tridentine Council for the papal hierarchy. Cf.
E. D. Morris, The Theology of the Westminster Symbols. (Colum¬
bus, Ohio, 1900), p. 639*

2. The Second Helvetic Confession contrasts the Protestant and
Roman Catholic views of the power of the ke^s as follows:
"Concerning the keys of the kingdom of God delivered by the
Lord to the Apostles, many men prate wonderful things, and out
of them forge swords, lances, sceptres, and crowns, and full
power over the greatest kingdoms, and over men's souls and
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By explaining the statements of Scripture and by making

known to men what are God's decisions and arrangements in regard

to the salvation of sinners, ministers can open and shut the king¬

dom of heaven by the Word. Their binding or loosing is valid and

effectual only in so far as their expositions of doctrine and

duty correspond with the infallible standard and the written Word.

If they state the real truth of God, they may in this way become

the instruments of promoting men's eternal welfare; if they mis¬

state it or misrepresent it, they will mislead and injure those

who may listen to them; but, they do not themselves, by any power

or authority vested in them, exert any efficacy in producing the

result. Furthermore, as no minister or body of ministers is in¬

fallible, so none is to be implicitly followed. An appeal is al¬

ways competent to the law and the testimony from any declarations

as to the meaning and application of Scripture which ministers or

bodies; but we, judging simply according to the Word of God,
say that all ministers lawfully called exercise the power of
the keys when they preach the Gospel, that is, instruct, ex¬
hort, console, and reprove the people committed to their care,
and retain them in discipline. For thus they open the kingdom
of heaven to the obedient, and shut it against the disobedi¬
ent." !'De clavibus regni Dei, traditis a Domino Apostolis;
multi admiranda garriunt, et ex his cudunt euses, lanceas,
sceptra et coronas, plenamque in maxima regna, dinique in an-
imas et corpora potestatem. Nos simpliciter iudicantes, se¬
cundum Verbum Dei dicimuss oanes ministros legitime vocatos
habere et exercere claves vel usum clavium, cum Evangelium ad-
nunciant, id est, populum suae fidei creditum docent, hor-
tantur, consolantur et increpant, inque disciplina retinent.
Ita enim regnum coelorum aperiunt obsequentibus, et inobse-
quentibus claudunt." P. Schaff, Creeds of Christendom. (New
York, I878), iii., p. 26b.



250

churches may make; and, each man is not only entitled, but bound,

ultimately to decide for himself, on his own responsibility, what

is the way that leads to glory, honour, and immortality.

The same applies to censures, and, as the Westminster Con¬

fession clearly states, to all judgments and decisions of eccle¬

siastical officials.^ To make any sentences or decisions pro¬

fessing to regulate or determine spiritual or ecclesiastical

questions valid they must meet these two conditions: first, that

they PROFESS to be founded upon the Word of God, the only lav; by

which the affairs of Christ's Church ought to be regulated; and

secondly, that they be pronounced by persons who are invested

with the power of the keys, that is, with the right of ordinarily

administering the affairs of Christ's Church and transacting its

ordinary necessary business according to His Word. Failure of

any sentences or decisions purporting"to regulate matters con¬

cerning the Church to meet these two qualifications does not even

entitle them to examination, while the principle that God alone

is Lord of the conscience implies that men are warranted to judge

1. "It belongeth to Synods and Councils, ministerially to deter¬
mine controversies of faith and cases of conscience; to set
down rules and directions for the better ordering of the pub-
lick worship of God, and Government of His Church; to receive
complaints in cases of mal-administration, and authoritatively
to determine the same; which decrees and determinations, IF
CONSONANT TO THE WORD OF GOD (italics mine), are to be re¬
ceived with reverence and submission; not only for their
agreement with the Word, but also for the power whereby they
are made, as being an ordinance of God appointed thereunto in
His Word." XXXI., ill., Dunlop, i., p. 15^ f.
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for themselves, upon their own responsibility, whether they are

consonant with the Word of God or not.

On the other hand, such Judgments and decisions when pro¬

fessedly regulated by the Word of God and pronounced by compe¬

tent parties, that is, by those ordained to this function, are

deserving of a careful and respectful examination. When accord¬

ant with the Word of God, men, in dealing with and submitting to

them, and in their whole views and feelings with respect to them,

ought to be influenced not only by a regard to their actual ac¬

cordance with the Word, though that is the main point, but also,

by a recognition of God's arrangement in establishing the ordi¬

nance of church government and of its right and efficient work¬

ing as a divine ordinance in the particular cases under consid¬

eration. This, Cunningham concludes, is a brief summary of what

was taught by the Reformers, and has usually been held by Presby¬

terians, and this is the sum and substance of what, upon a full

and deliberate view of all that is said in the Westminster Con¬

fession upon the subject, can be shown to be the doctrine which
its compilers plainly intended to teach.

This is a very accurate summary of the Reformed position on

the exercise of the kerygmatic and the Judicial aspects of the

power of the keys. The Reformed Church in Scotland always held

that the power to exercise both was given by the Head of the

1. Cf. Cunningham, op. cit., p. 21+3 ff.
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Church to men, both clerical and lay, who had been regularly

called to a divinely appointed office in the Church, and that it

was to be exercised by them for the good of the Church in His

name and under His authority. The Church is directly responsible

for her use of this power to Him and Him alone; she can never

surrender it to any human authority, civil or ecclesiastical.^*
Yet she is only the instrument in its administration; it is her

Lord alone who can effect the result. In this theology the

standard by which both teaching and discipline are to be meas¬

ured is the Word of God. Agreement must be with the principles

found there, rather than with tradition or any system of Peniten-

tials which the Church declares to be authoritative. In addition,

the Reformers' emphasis on the responsibility of each person to

use all his facilities to better understand the teaching of

Scripture places on the individual a certain obligation in regard

to his beliefs and actions. These, too, must be measured by

their agreement with the Word of God.

1. Cf. Morris, op. cit., p. 6M).



Chapter V

THE PRACTICE OF THE REFORMED CHURCH IN SCOTLAND IN THE EXERCISE

OF THE POWER OF THE KEYS

In considering the practical application of the exercise of

the power of the keys in the Reformed Church in Scotland there

are two points we need to note. First, during certain years of

the period under consideration--1572-l580j I6IO-I638; 1661-1689
--the polity of the Church was that of Episcopacy rather than

Presbytery. However, although we might normally expect the con¬

trary, there is ample evidence to indicate that church life at

the parish level was, in the main, little affected by the change

and in the exercise of both the kerygmatic and the judicial acts

of the power of the keys the standards practised were those of

the Reformed Church. Kirk Sessions continued to function along

lines similar to those that had prevailed under Presbytery. The

Calvinist ideal of order and discipline governed their activi¬

ties. Presbyteries continued much the same as at other times.

The Records show that the bounds and the duties of these courts

were about the same as those existing under the Presbyterian

system. The main difference was that the bishops were the King'

nominees, and the courts, which were moderated by the bishops or
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their appointees, met only by authority of the former; in addi¬

tion, there was no lay membership in the Presbytery.

The situation was appraised by a visiting Englishman as

follows:

"However tho' their Kirk-Sessions and Presbyteries savour
of the Presbyterian Classes, and are, as one might conceive,
derived from 'em, and follow 'em so close in the methods of
governing the people, yet because they allow and respect the
name of Bishop, and give him an account at their six months
synods of what they did in the presbyteries and parishes,
because as perpetual Moderator he influenced their consulta¬
tions, and had the power of mission and ordination as with
us; therefore this government of their Church was called
Episcopal, tho' hardly to be discern'd for such, by travel¬
lers who have seen what Episcopacy is in other places.

Generally speaking, the worship services under Episcopacy

differed little from those conducted under Presbytery. The ser¬

mon continued to hold a prominent place, and the theology that

was being taught was the same as formerly. Even during the peri¬

od after the Restoration there was no stated liturgy in use; the

prayers were often extemporaneous; and, the order of service was

not that of the Church of England but followed the lines laid
2

down in the Book of Common Order and the Westminster Directory.

Although there may have been individual ministers and bishops who

inclined to the English Prayer Book, there was not a general

1. Cited in T. Morer, A Short Account of Scotland, (London,
1706), p. *f9.

2. The reaction to the Prayer Book of I637 had led to an antagon¬
ism to all prescribed forms of prayer. G. Donaldson, "Scot¬
tish Ordinations in the Restoration Period," Scottish Histor¬
ical Review. October, 195^? P» 171-
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trend in that direction.

In this connection, the continuity of the personnel of the

ministry must ever be borne in mind. For instance, when the

second Episcopacy (I6IO-I638) was inaugurated practically all the

Reformed clergy remained in the Church, and at the Restoration

two thirds did so. These men had been trained in the prevailing

climate that shaped ecclesiastical life in Scotland in their

time, namely, Calvinism. The emphasis on education, especially

for the ministry, on the centrality of the preaching of the Gos¬

pel by sermon, catechizing, and private counselling and admoni¬

tion, together with its other aspect, the administration of up¬

right discipline—that is, the Reformed doctrine of the exercise

of the power of the keys—was deeply ingrained on these clergy.

Because of this, despite frequent promptings by church courts,

even the form of the worship service remained virtually unaltered.

Consciously or unconsciously the clergy of Scotland continued to

perpetuate the teachings, traditions, and practices of the Re¬

formed Church, and even though at the higher level there was the

potential authority of the bishops and of the Crown itself, yet

at the parish level these little affected Scottish church life
2

during the periods of Episcopacy.

1. Cf. The Book of the Cross Kirk, Peebles. 1560-1690. (ed. Dr.
GunnT,"p. 91; also, p. 105 f. where an English Puritan's ac¬
count of divine services he attended in Edinburgh in I635 is
related (i.e., near the end of the second Episcopalpperiod).
The order followed is very similar to the Presbyterian.

2. In addition to the original sources—Synod and Presbytery



256

The second point which needs to be stressed is that in Re¬

formed theology the primary part of the exercise of the power of

the keys is the kerygmatic act, the proclamation of the Gospel.

The prominence given to Scottish ecclesiastical discipline has

sometimes obscured this fact, yet it was the Gospel, proclaimed

publicly and privately, that was held to be the chief means of

edification. It was through the exercise of the kerygraatic act

that people were united to Christ so that they might receive His

forgiveness and His sanctification. Therefore, the first concern

of the Church was to teach the people the way of salvation.

On the other hand, the judicial act was the complement of

the kerygmatic act and was necessary that the Gospel should not

be held in derision. It was an attempt to bring to repentance

those who, having forsaken the teaching of the Gospel, had com¬

mitted offences against it. It is true that the exercise of the

disciplinary function formed a large part of the work of the min¬

istry, but we must not lose sight of the fact that, although it

was itself a means of proclaiming the Gospel, it was more or less

the negative approach to this work, and as such it was always

secondary to the positive. Therefore, in examining the way in

which the power of the keys was exercised in the Reformed Church

Records; K. S. R.; B. U. K.—the following works deal with
this subject: S. B. S. H.; W. R. Foster, Bishop and Fresby-
tery, the Church of Scotland 1661-1688; G. D. Henderson,
Religious Life in Seventeenth Century""Scotland. (Cambridge,
1917); C. G." M'Crie. Public Worship of Presbyterian Scotland,
(Edinburgh, 1892); Mechie, op. cit. ~~~~
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in Scotland we must first devote considerable attention to the

means which the Church employed for carrying out her kerygmatic

mission. Then we shall examine the way in which this teaching

was supported by the exercise of discipline.

The Public Worship Service

The foremost means of educating the people in the doctrine

of the Christian faith was the use of public assemblies for wor¬

ship and instruction. The frequency of these is in marked con¬

trast to our own day. As was noted in the preceding chapter,

the First Book of Discipline provided for such meetings in all

places on Sunday and for mid-week assemblies to be arranged ac¬

cording to local conditions. At the time of the Reformation the

shortage of qualified clergy led to the establishing of the of¬

fice of Reader as a temporary measure to provide at least a min¬

imum of organised religious exercises where otherwise there would

be none, but the function proved so useful that it was continued

for many years. It was common for congregations to have both a

reader and a minister.""" The former was often the local School

1. By 157*+ most of the parishes had been provided with readers,
but there was still only one minister for approximately four
parishes. A complete list of the superintendents, ministers,
and readers for the year noted is given in The Miscellany of
the Wodrow Society, ed. David Lang, (Edinburgh, ldh-h-), i.
pp. 3^9-396. The position of the General Assembly with re¬
gard to readers varied. In 1580 it passed a resolution to the
effect that the office of Reader was !'no ordinar office within
the Kirk of God:" B, U. K., ii., p. 5+55» In 1581 it enacted
that "in no tyme eomeing any reider be admittit to the office
of Reidar, be any having power within the Kirks." B. U. K.,11.,
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Master.

Where there was no minister obtainable, the congregations

had to content themselves with a liturgy of printed prayers,

Scripture, on which the reader was expected to give some commen¬

tary, and Psalm singing. In the following years, when most con¬

gregations had ministers, what was designated the "Reader's Ser¬

vice" began one hour before that conducted by the minister.

The order to be followed in the "Minister's Service" as set

down in the Book of Common Order is that it begin with an exhor¬

tation, followed by a confession of sin. A Psalm is then sung

after which "the minister prayeth for the assistance of God's

p. 513; cf. W« McMillan, The Worship of the Scottish Reformed
Church, (London, 1931)? p. 112 f. There is no mention of
readers in the Second Book of Discipline, but the ultra-Presby¬
terian Assembly of 1638 distinctly sanctioned readers—A. Pe-
terkin, Records of the Kirk of Scotland. (Edinburgh, 18^3), p.
37, xx. When in the General Assembly adopted the West¬
minster Directory for Public Worship it was ordained that the
minister and people repair to the kirk half an hour before the
time at which the minister used to commence his service, and
that the whole exercise of reading and expounding, together
with the ordinary exercise of preaching, be perfected and ended
at the time when the service of public worship formerly closed.
Ibid., p. *+21. Thereby the Reader's Service and the Minister's
Service were combined, both being conducted by the minister.

1. These Reader's Services came in time to be looked upon as a
mere "preliminary" to the Minister's Service. This is evi¬
denced by the instructions regarding worship given the Synod
of Dunblane by Bishop Leighton in lb62. The clergy were told
that instead of both lecturing and preaching at one meeting,
larger portions of Scripture—at least one whole chapter from
each Testament, together with Psalms—be constantly read; and
this, not as a bye-work while the people are assembling but
after they are well convened and the worship solemnly begun
with confession of sins and prayer, either by the minister or
some fit person appointed by him. Register of the Diocesan
Synod of Dunblane, (Edinburgh, 1877)? p. 2,
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Holie Spirit, as the same shall move his heart, and so proceedeth

to the sermon." This is followed by a prayer for the whole state

of Christ's Church, the Lord's Prayer, the Apostles' Creed, and

the singing of a Psalm. The service is concluded with the bless¬

ing pronounced by the minister.

The outstanding feature of the Minister's Service was the

sermon. The phrase "in time of sermon" is used as a synonym for

"during divine worship".^ This emphasis on preaching is in keep¬

ing with Calvin's doctrine of the exercise of the power of the
2

keys, as well as with the teaching of the Scots Confession.

Neglect of preaching had long been considered one of the blots on

the Pre-Reformation Church, and the Scottish Reformers deter¬

mined to remedy that situation insofar as they could. They real¬

ized, that if they were to bring the Church once more to early

Christian conditions of purity they must use the means that had

been applied by Jesus Himself, by the Apostles, and by the Church

in general through the early days of expansion, and which had

formed the leading part of the Apostolic commission, namely, the

preaching of the Gospel. The rediscovered Bible, now available

in the vernacular, was in great need of exposition. Hence, as

Henderson states, "The minister came to be distinguished from

1. E.g., Rothesay K. S. R., pp. 77? 82, 83, 90, etc.; St. Andrews
K. S.R., ii., pp. 809, o29, etc.; Elgin K. S. R., pp. 66, 73,
89, etc•

2. Chapter XVIII., Dunlop, it., p. 67; Knox, ii., p. 266.
3. S. B. S. H., ii., p. V+0 ff.
k. Cf. above, p. 175.
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other Church functionaries, not as priest, but as preaching el¬

der."1
The First Book of Discipline stipulates that in preaching,

as also in the reading of Scripture, the minister is to select a

1. Religious Life, p. 190 f. From the first, the minister in the
reformed Church in Scotland had to give ample demonstration of
his ability to preach before be could be admitted to a congre¬
gation—cf. First Book of Discipline, Dunlop, ii., p. 52k f;
Knox, ii., p. 28*f. A further check on this was made at Presby¬
tery visitations where, in some cases the minister of the
church had to preach, and alx^ays the elders were questioned
regarding their minister's preaching ability. A direct oppor¬
tunity for judging one another was given the ministers at the
regular Presbytery meetings, which were opened by a sermon
followed by an addition. Judgment was then passed on the two
who took this part, and the Records show that the criticisms
were open and frank. cf. the Records of the Presbytery
of Ellon (ed. T. Mair, lo98), p. 98, where the two who preached
were told to be "mair sensibill, and to follow the licht of
God's Word." Jan. 11, 1621 (p. 108), the minister who made the
addition is reproved "for unnecessar prolixitie, and ordanit
to be mair sumar and schort in tyme cuming." September, 1626
(p. 123), at a Presbytery visitation of Cruden the elders com¬
plain that the minister preaches without "motion and power."
Dec. 1626 (p. 12*0, the minister who made the addition is told
"to studie to be mair plain and sensible." The Presbytery of

a- Inverness and of Dingwall (Scottish Historical Society, ed. ¥.
MacKay, 1896), p. 29o/ records the following censure of a min¬
ister: "The brethren were not a little dissatisfied with his
wearieing tediousness, misapplication of Scripture, want of
edification in severall farr off sought passages savouring of
much bitterness and disaffection and for something that the
brethren judged wnsound, viz. that the mane and principal
qualification of a minister as such was knovledg." The
Presbytery of Strathbogie (Spalding Club, 18^3), March 20,
1650, at Innerkethnie approved the doctrine of the minister
but they admonished him concerning his expression, "throgh the
defect of vant of teeth, earnestlie requyred him to help it,
so farr as he could." (p. 13*+)• In the same Presbytery anoth¬
er minister was censured for being "lyvles in his applica¬
tions, and not applying himself to the tvmes; his speech some¬
what inarticulate." (July 2*f, 1650, p. Im-9). In most instances,
however, the Records contain a simple assertion to the effect
that the preacher's efforts were approved.
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particular book of the Bible and treat all of it in an orderly

manner before passing on to another.'" This was termed more edify¬

ing than the selection of passages at random week by week. The

general approach was for the minister, by reference to the con¬

text, to explain the argumentative points of the text; then, he

unfolded all the doctrine contained in the text itself; after

this he made pointed application of the teaching to the times,

existing customs, and living personages. The actions of public

men, whether kings or subordinate magistrates, and the conduct of

private persons, members of the congregation, were bluntly desig¬

nated by such terms as the licensed preacher thought most fit¬

ting.2

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 585; Knox, ii., p. 31*f. This was called the
"ordinary", and this series of sermons might be continued for
many weeks. There is evidence that in practice the book to be
considered was chosen by the Session. For instance, the fol¬
lowing motion was recorded by the Session of St. Andrews in
1598: "It is thocht gude be the bretheren that Mr. George
Glaidstanes minister proceid in preaching of the Secund Bulk
of Samuell, and the Buikis of the Kingis following, upon the
Saboth day." K. S. R., ii., p. 856. A similar case is cited
in Aberdeen about twenty years later—Selections from the
Records of the Kirk Session. Presbytery, and Synod of Aberdeen,
(Spaulding Club, Aberdeen, l8k6), p. 87« The First Book of
Discipline states that for the weekly Exercise the minister
and elders shall choose the book of Scripture which is to be
read—Dunlop, ii., p. 591; Knox, ii., p. 316.

2. In 1585 James, who was often angry with the ministers for
their public utterances against his rule, passed an Act of
Parliament which forbade any of His Majesty's subjects, under
pain of death, to "publictlie declame or privatlie to speik
or wryit ony purpos of reproche or slaunder of his Ma(teis)
persoun estait or governament or to deprave his lawis and
actis of parliament or misconstrue his proceidingis ..."
A. P. S., iii., p. 375« In a Royal letter to the Council,
March 7> 1608, the King ordered Mr. John Murry, a Leith
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It Is to be admitted that at times, especially during the

Covenanting period, the sermons of the Reformed clergy often de¬

generated into denunciations of Episcopacy and attempts to defend

the righteousness of Presbytery,"*" but there were also many which

minister, to be punished for delivering a sermon in which he
was declared to be "undeutifull to us and that Estate in ob¬
jecting perjurie and intendit prosequutioun of the Churche,
and als in preicheing most falslie and errcniouslie aganis the
worthie rites and ceremoneyis of the Churche, being the onlie
trew tlpe of the present visible and weill governed Churche on
earth." Registers of the Privy Council. (First Series), viii.,
p. ^92 f. Yet the ministers, in denouncing what they consid¬
ered to be public evils, were just doing what the Church or¬
dered them to do. In lbHB the General Assembly ordained that
"every minister do, by the word of wisdom, apply his doctrine
faithfully against the public sins and corruptions of these
times, and particularly against the sins and scandals in that
congregation wherein he lives, according to the Act of the
General Assembly, 1596 (cf. B. U. K., iii., p. 895 f•)> re¬
vived by the Assembly at Glasgow, 1638: appointing, that such
as shall be found not applying their doctrine to corruptions,
which is the pastoral gift, ... be censured according to the
degree of their faults, and, continuing therein, be deprived;"
Peterkin, op. cit., p. 5°9.

1. On August 3, 161+6, the General Assembly enacted that thence¬
forth" The main current of applications in sermons may run
along against the evils that prevail at home, and namely
against the contempt of the Word, against all profanenesse,
against the present defection from the League and Covenant,
against the unlawfull Engagement in War, against the unlaw-
full Band and Declaration of the date of the 10 of June or¬
dained to be subscribed by all the subjects, and other unjust
decrees established by law, ... and against the principles
and tenents of Erastianism . . . for the better confutation
whereof it is hereby recommended to the ministery to study
that point of controversie well, that they may be the more
able to stop the mouths of gainsayers:" Synods and Presby¬
teries were to maJte special trial and enquiry regarding the
ministers of their bounds, and if any were too sparing they
were to be sharply rebuked and warned to amend under pain of
suspension; and, if they still persisted, steps were to be
taken to put this into effect. Feterkin, op. cit., p. 509 f.
There is evidence, too, to show that Presbyteries carried this
out: e.g., Ellon Presbytery Records (Hair) p. 150 gives the
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fulfilled well their aim of edification, acquainting the people

with Scripture and bringing home to the intelligence of the hear¬

ers the precepts and promises of the Gospel for moral guidance

and spiritual comfort."'"
As well as the sermon on Sunday, "in every notable town"

there was to be a service of this type on at least one week day;

in smaller towns it is left to the discretion of the kirk to de-
2

cide whether local conditions are such that this can be* On the

other week days, in the "great townes" there were public worship

services, sometimes both in the morning and the evening. They

were usually conducted by the reader, and they consisted of the

use of the Common Prayers, Scripture, and the metrical Psalms.

At the Restoration the importance of these public daily devotions

was again stressed, but it is apparent that they were being used

by some as an excuse for not conducting family worship. This

prompted Bishop Leighton to instruct the clergy of the Synod of

following exhortation to the ministers: to have "zeal in
preaching for the Covenant and this begun Reformation." Cf.
ibid., p. 162. Under such a threat from the General Assembly
and the urging of Presbytery it is not surprising that many of
the clergy complied, much to the neglect of the central as¬
pects of the Gospel.

1. Cf. Henderson, Religious Life, pp. 190-219.
2. Dunlop, ii., p. 5^3; Knox, ii., p. 312.
3. There is reason to believe that the Psalms were sung in a

systematic order just as the Scripture was to be read in this
way—Cf. McMillan, op. cit., p. 136 ff. Although work was
not suspended during the hours of Common Prayers as it was
"in time of sermon", there are references which show that
the Session took steps to see that the people were not hin¬
dered from attending; e.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii.,
pp. 807 f., 8*f7.
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Dunblane to urge the people to attend these services, but to warn

them that this did not exempt them from conducting private prayer

in their own families and in secret; instead, this was meant as

an aid to better prepare them for both of these.''" The require¬

ments of and the helps offered by the Church in the conduct of

family devotions will be treated later.

Public Catechizing

As one studies the Kirk Session Records of the Reformed

Church in Scotland the great Importance attached to catechizing

of both the youth and the adults becomes increasingly apparent.

The references to it are numerous, and it is evident that it

was considered one of the chief means of edification. A. Hender¬

son states that the second service on Sunday, which was usually

held in the afternoon, was either conducted along the same lines

as the one in the morning, or "some part of the Catechisme is ex¬

pounded, and thereafter so much time as may be spared is bestowed

in catechising some part of the parish, warned particularly to
2

attend." This is in accordance with the instructions in the

1. Records of the Synod of Dunblane, p. 3. The trouble which
Leighton anticipated, through people making the frequenting of
the daily Prayers the excuse for not having Family Worship in
their homes, was no new thing in the Church. As early as
1565 the Synod of the Reformed Church of France actually asked
those churches which had daily Prayers to stop having them in
order that "Family Prayers which every householder is bound to
perform may be no more neglected." C. Baird, A Chapter on
Liturgies. (London, 1856), p. 60 f.

2. A. Henderson, The Government and Order of the Church of Scot¬
land. (161+1), p. 17.
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First Book of Discipline."*" There are numerous references in

Kirk-Session Records to the Sunday Catechizing, although it was
2

not necessarily held in the afternoon, which testify to the
•3

prominent place it was given in the instruction of all.

In addition to the Sunday catechizing, there were week day

meetings for this purpose. Attendance at these sessions was com¬

pulsory for young and old, high and low, rich and poor. Failure
b

to attend could and did result in church censure. The purpose

may be inferred from the tenor of an Act of Assembly passed in

1639 which ordained that "every minister, besides his paines on

the Lords Day, shall have weekly catechising of some part of the

paroch and not altogether cast over the examination of the people
5

till a little before the Communion." Ten years later this Act

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 583; Knox, ii., p. 312 f.
2. Some congregations held Sunday morning sessions for this pur¬

pose, e.g., cf. Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding Club), p. 190.
3. The following extract from the K. S. R. of Aberdeen, Sept. 2,

l60h-, p. 38, illustrates the method in use in that parish:
"... the quhilk day, efter incalling of God, the Sessioun
thinkis it meit and expedient, for geving knavlege and edi.fi-
catioun to the commoun ignorant people and servands, of the
groundis of their saluation, that everie Sabothday at efter-
nvne, betwixt the secund and third bellis, twa scholeris of
the Inglische School sail stand vp befoir the pulpitt, the
ane demanding, the vther answering, and repeatt publictlie,
with a loud voice, in audience of the people, the short cate-
chisme and forme of examinatioun of childrene, in both the
kirkis of this burg. That, be the oft repetltioun and hering
of the said catechisme, the people may lerne the same per-
queir, and be brocht to the knawlege and vnderstanding
thairof; ..." Cf. St, Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. 925 f.;
Elgin K. S. R., pp. 53? ^37*

1+. E.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., pp. 807, 813.
5. Peterkin, op. cit., p. 208 f.
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was specially renewed, and a clause was added to it directing

"every minister so order their Catechetick questions, as thereby

the people (who do not convene all at one time, but by turns unto

that exercise) may, at every dyet have the chief heads of Saving

Knowledge in a short view presented unto them."^ The Act also

provided that ministers who were negligent in holding the pre¬

scribed diets for catechizing were to be admonished to do so and

if they failed to comply they were to be suspended from the min¬

istry. The aim of this Act was to ensure that the whole popula¬

tion, regardless of class, should have their minds brought to

bear closely on Bible doctrine in its great leading features and

should have something like a systematic view of divine truth

placed before them.

As far back as 1570 it was enacted by the General Assembly

that "ministers, and elders of kirks shall universallie, within

this realme, take tryall and examine all yong children, within

their parochin, that are come to nyne yeirs, and that for the

first time; thereafter, quhen they are come to twelve yeirs, for

the second tyme; the third tyme to be examined, quhen they are

1. Ibid., p. 5^9. Along with the Confession of Faith, Catechism,
etc., there was generally bound a small treatise called "The
Sum of Saving Knowledge"--the text is printed in Lumisden &
Robertson's Collection of Confessions, ed. of 1725, pp. 393-
^32. It is the joint production of David Dickson and James
Durham, and although never judicially approved by the Church
of Scotland, it was evidently held in very high esteem. This
is probably the explanation for its being included in what
might be termed a collection of the Church's standards in doc¬
trine, worship, and government.
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come to fourteen yeirs; quherthrow It may be knowin that they

have profited in the schoole of Christ, fra tyme to tyme: The

names of children as well as of adults were entered on the Roll

of the parish, and the Assembly of 16**6 appointed that this Roll

should be used, not only for the purpose of insuring that all

should be examined, but that ministers should become acquainted

with the various conditions and dispositions of their people,

that they might be dealt with accordingly, and be "particularly
2

prayed for by the minister in secret."

Family Worship

The First Book of Discipline advocated the exercise of pri-
"5

vate worship in the homes each morning and evening, and Kirk
If

Sessions endeavoured to see that this was carried out. The Act

of Assembly of 1639, to which reference has already been made,

also states "that in every familie the worship of God be erected,

where it is not, both morning and evening, and that the children

and servants be catechised at home, by the masters of the fami¬

lies, whereof accompt shall be taken by the minister and elders

assisting him in the visitation of every family; and, lest they

1. B. U. K., i., p. 176.
2. Peterkin, op. cit., p. M+7, # 9. This points not merely to a

close personal acquaintance with the people, but also to the
endeavour of the General Assembly to cultivate a deep sense
of responsibility on the part of the minister for each indi¬
vidual in his parish.

. Dunlop, ii., p. 587; Knox, ii., p. 3l*f f.

. E.g., Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding Club), p. 35-
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fail, that visitation of the severall kirks be seriously followed

by every Presbyterie, for this end among others. The execution

and successe whereof, being tryed by the Synods, let it be repre¬

sented to the next General Assembly.""'"
In 16V7 the General Assembly approved certain "Directions .

2
• . for Secret and Private Worship, ..." The ministers and

ruling elders in each congregation were instructed to take special

care that these directions were observed and followed, and Pres¬

byteries and Synods were to make careful inquiry to ascertain

whether this was being done; negligence was to be reproved or

censured by the Session, in the case of the individual family un¬

der its care, and by the Presbytery or Synod if the offender was
*

a congregation. Great stress is placed on the importance of

secret and of family devotions and on the need for applying the

teaching of Scripture to the individual. In this exercise the

head of the house, morning and evening, was to call together all

the members of the household, read with them a portion of Scrip¬

ture, offer prayer, and all were to join in the singing of a

Psalm. At the Presbyterial visitation of parishes it was custom¬

ary to ask ministers whether family exercises were generally
3

established in the parish.

1. Peterkin, op. cit., p. 209.
2. Ibid., p. k-72 ff. The text with the Postscript is also print¬

ed in Lumisden & Robertson, op. cit., (172£), pp. 201-210, and
without the Postscript in Dunlop, i., pp. M+9-h57» The rela¬
tive Act of Assembly is printed in each of the above.

3. E.g., cf. the Records of the Presbytery of Ellon (Kair), where
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The Assembly of 16^9 ordained that "every minister with as¬

sistance of the elders of their severall Kirk-Sessions, to take

course, that in every house where there is any who can read,

there be at least one copie of the Shorter and Larger Catechisme,

Confession of Faith and Dlrectorie for Familie Worship.The

extent to which these aids would be used in the individual homes

would naturally depend largely on the concern in such matters of

the head of the house, but due to the fact that the individual's

knowledge and understanding of at least the subject matter of the

Catechism was under close scrutiny by the Session, it is reason¬

able to assume that some knowledge of these books would be had

by a large percentage of the population; this is all the more

likely when we remember that private instruction, where minister

and elders were enjoined to visit people in their own homes and

there to "reprove, rebuke, and exhort with all long suffering and

doctrine," was emphasized by the Reformed Church in Scotland as a

very important part of preaching the Gospel, of the exercise of

the power of the keys. On such occasions people were spoken to

in a more direct manner than was either expedient or possible in

a public sermon. Each individual's negligence and shortcomings

a common entry in the reports of mid-seventeenth century vis¬
itations of congregations is the following or something simi¬
lar: "The worship of God in private families is begun in the
congregation. Ye minister ordained to see it settled and to
promove it through everie familie." p. 155'-, cf. Presbytery
Book of Kirkcaldy, (ed. W, Stevenson), p. 175; Book of the
Cross Kirk, Peebles, p. 200.

1. Peterkin, op, cit., p. 9»
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in the way of Christian duty were pointed out; and, his high

calling in Christ was appealed to as a strong motive to a more

orderly life.

Private worship in families became an institution in the

parish life of Scotland, and for many years the Church took ac¬

tive measures to promote it. In 169*+, after the Church was

established on its present Presbyterial basis, the General As¬

sembly enacted "That the ministers and elders in each congrega¬

tion take care that the worship of God be performed in the sev¬

eral families thereof: and if any family be found which neglect-

eth this necessary duty, the head of that family is to be gravely,

seriously and earnestly admonished, until he amends his fault.

And recommends to ministers and Kirk-Sessions, that none be rul¬

ing elders who make not conscience pf this necessary and unques¬

tionable duty."*'" It continued to be regarded in this high esteem

long after the close of our period.

The Sacrament of Holy Communion

An important means of preaching the Gospel was the celebra¬

tion of the Lord's Supper. The First Book of Discipline suggests

that four times in the year is sufficiently often for the dis-
2

pensing of the sacrament, but the frequency varied with time

and place. The Directory for Public Worship (16^5) states that

1. Session 1U-, April 16, Act 13? Dunlop, i., p. M-58.
2. Dunlop, ii., p. 58*+; Knox, ii., p. 313.
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"The communion, or Supper of the Lord, is frequently to be cele¬

brated: but how often, may be considered, and determined by the

ministers, and other church-governors of each congregation, as

they shall find most convenient for the comfort and edification
1

of the people committed to their charge." To bring and hold men

up to the mark of fitness for sacramental communion was one of

the chief aims of the exercise of the power of the keys among the

Scottish Reformers; hence, it is necessary to examine the means

they employed for accomplishing this.

All the members of the congregation, whether old or young,

regardless of the number of times the particular individual had

already taken communion, were required to undergo an examination

before each celebration of the ordinance. When the Westminster

Directory was adopted by the Church of Scotland in l6h-5 a number

of resolutions on points left open or untouched in the Directory

were also framed and agreed to by the General Assembly. One was

that congregations be still tried and examined before the com-
2

munion according to the bygone practice of the Kirk. In 1590

1. Lumisden & Robertson, op. cit., (1725), "Of the Celebration of
the Communion," p. 172.

2. Peterkin, op. cit,, p. h-21, III., i. The First Book of Disci¬
pline urged "sharp examination rather than indulgence, in ad¬
mitting to thir great mystery such as be ignorant of the use
and vertue of the same:" Dunlop, ii., p. 5^5; Knox, ii., p.
313. Furthermore, it states that the ministers and elders
should have, annually at least, an examination of the know¬
ledge of every person within the church. If they "understand
not nor cannot rehearse the Commandements of God's Law, know
not how to pray, neither wherein their righteousness stands or
consists, they ought not to be admitted to the Lord's Table,"
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the General Assembly had passed an Act authorizing, for the sake

of uniformity, that a Form of Examination for use before commun¬

ion be prepared; the result was what is commonly known as John

Craig's Catechism. Sometimes this pre-communion examination may

have been carried out in a perfunctory manner, but very often it

Dunlop, ii., p. 586; Knox, ii., p. 31*+, adds as a further re¬
quirement that they must know "the Articles of their Faith."
Kirk Session Records abound in references to these examina¬
tions preparatory to communion: e.g., Dundonald K. S. R., pp.
19, etc.; Elgin, K. S. R., pp. 23, 36, ^7> etc.; St. An¬
drews K. S. R., i., pp. *f09, *+17; ii«? 530, 556, etc. A com¬
mon method was for them to begin in the week(s) prior to the
celebration of the sacrament and to continue night and morning
each day except when there was a regular worship service—cf.
St. Andrews K. S. R., ii.. p. 926. The minimum requirements
for admission to the Lord's Supper were ability to recite the
Ten Commandments, the Lord's Prayer, and the Apostles' Creed—
cf. ibid., ii., p. 809, # 10. It is of interest to note that
in St. Andrews in 1653 there had not been a celebration of
Holy Communion for some years due to the fact that they had
"but one minister for the tyme, aged and sickelie" who was
already overworked^ yet, though they were very eager that the
rite be administered to the congregation, no one was to be al¬
lowed to communicate without an examination. The Session de¬
cided that they would intimate that all who were very desirous
of partaking should assemble at the church on specified days
according to their respective districts for examination by the
minister and elders, but they asked that anyone who knew they
were not qualified either through ignorance or loose living
should refrain from coming for examination. K. S. R. !., p.
119. In normal times persons who failed to present themselves
to the examinations were subject to censure.

1. On May 3^, 1592, the General Assembly decreed that "Forsameikle
as, at the speciall desyre of the Kirk, ane Forme of Examina-
tioun befor the communioun was permit and formit be thair
brother Mr. Johne Craig, quhilk now is allowit and imprintit
be the voyce of the haill Assemblies therfor it is thoght
neidfull that every pastour travell with his flock, that they
may buy the samein booke, and reid it in thair families, that
they may be the better instructit; and that the samein be red
and learnit in lecture schooles in the place of the Litle
Catechisme." B. U. K., ii., p. 788.

\
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was quite thorough, and the Records of Kirk Sessions and Presby¬

teries reveal the seriousness with which many congregations look¬

ed upon their obligation.

Persons who were not on good terms with their neighbours

were not permitted to come to the Lord's Table. For a period of

about sixty years after the Reformation it was customary to have

a meeting in the week before the communion Sunday for the recon¬

ciliation of such and for hearing any complaints which the mem¬

bers of the congregation had to make against the office-bearers,

including the minister and reader."^ As this custom gradually

fell into disuse, the work of reconciling those in need of it was
2

taken up by the Kirk Session. When done by members of this

court it usually consisted of a simple confession of the wrong by

the doer and a plea for the forgiveness of the one hurt. Those

who refused to be restored to harmony were unable to partake of
■>

the sacrament, and sometimes they were proceeded against by

1. D. Calderwood, The History of the Kirk of Scotland. (Edinburgh,
l8k5)» vii., p. 355 ff* makes explicit reference to one such
meeting in Edinburgh, 1619*

2. Cf. Elgin K. S. R., p. 98} Book of the Cross Kirk, Peebles, p.
2(K (July lk, 1672); St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., pp. 861, 863,
88k.

3. E.g., the Session of St. Andrews (Nov. 12, 1595) decreed as
follows: "Becaus ^rithout concord cherite luif and amite be
amangis the membris of Jesus Christ in ane congregatioun, un-
possibill it is that godlines be mentenit or discipline exe-
cut; thairfor it is statut and ordanit that all sic personis
as will nocht be reconcelit with thair bretherein, bot remanis
still in hetred and discentioun, being admonisit be the minis-
trie to reconciliatioun eftir the forme of the Evangell, that
sic personis half na benefite of the kirk, and salbe censorit
be ecclesiasticall discipline." K. S. R., ii., p. 810, # 11.
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admonition with a view to their excommunication.^ This must

surely have served to remove misunderstandings and smooth ruffled

tempers and to put people in a better frame of mind to receive

the sacrament, but it was also used as an excuse for not comrnu-
2

nicating under the cover of a deadly feud.

A further preparation for the celebration of the Lord's Sup¬

per was the fast."^ This became a custom, during the latter part

of our period, and was continued for many years; it was held

sometime during the week before the communion service was to be

1. Gf. ibid., i., p. **10.
2. E.g., Elgin K. S. R., p. 99 (Feb. 5, 1602):"J. G. allegit he

micht not communicat becaus he vas to persew the murtherer of
his brother as he allegit. D. T. allegit tuo causes arid rea-
sones, ane the pursuit of his brotheris death and the slander
of himselff be A. F. quhild reasone is admittit that he may
not communicat."

3. The First Book of Discipline states that the "superstitious
observation of fasting dayes," is "utterly to be abolished
from this realme." Dunlop, ii., p. 519 f.; Knox, ii., p. 281.
Nevertheless, these Reformers acknowledged fasting to be an
authorized form of divine worship and a lawful means of prof¬
itable discipline in certain cases. What they contended
against was the institution of perpetual fasts without posi¬
tive precept for them in Scripture. They held that there is
no order for the commemoration by fasting of our Lord's betray¬
al or His crucifixion or His subjection to the power of death;
but, there is authority for the appointment of fasts as forms
of humiliation and penitence on account of special sins and
provocations of divine mercy. They were recognized as proper
preparations for special solemnities such as, in the time of
the First Reformation, the ordination of ministers, and during
the Second Reformation, the celebration of the Lord's Supper.
Cf. "The Ordoure and Doctrine of the General Fast Appointed by
the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland" (1565)* Dunlop,
ii., pp. 6l+3-700.

if. I. M. Clark, A History of Church Discipline in Scotland, (Aber¬
deen, 1929), p. 173 states that it was under the influence of
Cromwell's Puritan soldiery, during the occupation of Scotland,
that Fast Days were fastened on the Scottish Communion service.
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conducted. It was marked by almost total abstinence from food

and recreation as well as by extreme simplicity of dress, and

was designed as a time of self-examination and meditation in
1

order to enable a more worthy participation of the sacrament.

While it is the case that in the period under discussion the

celebration of Holy Communion was not very frequent in many con¬

gregations in the Reformed Church in Scotland, this does not mean

that the sacrament was regarded as of little importance. The ev¬

idence suggests that because of the nature and significance of

this ordinance every effort was made to guard its sanctity. The

Church worked an the principle that the individual must realize

as fully as possible what participation meant; he must prepare

himself for it by study, meditation, and action. The Reformed

position, as noted earlier, is that the Christian being "loosed"

from his sins by the work of Christ, is ingrafted into Him so that

he shares both His death and resurrection. The Holy Communion is

a sign and seal of what Christ has done and a real communing with

Him. Therefore, only those whose daily life exemplified the new

life in Christ as a result of their union with Him could rightly

partake of it. The believer must be constantly kept aware of his

calling and responsibility. It was toward this end that all dis¬

cipline—educative and corrective—tended; Kirk Sessions took

this duty very seriously, and until they were satisfied that to

1. The Order and Doctrine of the General Fast, Dunlop, ii., p.
685 ff.; cf. Elgin K. S. R., p. 98.



275

the best of their knowledge the candidate was worthy of communing,

the "token"^" which was the badge of Sessional approval, would not

be given.

Summary and Evaluation

The Reformed Church in Scotland sought to fulfill its obli¬

gation in respect to the kerygmatie act in the exercise of the

power of the keys through the use of such facilities as the pub¬

lic worship service, catechizing, private instruction (which in-
2

eludes the ministry to the sick ), and the less direct method of
•x

providing for public education through day schools.

1. The "token" was usually a small, flat piece of lead or other
metal (although sometimes it was paper), and it was distrib¬
uted beforehand by the Session to those whom they considered
fit to be admitted to the sacrament--cf. St. Andrews K. S. R.,
!•» P» 3^}^* 2; ii., p. xc. To present oneself at the Lord's
Table without a token was an offence—cf. St. Ninians, Stirl¬
ing K. S. R. (rass.), p. b5 (1656). St. Andrews Kirk Session,
Kay 7, 1572, decreed that "in tyme cuming nane sal present
thair selves to the communion wythout tikat resavit fra the
clark of the quartar quhair they dwel or minister. And quha
that dois the contrar sal mak public satisfactioun, and upon
thair kneis ask God and the congregation forgifnes." K. S. R.
i., p. 365 f. This Act was renewed in 1573, and "or wytht
fengyeit tikatis," was added—ibid., p. 379. To use another
person's token was a punishable offence; ibid., ii., p. 505;
Rothesay K. S. R., p. 158, 160 f. (Oct. 11, 1702).

2. The Book of Common Order, ch. XII., describes the visitation
of the sick as a "Thing verie necessarie, and yet notwith¬
standing it is hard to prescribe all rules appertaining there¬
unto; ..." Therefore, it left to the discretion of the
minister the most suitable approach to be made in each such
situation; he was ever to try and provide the greatest amount
of comfort and instruction possible, and to remember that the
times of illness were very opportune for this purpose. A
very lengthy prayer for use in this ministry is provided in
the Book. Dunlop, ii., p. *1-60 ff.

3. John Knox stressed the need for each person to have at least
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One of the chief alms of the Reformers was to instil in the

an elementary education in order that he might "be able to pro¬
fit and comfort that which is most dear to us, to wit, the
Kirk and Spouse of our Lord Jesus" Dunlop, ii., p. 5*+7; Knox,
ii., p. 295. With this end in view he then outlined in the
First Book of Discipline a scheme for a thorough system of
compulsory education, but the anticipated funds were not made
available for carrying it through. In 156? Act of Parlia¬
ment gave the power over schools to the Reformed Church; A.
P. S., iii., p. 2*+, ch. 11. Although progress was slow, much
credit for the gradual growth and development of education in
Scotland must go to the reformed Church—cf. J. Lee, History
of the Church of Scotland, (Edinburgh, i860), ii., p. k28
(Appendix XX). The Registers of the ecclesiastical courts,
particularly of the Presbyteries and Kirk Sessions, prove
what anxious attention was bestowed on the education of all
ranks by the post-Reformation Church in Scotland; this was
especially so after 1638; e.g., cf. Aberdeen K. S. R., (Spald¬
ing Club), December 1*+, 1658, p. iMf; also pp. 3°1? 3°5;
Feninghame K. S. R., p. *+16, as well as the reports of Presby¬
tery visitations of congregations, where the situation re¬
garding the local school was a leading consideration; e.g.,
Presbytery of Kirkcaldy, pp. 161, 162, 167» etc.; Presbytery
of Strathbogie, pp. 202, 209, 226, etc. The aim of this
schooling was primarily religious. The Church was little
interested in fitting young people to be expert at some craft,
for the skills were imparted rather in apprenticeships.
Teachers were in many instances men in training for the min¬
istry or such as had once planned to do so, thus their re¬
spect for religion was great. The Bible was retained for
many generations as the principal text-book, memory being
daily exercised in its phraseology, and the Catechism served
as a summary of saving doctrine. The schoolmaster would often
be the Precentor in the local church, and he would have the
children drilled in the Psalms. In school religion was not
just one subject among several; rather, it provided the at¬
mosphere in which all instruction was given. Public educa¬
tion in Scotland in the period under study contributed much
to the preaching of the Gospel. In addition to the works
cited see the following: A. P. S., v., p. 21, ch. 5j vi., pt.

P* 55*+» ch. 171; x., p. 63, ch. 26; S. B. S. H., p. 399
ff.; G. D. Henderson. The Claims of the Church of Scotland.
(Paisley, 1920), p. 81: T. M'Crie. Life of Andrew Melville.
(Edinburgh, 185m-), pp. 73i 358, h-71; J. Read. Historic St.
Andrews and Its University. (St. Andrews, 19^5).
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minds of the people what the Scripture taught concerning the per¬

son and work of Christ, the way of salvation, as well as to ex¬

pound for their edification Scriptural principles of conduct.

This had been the practice of Calvin, and it became characteris¬

tic of the Reformed Church in Scotland, which owed much to the

teaching of the Genevan Reformer. Yet this was just another in¬

stance of a return to the practice of the early Church which, as

we noted in the Introduction, understood Christ's commission to

lie first and foremost in the proclamation of the Gospel, in ac¬

quainting the people with what Christ had done for man and the

forgiveness which He offered to all who would receive it. In

this the sacraments had a part, but because of the Reformed doc¬

trine of their nature and meaning, that they were empty forms

apart from the Word,"'" these ordinances did not assume the impor¬

tance that they did in the Church just prior to the Reformation

or in the Roman Church. There the sacraments were considered

necessary to salvation, for without them there was no forgiveness,

while the preaching of the Word was relegated to an unimportant

position. In the teaching of the Reformed Church It is the Word

that is necessary to salvation for it is the means used by the

Holy Spirit to graft men into Christ, thereby making them par-
My*#'

takers of His redeeming work on behalf of man. The sacraments

are the signs and seals of this Word, helps to understanding and

1, Cf. Calvin, Institutes IV., xiv., ff.
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confirming the promises of the Gospel, and therefore, although

important, strictly speaking they are not necessary to salvation.

Thus, the practice of the Reformed Church in Scotland in the ker-

ygmatic act of the exercise of the power of the keys was, in part

at least, in keeping with the teaching of the Apostolic Church.

However, those responsible for the government of the Church

in Scotland were not content merely to provide the means whereby

the people might, if they wished, learn the doctrines of the

Christian faith; they also took measures to compel the people

under their care to avail themselves of what was offered. They

were concerned to ensure that each person should be confronted

with the Gospel, and if he professed adherence to it he must be

prepared to be a student of it while health and strength remained.

To this end steps were taken to ensure that no one who could be

in church during divine worship was absent. Elders were sent

through the town to search out any who might be drinking in tav¬

erns or private houses or idling about the streets.1 During the

hours of the midweek service work was to cease so that all could
2

be present. Failure to attend public worship was punishable to

the extent of excommunication. Masters were responsible for the

1. E.g., cf. Rothesay K. S. R., pp. 77, 78, 82, 83, 90, etc.;
Abbotshall K. S. R., (mss.), pp. 121, 122, etc.; South Leith
Records, pp. 2, ^-5, 5*+, 78, 172; Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding
Club), pp. 26, 59, 77, etc.; St. Andrews K. S. R., i., pp.
39^, 395; ii., pp. 809, 829; Elgin K. S. R., pp. 88, 89- etc.

2. E.g., cf. Ellon K. S. R. (mss.) pp. 108, 201; St. Andrews K.
S. R., ii., pp. 7^8, 8V7, 89^ f.

3. E.g., cf. South Leith Records, p. *+3; Elgin K. S. R., pp. 19,
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conduct of their servants and parents for that of their children

during the time of divine worship, and the former were punished

for the offences of the latter in each case. The rules regard¬

ing compulsory attendance also applied to the celebration of the
2 3

Lord's Supper and to catechizing. Sessions attempted to enforce

the General Assembly Act of 1592 regarding the purchase of Cate-
!+ 5

chisms, and threatened punishments for failure to do so. In

1600 the Kirk Session of Ellon decreed that each householder was

to learn a set number of questions of Catechism and the Articles

26, 35, etc.; Dundonald K. S. R.. pp. 302, 303, Mf3, b8l, etc.;
Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding Club), pp. 21, 23, 21*, 3*+ f., etc.;
St. Andrews K. 3. R., i., pp. 3°9, 337, 338, *+20, etc.; Abbots-
hall K. S. R. (mss), p. 12m-, etc. Because many people were
failing to attend the Sunday worship services due to their oc¬
cupation, especially those engaged in fishing, in 1602 the
General Assembly decreed that all such were liable to church
censure and asked the government to legislate that they might
be fined. B. U. K., iii., p. 996.

1. E.g., cf. St. Andrews K, S. R,, ii., pp. 8^-3, 879, 880, 932,
933; Fife Synod Records, August, 1611, mss. copy p. 50 (Abbots-
ford Club ed., p. 30).

2. E.g., cf. Dundonald K. S. R., pp. V78, *+79, M3l, etc.; Aberdeen
K. S. R. (Spalding Club), pp. 18, 69, 82, etc.; Elgin K. S. R.,
pp. 11, 15, 25, etc.; St. Andrews K. S. R., i., pp. 189, 3^8,
351; ii., pp. 797, 860, etc.

3. E.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., pp. 807, 813, etc.; Elgin
K. S. R., pp. 31, 61, 69, 300 f. Some Kirk Sessions compelled
penitents to attend the public catechizing as part of their
censure; e.g., St. Andrews Kirk Session in 1595 decreed that
"all personis quhatsumevir, appointit be the Sessioun to mak
publict humiliatioun, sail cum to the kirk ilk tyme of cati-
chesime, during the tyme appointit to thame of humiliatioun,
to learne the doctrine of trew repentance, befoir thai cum to
the stuill of publict humiliatioun; that, quhen thai cum thair,
thai may ansuer to sic hedis of repentance as the minister sail
propone to tharn befoir thai be ressavit;" K. S. R., ii., p.
810 f., # llf; cf. pp. 793, 8lf9, 876, 931.

If. Cf. above, p. 271, n. 1.
5. E.g., cf. Elgin K. S. R., pp. 59, 61.



280
i

of Faith and Religion within three months or pay a fine# In

St. Andrews couples were not permitted to marry unless they "can

say the Lordis Prayar, Beleif and Ten Commandimentis, tyme of

thair contracting. And if ony person present theme selfis to be

contractit that can nocht say nor rebers the samyn, (thai) sail
2

pay xl s. to the box of the puir unforgevin."

Thus, the evidence indicates that everything possible was

being done to provide the means of religious instruction for the

people and to make them use what was available. However, while

the zeal of the ministry in pursuing the exercise of the keryg-

matic act of the power of the keys is commendable, it must be ad¬

mitted that forced attendance at church does not mean that the

people will be worshippers. Of greater concern is the fact that

attendance at the ordinances might come to be regarded as Chris¬

tianity, and this could result in a Pharisaical approach to life

in which the important thing was the outward observance of rites

and ceremonies, with an attendant superior attitude toward those

who were less "religious". It is not easy to prove that this is

1. Ellon K. S. R., p. 78.
2. K, S. R., ii., p. 809, # 9 (1595). Similar regulations were

in effect in other places; e.g., in Elgin (May *f, I63O), the
Kirk Session ordained "that no persone whatsumeuer sail get
the benefite of mariage except they keip the preiching or
prayeris for such publict affaires befor they receiv the bene¬
fite and that they wait on to attend the tyme and that wnder
payne of *fOs. and raair as the persones are of worth." K. S. R.
p. 21*+ f. On June 27, I63I, the same Session fined a man l8s.
"for want of the Comandements before his mariage" and he was
"acted to have them gainst this day fourtein dayis wnder payne
of kOs." Ibid., p. 219.
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what happened in the Reformed Church in Scotland in our period,

although in a study of the Records one senses this attitude, but

the fact is that whenever religion is measured by outward con¬

formity to a set of rules there is the danger that this legalist

concept, which is so contrary to the teaching of the New Testa¬

ment, will be the result.

Ecclesiastical Discipline

We must now consider what at the beginning of this chapter

ve termed the judicial act in the exercise of the power of the

keys, namely, the administration of ecclesiastical discipline.

The aim of this is to carry into effect the instructions of

Christ in regard to those who are members of the Church by en¬

deavouring to obtain their obedience to His laws and their fur¬

ther spiritual edification. Christ has set down certain princi¬

ples, not only for the admission to but also for the conduct of

the members of His Church, which prescribe the duties to be done

and the order to be observed by them as members of the Christian

society. Therefore, this branch of Church power endeavours to

promote and secure both the obedience and the edification of the

members of the Church by various means, such as admonition, the

restraints of ecclesiastical authority Imposed upon them, the

imposition of censure, deprivation of the privileges of the soci¬

ety in certain cases, and the infliction of other chastisements.

1. Ecclesiastical discipline was considered by some of the
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The main authority which the Reformers of Scotland, like

Calvin, cited for the right to exercise ecclesiastical discipline

was Matthew 18:15-17. It is an authority given by Christ to His

Church, and being of Divine institution it is something more than

the rights of every lawful society to regulation in the case of

its members. It has a spiritual efficacy, and there are spirit¬

ual results flowing from it which no mere natural right belonging

to any organization can confer and which can only be explained on

the principle of an authority and virtue bound up in the ordinance

by the positive appointment of God. This being the nature of dis¬

cipline, its aim in respect to the individual concerned, is dif¬

ferent from that of the discipline of a civil authority; the let¬

ter's chief concern is the welfare of the common body, but that

of the former is the restoration of the erring brother."*" Since

Reformers to be in some respects a parallel to the sacraments.
The latter are "signs and seals" of the preached Word. In a
similar manner ecclesiastical discipline properly administered
is a sign and seal that the warnings and threatenings of the
Gospel are not empty words, but if they are considered lightly
or spurned they inevitably result in censures. Those entrust¬
ed with the government of Christ's Church enforce these in the
sight of the people; hence, they are in a sense seals of the
preached Word. J. Durham, A Treatise Concerning Scandal.
(Glasgow, 17^0), pp. 55> o2.

1. For example, the civil authority punishes a guilty party by
imposing some sentence such as imprisonment, fine, or both.
Once the person concerned has fulfilled the obligation placed
upon him by the State he is free from further punishment, as
long as he does not become guilty of another punishable of¬
fence; but, he may never have truly regretted his mistake in
the sense of it being an offence to society--he may have been
sorry that he was,, caught—and he, though restored to the full
privileges of that society, may be just waiting for revenge.
In other words, the underlying cause of the offence as it is
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this is so, Church censures have weight only as they are seen to

proceed from love; therefore, there should never be a hasty

bringing to public reproof, which might be construed as seeking

the shame of the offender rather than his restoration.'1'
2

The First Book of Discipline is careful to emphasize the

need of tender dealing with an offender. This means that each

case must be dealt with on its own merits, considering carefully

the disposition of the guilty party, for the censure that is

satisfactory for one may be either too lenient or too severe for

another; there can not be a set schedule of punishments, applica¬

ble to offences regardless of the doer, such as the method used

in the Penitential books, for the censure that would completely

crush one person might scarcely disturb another; and, since the

overall aim is always edification and not destruction, this would

be to defeat the purpose of ecclesiastical discipline.The

rights and best interests of the guilty person as a brother,

found in the person's character is still there, even though he
is to all outward knowledge and appearances a citizen in good
standing. It is not so with ecclesiastical discipline. The
chief concern is not that the individual pay his debt to the
society, but that he be so moved in his mind that he will be
truly sorry for the disgrace and shame he has caused by his
waywardness to the Body of Christ and will resolve to do his
utmost to refrain from any such action in the future, not
through fear of punishment but from a sense of responsibility
for the welfare and good name of the whole society of Christ's
Church, and most of all for the Master Himself.

1. The Gospel basis, rather than that of Law, of ecclesiastical
discipline must be evident; cf. above, p. 19 f»

2. Dunlop, ii., p. 570; Knox, ii., p. 3O7.
* C f. above, pp • 3^- ^ ? ^"3 *
. Durham, op. cit., pp. 55-5S*
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although a fallen one, must always set the bounds to the exercise

of Church discipline and restrict it to the use of such means of

a spiritual kind as shall not hinder but help the good of his

soul. A regard to the liberties and edification of the person

upon whom discipline is exercised must plainly limit the exercise

of an authority which is intended to work "for the destruction of

the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord

Jesus. n
2

The Westminster Confession of Faith states that Church cen¬

sures are necessary for the "reclaiming and gaining of offending

brethren, for deterring of others from the like offences, for

purging out of that leaven which might infect the whole lump, for

vindicating the honour of Christ and the holy profession of the

Gospel, and for preventing the wrath of God which might justly

fall upon the Church, if they should suffer His covenant and the

seals thereof, to be profaned by notorious and obstinate offend¬

ers." That is, there are three objects to be kept in view, l

namely, the maintenance of the Church's purity, the reclamation

of offenders, and the restraint of those that might, by the sight

of unchecked sin, be tempted to do evil. For the attainment of

1. On this subject cf. J. Bannerman, The Church of Christ.
(Edinburgh, 1858), p. 187 ff.j Durham, op. cit., pp. 50-216,
232-2^3, 358-370; "the whole tenor of the latter treatise is
that ecclesiastical discipline must be exercised with the
greatest tenderness, never forgetting its nature is prima¬
rily remedial rather than punitive, for edification rather
than for destruction.

2. XXX., iii., Dunlop, i., p. 152 f.



285

these ends It is laid down that "The officers of the Church are

to proceed by admonition, suspension from the Sacrament of the

Lord's Supper for a season, and by excommunication from the

Church, according to the nature of the crime and demerit of the
1

person." This statement indicates what was declared officially

to be the procedure to be followed in dealing with offenders in

the Reformed Church in Scotland both before and subsequent to

I6V7, when the Westminster Confession was received and approved

by the General Assembly.

In the Reformed Church, discipline was the responsibility of

the Kirk Session—the minister and ruling elders—who were, ac¬

cording to the First and Second Books of Discipline, to watch

over the manners of the people committed to their charge. Cal¬

vin's plan in Geneva had been to have the elders chosen from the

different sections of the city; this was done in the interests of

efficiency. Similarly in Scotland, the General Assembly in l6*+8
ordained that as a remedy for the grievous and common sins of the

land every elder should have certain bounds assigned to him, that

he may visit the same every month at least, and report to the
2

Session what scandals and abuses he found. The Session Records

of various parishes of the Church in Scotland bear testimony to

the diligence—some would say the inquisitorialness—with which

the elders did their duty, investigating every reported offence

1. The Westminster Confession, XXX., iv., Dunlop, i., p. 153^
2. Peterkin, op. clt., p. 512.
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no matter how frivolous it may seem to us to have been; and, what¬

ever our opinions of the actions of these men, we must admit that

they did only what they sincerely believed to be their solemn

duty, their aim and object being to rid the Church of evil and to

educate the people in strict and high notions of the Christian

life. That the elders took quite literally the description of

their function noted above as their chief duty is seen from an

entry in the Kirk Session Records of St. Andrews in which the

first reason given for dividing the parish into districts is that

the elders may keep oversight of the manners of the people."''
2

Many similar entries may be found.

Areas of Discipline

The scope of Church discipline is very wide. The First and

Second Books of Discipline and the Westminster Directory of

Church Government all affirm that whatever in the doctrine or the

principles or the practice of any member of the congregation may

bring contempt on the Christian Church, lead others to sin, or

mar the edification of believers is a disciplinal offence. In

our period it was held to be part of an elder's duty to report to

the Kirk Session every rumour he heard which affected the Chris¬

tian character of any member of the congregation. At Session

1. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. 90b- (Sept. 28, 1599).
2. Ibid.. Oct. 8, 1598, p. 871 f.; Markinch K. S. R., May 22,

170^ (unpaged mas.), states that districts were assigned
elders "for their particular inspection."



287

meetings it was customary to inquire whether "there were any pub¬

lic scandals known to any of the elders.""'" If there were any re¬

ported, these were investigated, and if there was no truth in

what was rumoured, that closed the matter, as was noted in the

Session Records. If the reported scandal was substantiated, ap¬

propriate action was taken.

Sessions did not leave it to chance that offences committed

within their bounds should come to their attention. Especially

in the days following the second Reformation, when ecclesiastical

discipline had reached its fullest development, efforts were made

by the Sessions to ascertain Just what was taking place in the
2

area under their care. Scouts were sent every night through all

the ale-houses in each town and village to see if any person was

either drinking or selling drink after "elders-hours".^ Persons

1. E.g., cf. Rothesay K. S. R., p. 66. At Presbytery visitations
of congregations the faithfulness of the elders in delating
people guilty of offences and in the general exercise of dis¬
cipline would be investigated, and if they were lax the
Presbytery would admonish them to faithfulness—e.g., cf.
Presbytery Records of Kirkcaldy, pp. 286, 301, 336, etc.5
Presbytery of Strathbogie, pp. 168, 198, 205, etc.

2. Clark, op. cit., p. 17*+ points out that a very distinct hard¬
ening in discipline took place after 16^8, Just at the time
when intercourse with Protestant England was most intimate.
"A note not so much of sternness as of eensoriousness enters,
which developed the ecclesiastical detective system and raised
it to the height of its power about the end of the seventeenth
century. It is a note of Sabbatarian fanaticism and sectarian
exclusiveness, which is foreign to the earlier standards of
the Reformed Church in Scotland, and which begins to die out in
the eighteenth century, though in places it lingers still."

3. 10.00 p. m., the hour at which these establishments were sup¬
posed to close. At that time the scouts were elders, and this
is reputed to be the origin of the term "elder1s-hours".
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who were planning a wedding reception had to meet set regulations

of the Church regarding the number of guests present and the na-

1
ture of the entertainment. Transgressions of omission as well

1. The Scottish clergy frowned on the customary merry making that
accompanied weddings, therefore, they took steps to keep it
within bounds. "Penny bridals" were a common concern to the
Church courts. ("Penny bridals" derive the name from the fact
that at the end of the marriage ceremony the bride walked
round saluting all the guests, and she carried a dish into
which each dropped a coin. In the early years a penny was the
customary contribution. The money went to assist the bride in
furnishing her home.) In addition to the invited guests,
where the prospects were good for dancing and drinking, a
large number of uninvited guests would come. These persons
would not only be expected to contribute to the bride's col¬
lection, but they would also be charged a certain amount,
sometimes called a "bridal lawing", for the hospitality pro¬
vided for all the wedding guests. This sometimes led to abuse
of what was considered common courtesy and decency, so the
Church courts made various regulations regarding such events.
For instance, on February 6, 16**5, the South Leith Kirk Ses¬
sion ordained that in the future "who soever shall be con-
tractit and who are to make penny brydells sail consigne ather
ten pound or ells ane pand (i.e., a pledge) worth ten pound
that yr raariage dinner sail not exceed ye pryce of 12 s. (i.e.,
per person, cf. South Leith Records, p. 77) uyr wayes the 10
lib sail fall and sail come to ye use of the poor." Ibid,, p.
53; cf. also pp. Ill, 118. On February 13, 16^-5, the General
Assembly stated that such occasions were sources of "great
profanitie and severall abuses" and were "proving fruitful
seminaries of all lasciviousnesse and debaushtrie, as well be
the excessive number of people conveened thereto, as by the
extortion of them therein, and licentiousnesse thereat," and
it charged each Presbytery to ensure that each Kirk Session
took steps to curb the abuses flowing from them. Peterkin, op.
cit., p. U-27. This resulted in Sessions making various regu¬
lations regarding them. E.g., Rothesay Kirk Session decreed
that "ther be no moe then eight mense at most, that ther be no
pypeing nor promiscuous danceing under the penaltie of the
parties maryed loseing ther consignatioune money. • . . that
ther be no sitting up to drink after ten a clock at night
vnder the paine of ^0 s to be payd be the master of the fam-
elie quhe the brydell holdis." K. S. R.. p. 5 (Dec. 16, 1658).
However, Elgin Kirk Session banned them (July l6*+7),and the
persons who defied the decree were censored. Cf. Elgin K. S. R.
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as of commission were sought out. When in 1639 the General As¬

sembly ordered family worship to be established in every house¬

hold, in some parishes at least, the elders were commissioned b3r

the Session to make it their business to insure that this was

being carried out in the homes, and those who neglected to do so
1

were to be reproved. In order that every Kirk Session's sur¬

veillance of the congregation should be complete, all new-comers

to the district were required to produce testimonials from the

Session or the minister of the parish from which they had mi-
2

grated. Therefore, it would be impossible for any scandalous

pp. 257, 266, 333, 33^.
1. This was in keeping with the duties assigned elders in the

Second Book of Discipline, VII., 13, Dunlop, ii., p. 779 f.
2. In the early years of our period there is little or often no

reference to testimonials; Elgin K. S. R. cites a request by
the Session for newly arrived persons in that parish to pro¬
duce a testimonial as early as 15^7 (p» 7). However, in the
later years the Records of Kirk Sessions have many references
to the giving and receiving of testimonials—e.g., St. Ninians,
Stirling, (mss.) folio 59 a, l6*f b; South Leith Records, pp.
2, !+5; Carluke K. S. R. (mss.), pp. 2, 11; Abbotshall K. S. R.,
(mss), pp. 128, I3O; Markinch K. S. R., (mss.), Nov. 19, 170**j
Jan. lb, 1705; Rothesay K. S. R., pp. Ib2, 285. In l6h-0 the
Presbytery of Kirkcaldy decreed that intimation was to be made
in all kirks that no one was to hire any servants without a
testimonial—Records, p. 190. In 16M3 the General Assembly
enacted that all incomers and also those leaving congregations
should have testimonials, and the minister "from whom they
flit" is to advertise the one "to whom they flit if (to his
knowledge) they be lying under any scandal!." Peterkin, op.
cit., p. 512 f. The Kirk Session Records of Markinch, May 21,
170h, contain the Act of Synod which was to be intimated within
the bounds of the Synod annually to the effect that all per¬
sons entering or leaving the parish were to have testimonials,
and if they could not fulfill this requirement they would not
be permitted to remain more than forty days in the parish.
The church could invoke the aid of the civil magistrate to en¬
force such a decision if the party refused to move. Sessions
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person to conceal his shame by a discreet departure from the

place that knew him. Sessions also sought to prevent incidents

requiring discipline by advertising among the people and by inti¬

mation from the pulpit the treatment they had enacted should be

meted out for various offences such as drunkenness, profane

swearing, profaning Sunday,^ and warnings were given, especially

to heads of households, of their duty to inform the elders of any
2

cases that came to their attention. Even offences which escaped

were very cautious, too, in giving these testimonials. To
forge a testimonial was a serious offence—e.g., cf. Records
of the Presbytery of Strathbogie, p. 188. The General Assem¬
bly Act cited above also states that travellers away from
their home parish over Sunday are to bring testimonials from
the minister of the place where they stayed on that day, tes¬
tifying to their good use of it.

1. E.g., cf. Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding Club), pp. ff., 21;
Elgin K. S. R., pp. 101, 272, 27*f; Abbot shall K. S. R. (mss),
p. 1>+7; St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., pp. 807 ff*? 936. A fa¬
vourite object of the various ecclesiastical judicatories was,
as their Records show, to secure the reverent keeping of the
Lord's Day and the proper observance of religious ordinances.

2. I can hardly agree with J. MacPherson, The Doctrine of the
Church in Scottish Theology. (Edinburgh, 1903), p. lh-l, when
he says, "Strict the Scottish discipline of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries undoubtedly was, but inquisitorial it
was not." He then cites Durham, op. cit., pp. 72-77? to sub¬
stantiate his statement. The evidence indicates that 'what
Durham advocated was not always the practice of the Church.
If it had been there is no doubt that ecclesiastical disci¬
pline in the Reformed Church in Scotland would have been dif¬
ferent from what it was. The Concise Oxford Dictionary de¬
fines "inquisitorial" as "offensively prying", and this, it
seems to me from an examination of Kirk Session and Presbytery
Records, is just what Scottish church discipline, especially
of the seventeenth century, was. E.g., cf. Dundonald K. S. R.,
p. 521 f.; St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. 811. For instance,
Kirk Sessions were not content to use only their own powers of
detection in seeking out offenders, but they enlisted the help
of others. E.g., the Kirk Session of St. Andrews required
"all godlie men and bretherein ... to deleat all sic as thai
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detection for a period of years might eventually come to light,

and the guilty party would be censured.

The Procedure In Discipline

As outlined in the preceding chapter, the policy followed in

the actual disciplining of persons was patterned after Matthew 18

;15-17. The simplest and mildest form of church censure was priv¬

ate admonition, which was a very important duty assigned to the
2

elders. Where, in the case of less serious offences, the private

admonition of the minister and elders failed to bring the desired

results, a more formal rebuke had to be given. Strictly speaking,

this was a church censure. It meant that the guilty party was

summoned to appear before the Session on a certain day, at which

know or sail gait knawlege of heireftir, that sail tak the
name of God in vane, ban sweit flytt, speik vidious and fil-
thie talk, drunkardls nicht walkaris murtheraris, commit-
taris of incest adulterie and fornicatioun or of ony uther
notorious cryme, that thai may be callit accusit and punisit
thairfor, • . • " K. S. R., ii., p. 811, # 16; Elgin Kirk
Session appointed certain persons to the duty of delating to
them adulterers, fornicators, swearers, "... and for com¬
mitting of all vther vnlawfull actiounes pertenand to their
censuring." K. S. R., p. 20 (August *+, 1591).

1. E.g., an extract from the K. S. R. of the Parish of Alves,
July 29, 1652, gives the following sentence against A. F.:
"For his offence some eight years agoe" he is enjoined by the
Presbytery to make public satisfaction in sackcloth, bare¬
footed and barelegged, each "Lord's Day for the space of ane
yeir according to the Act of the General Assembly." He began
the following Sunday, but on Oct. 2b, 1652, he was absolved
because he had appeared every Sunday and he was now in extenu¬
ating circumstances. The Church of the Parish of Alves. ed.
W. Cramond, (1900), pp. 26 f., 28.

2. Cf. First Book of Discipline, Seventh Head, Dunlop, ii., p.
569 f.; Knox, ii., p. 306 f. Rothesay K. S. R., p. 127.
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time his case would be considered.^" It might be that the appear¬

ance of that august body would be sufficient to cause the offend¬

er to make a formal confession, which, after admonition, usually
2

ended the case. If the accused did not so respond, further ap¬

propriate action was taken, much in the manner of the holding of

a court. All was done orderly; the charges were written out in

order to give definiteness and accuracy; witnesses, if necessary,

were called and cited by the beadle;^ and, every attempt was

made to settle the matter. If the charge was found neither

clearly proved nor yet disproved the case might be stayed until

further light was shed on it, which could mean even a period of

years, the accused all the while being excluded from the enjoy-
*

ment of church privileges. The only means of relief to which

the person libelled had recourse, beyond appeal to the Presby¬

tery, was an "oath of purgation," and the benefit of that oath

might be, and often was, refused.^
1. The knowledge that this procedure would be followed would no

doubt cause many guilty parties to confess their crime,and
after nothing more than private admonition many would agree
to try and amend their ways. It was not a light thing to have
to appear before a body of men, most or all of whom were well
known to the offender and whose respect he would wish to hold;
in addition, such a summons would mean that his misdemeanor
would be recorded in the Records for future generations to see.

2. The Form of Process (1707)? III., 1-3? virtually states that
in the case of some offences, which are specified, Kirk Ses¬
sions should be satisfied v/ith a private confession of guilt
and promise of amendment. Cf. Rothesay K. S. R., pp. 9^-, 580.

. E.g., cf. Peninghame K. S. R., p. 37.

. Form of Process (1707), II.? 3.
5. Cf. Presbytery of Kirkcaldy, p. 206 (May 27, 1631).
6. E.g., cf. Dundonald K. S. R., p. 50; St. Kinians, Stirling,
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In cases of public offences, that is, where an offence was

committed openly and publicly, public confession was a require¬

ment."'* The particular charge determined the conditions under

which such confession was to be made. If there was no infamy be¬

yond publicity attached to it, the offender appeared in church in

his ordinary Sunday dress and occupied his regular seat. The

only unusual thing was that at a particular place in the service

he had to stand up and profess his penitence for the sin with
2

which he was charged by the Session. The more serious the of¬

fence committed, the greater it was felt that the shame and con¬

fusion evidenced in true repentance must be. In the case of

grave scandals the offenders might be required to make their con-

3
fession from in front of the pulpit, or even from the "repent-

ance stool." Very often the penitent had to appear more than

1. Cf. First Book of Discipline, Dunlop, ii., p. 570? Knox, ii.,
p. 3O6 f. The Scottish Reformers preached the need for con¬
fession just as much as did the Roman Church, but it was not
private sacramental confession to a priest, but open confes¬
sion before either the Kirk Session or the congregation, as
the circumstances of the case might warrant.

2. E.g., cf. Elgin K. S. R., p. 31 (May 25, 1593)? p. 266 (Aug.
2b, 16U9) •

3. E.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., pp. 819, 827, 8V7, etc.
H-. This was a public place of repentance, usually elevated and so

placed as to ensure that the occupant(s) would be clearly seen
by the congregation. In some congregations there appears to
have been stools set at different levels, the seriousness of
the individual's guilt being indicated by the level at which
he was ordered to sit—e.g., cf. Dundonald K. S. R., p. **35
(May 27, 1638), p. *+83 (Sept. 6, I6*f0). Similarly, being
censured to stand before the pulpit indicated a different de¬
gree of guilt from having to sit in the repentance stool—e.
g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. 819. Sometimes several
offenders would be required to stand together, and persons
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once in public to give signs of repentance, especially in the

days when ecclesiastical discipline was being rigidly practised;

and, "circular satisfaction", that is, appearance in more than

one church, might be required."'" In very serious cases the peni-
2

tent might have to appear for as many as fifty-two Sundays.

In all churches the gravity of a man's offence was indicated

by the attire in which he appeared for public repentance. The

penitent was to wear whatever dress was stipulated by the Session

—ordinary clothes, sackcloth, or a linen sheet. To wear other¬

wise resulted in further censure. Sometimes as a greater indica¬

tion of humiliation, the offenders were not allowed to wear ei¬

ther hat or shoes, and they might also be compelled to stand in

sackcloth outside the church door before being moved to the

who were accomplices in the same offence also stood together.
1. E.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. 751; in the punishment

of fornication the Kirk Session would make the guilty parties
"satisfy" the kirk in the parish where the offence was com¬
mitted and also where the child was born if these two were not
one and the same. The Presbytery of Dingwall, July 6, 1680,
ordered an adulteress to undergo church discipline in four
parishes for her offence. Records of the Presbyteries of
Inverness and Dingwall, p. 3W.

2. By the Act of Assembly, August 10, 16M3, fornicators were to
make profession of their repentance three Sundays; those who
were guilty of a relapse therein, six Sundays; of a trilapse,
twenty-six Sundays; and, of a quadrilapse, three-quarters of
a year. Peterkin, op. cit., p. 512, II., 5* That sentences
even more severe than the maximum indicated here were imposed
is seen from an entry in the Session Records of the Cross
Kirk, Peebles, which states as follows: "October 25, 1666.
Brethren report that Elizabeth Melrose has stood in the habit
of an adulteress for twelve months, and they know of no reason
why she should not be received. She compeared in sackcloath,
and, confessing her sin vrith tears, was appointed to be re¬
ceived by Mr James Smyth." Book of the Cross Kirk, p. 19*+.
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repentance stool.Such humbling as begging on bended knees in

the church in the presence of the congregation the pardon of the
2

one injured was often required.

The same treatment applied to all classes. The First Book

of Discipline declares that ecclesiastical discipline applies

equally to all Estates, to the rulers as well as they that are

1. The following entry from the Kirk Session Records of Aberdeen,
March 31, 15o8 (Spalding Club, p. 13), illustrates the sen¬
tence meted out by that Session for one particular type of of¬
fence: "The said day, the Assemblie ordanit and devisit the
punitioun for adulterie as followis: That ilk persone convict
in the said cryme sail cum thre seueral Sondays, at the secund
bell ringing, to the kirk dur quhair the peple enteris that
day, bairfut and bairleg, cled in sakclayth, with ane crovn of
paper on thair heid, with the cryme vrittine thairaboutj ana
remane thair quhill the precheour begin his sermondj and
thairefter sail cum in oppin place of repentans, and remane
standing quhill the end of the preching, and than pass again
to the same dur, quhair thai sail remane to be ane spektakl to
the haill peple quhill all folkis be past hame and depairtit
fra the kirk." Sentences which tell of offenders doing public
repentance under equally humiliating circumstances are found
in many Kirk Session Records. E.g., in St. Andrews (159^) an
adulterer "be decrete of the Sessioun, was jokit, cartit and
that throw the haill streitis of the town, and cariit to the
North Hauche of this citee, the haill scolaris and utheris, ane
great multitude of pepill, upon Mononday ane merkat day, being
his convoy, casting rottin eggis filth and glar at him, wes at
last dowkit ower the heid diveris tymes. ... He is also de-
cernit to be banisit the boundis of this citee, ... The
Sessioun hes also ordanit the said James to stand at the kirk
dur, beir heddit and beir futtit, ilk precheing day tyme of
sermone fra the secund bell quhill the last bell to sermon, in
seclaith; and thaireftir to enter on the hichest degre of the
penitent stuill, and sitt quhill the sermone and blessing be
gevin, and to cum ilk tyme to the catichisme, and sa to con-
tinew quhill the kirk be satisfeit." This entry is dated
December 8, 159*+ (K. S* R., ii., p. 793)? that is, this treat¬
ment was carried out in winter* As a further humiliation cer¬
tain offenders would be ordered to have their heads shaved in
view of the public. E.g., cf. Elgin K. S. R., pp. *+9, 52, 77.
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ruled.1 In 1573 "the General Assembly decreed that "Great men of¬

fending in sick erymes as deserves sackcloath, they sould receive

the samein als weill as the poore. . • . Na superintendent nor

commissioner, with advyse of any particular kirk of thair juris-

dictloun, may dispence with the extremitie of sackcloth pre-

scryvit be the Acts of the Generall Discipline, for any pecuniall
2

sowme or paine ad pios usus."

As indicated in the preceding chapter, the severest punish-
■a

ment was greater excommunication, a complete cutting off from

the fellowship of the Church. This sentence was only a last re¬

sort and was to be preceded by the long process already outlined,

as every attempt was made to make it unnecessary. There are not

many cases of greater excommunication fully recorded in the

Registers of Kirk Sessions, but those that are indicate that the

order prescribed in the First Book of Discipline and revised in

the Form of Process (1707) was followed.

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 576; Knox, ii., p. 309.
2. B. U. K., i., p. 284.
3. It is to be distinguished from "lesser excommunication" which

was only a suspension from the enjoyment of certain Church
privileges, especially the Lord's Supper.

4. E.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., i., pp. 19*+-206, 260-277.
Most cases of excommunication were dealt with by the Presby¬
tery, and after the introduction of the Form of Process in
1707 this was compulsory. Under Episcopacy the bishop was to
have the final say in excommunication—cf. B, IT. K,, iii., p.
1096. The seriousness of this step is indicated by the many
measures taken to avoid it and by the reluctance and solemnity
with which it was administered. It also refutes the charges
of the opponents of Presbytery who accused the clergy of using
excommunication freely and hastily in order to obtain obedi¬
ence by all, from the lowest to the Crown, to whatever they
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Originally it was permissible to execute the sentence of ex¬

communication more summarily in some cases than in others.

Crimes which by the Law of God deserved death—e.g., murder,

adultery, sorcery, witchcraft, and open blasphemy—were held fit

to be followed more promptly with excommunication than such

things as reversion to Roman Catholicism, neglect of the sacra¬

ments, and contempt of church authority. However, sentences thus

passed were subjects of frequent complaint, and in the General

Assembly they were often brought up for review, and sometimes

they were revoked. To prevent such invalid and oppressive ver¬

dicts being rashly passed special regulations were from time to

time issued by the General Assembly. In 1597 an interim Act was

passed discharging summary excommunications altogether but or¬

daining that in the case of great crimes, "a publict intimatioun

therof to be made, and the committer therof to be suspendit 'a

decreed—cf. J. Maxwell, The Burden of Issachar, (16V6), p.
17 ff.5 J. Bramhall, A Faire Warning to take heed of the
Scottish Discipline . ". . (16^9), chapters v., ix. R.
Baillie, An Historical Vindication of the Government of the
Church of Scotland. (16h6), claims that these charges are a
wide slander, and he states that excommunication is adminis¬
tered only for a "grievous transgression joyned with extra¬
ordinary obstinacy." He notes also that this censure is so
rare with the Presbyterians that "a man may live long and
before his death never be witness to it." (p. 33^* Hen¬
derson, The Government and Order of the Church of Scotland,
(161+1). also states that excommunication is very infrequent,
(p. bo), Although passed so reluctantly, yet it was held
that where this sentence was deserving but the "governors of
the Church" fail to enforce it, they sin and must be found
guilt^--G. Gillespie, One Hundred and Eleven Propositions Con¬
cerning the Ministry and Government" of the Church-, (1649,). 29.
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sacris', and prohibited 'privato convictu1*." After the Form of

Process (170?) was established Kirk Sessions were prevented from

passing to the highest censure of the Church without the Presby¬

tery's order.

Civil Punishments

The Scottish Reformers did not claim to have the right of

imposing civil punishments on men for ecclesiastical offences,

but they did state in both the First and Second Books of Disci-
2

pline that they expected the civil authorities to do so. The

actual practice of the Church in Scotland led to charges that

the clergy were usurping civil authority and ecclesiastically in-

flicting civil punishments.J This was vehemently denied by Bail-

lie in his Historical Vindication of the Government of the Church

of Scotland. He maintains that no church assembly in Scotland

assumes the least degree of power to inflict even the smallest

civil punishment upon any person, and that the General Assembly

itself has not the power to fine anyone as much as one groat. He

points out that the civil law appoints certain fines and corporal

punishments, even to the extent of banishment for certain odious

1. B. U. K., iii., p. 926.
2. Cf. First Book of Discipline, Dunlop, ii., p. 568 f.; Knox, ii.,

p. 306. The Second Book of Discipline states that it is the
duty of the Christian magistrate to "assist and manteine the
discipline of the Kirk; and punish them civilly, that will not
obey the censure of the same, without confounding alwayis the
ane jurisdiction with the uther." X., 1+, Dunlop, ii., p. 787 f.

3. E.g., Maxwell, op. cit., p. 2 f.
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crimes; and^the power of executing these statutes is placed by
the Parliament in the hands of the inferior magistrates in the

boroughs or shires, who in turn may delegate some other person

to act as their commissioners in enforcing these. Ordinarily,

some of the latter are ruling elders and sit with the eldership.

Thus it happens that when the Session has dealt with the scandal

alone of the offender and has used its spiritual censures only to

bring the party to repentance, some of the ruling elders, by vir¬

tue of their civil office or commission will impose the civil

penalties which the Acts of Parliament^ or the council appoint

1. Acts of Parliament were passed from time to time respecting
civil punishments to follow certain ecclesiastical offences.
For instance, excommunicated persons who entered into the con¬
gregation during the ministration of the sacraments or common
prayers were to be apprehended and delivered to the ordinary
judge \v'ho was to keep them in prison until they would find
caution under such sums as the minister should modify; A. P.
S., iii., p. *4*30, ch. No persons who were or who would be
excommunicated were allowed directly or indirectly to enjoy
the possession of their lands, rents and revenues, but the
same were to be taken over for his Majesty's pleasure; A. P.
S., iv., p. M57. An equally severe Act was passed in 1661
against excommunicates; A. P. S., vii., p. 228. However, at
the Restoration all Acts imposing civil pains upon sentences
of excommunication were rescinded. There were civil penalties
to follow on conviction for blasphemy, fornication, profane-
ness, etc.. and where fines were levied these were to be paid
to the parish collectors for the poor, i.e., they were desig¬
nated as being "ad pios usus." (These Acts are found in the
volumes of A. P. S. noted above, p. 208, n. 1. For a survey
of their contents, cf. An Abridgement of the Acts of Parlia¬
ment Relating to the Church of Scotland from the Reformation
to the Present Time. (Edinburgh. 1795). This pamphlet is i'n-
cluded by W. Steuart of Pardovan in his Collections and Obser¬
vations Methodized: concerning the Worship, biscipline. and'
Government of the Church of Scotland. (Arbroath. 1802). pp.
2£3-231+.) In view of the evidence It is rather strange to find
Baillie in speaking of the civil penalties attached to
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to follow such misdemeanours. "But that the eldership should

imploy its ecclesiastick and spirituall power for any such end,

none of us doe defend.""''
In accordance with this theory of the close co-operation of

the power of the sword and of the keys the following arrangement

was made in the Church in Scotland. In order to secure as quick¬

ly as possible the benefits of the fines and punishments which the

Parliament ordained should be paid for certain crimes, the same

to be applied to pious uses, the Kirk Sessions endeavoured to ob-
2

tain, probably from the Privy Council, commissions in favour of
3

one of their number to act as session baillie. This person sat

excommunication in Scotland say that there is no civil hazard
to any who will allow himself to be brought to any measure of
repentance; secondly, that even if they do not repent there is
no harm can come to them for a whole year after being sen¬
tenced: and thirdly, that after a year's contumacy, although
the letter of the Act of Parliament is heavy, yet few or none
have been hurt in their goods, imprisoned, or banished. Bail-
lie, Historical Vindication, p. 59.

1. Ibid., p. 18.
2. In 1622 the Privy Council ordained that commissions for jus¬

tices of the peace were to be given "to suche persone or per-
sonis in everie landwart parrochin as salbe nominat be the
bishop of that diocie." Registers of the Privy Council of
Scotland. First Series, xii., p. 6h6, 7» This was apparently
intended to strengthen the authority of church courts. Char¬
les I. went even farther in l63*f. Not only was "everie bishop
to be a justice of peace within his owne diocie," but in ad¬
dition, each bishop was to choose "the most able and suffi¬
cient ministers within thair dioceis" to be justices also.
Numerous appointments followed. Ibid., Second Series, v.,
pp. 228, 370-389.

3. The civil government was willing that Kirk Sessions should im¬
pose civil penalties directly, and they gave commissions for
this purpose. This was probably common practice in landward
Sessions. For instance, at Rescobie it was "regraited be
thame (the elders) that they gett no payment of the penalties
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in the Session in both an ecclesiastical and a civil capacity.

He was both an elder and a magistrate; thus, when a man was con¬

victed before the Session of any offence punishable by fine or

imprisonment at the word of a magistrate, the session baillie ex¬

acted the penalty. This would mean that in some cases the same

individual imposed both ecclesiastical and civil penalties, and

although he did this while acting in his two separate capacities,

it is not surprising that the onlooker should confuse the two.

This practice appears to have been at its strongest in the middle

of the seventeenth century, but it continued in use for many

years.

quhairin offenderis ar convict, they are ordained with dili¬
gence to purchas ane commissioune, quhairin salbe the minister
. . . (four others are here named to the commission) and that
thei creat thair bedell thair court officiar. And the persons
abovenamed sail, with thair minister, have power to change and
renew the Sessioune yeirly as thei sail find meitt." Fife
Synod Records, April 21, 1611, mss. p. 31 (Abbotsford Club ed.
p. 17)• Other congregations were ordered by the Synod to buy
a similar commission for their benefit; ibid., mss. p. 5b
(Abbotsford Club ed. p. 3l)» ®ss. p. W (Abbotsford Club ed.
p. 2b). That is, Kirk Sessions had commissions from the Privy
Council for fining offenders either through justices of the
peace or by commission; e.g., cf. Belhelvie K. S. R. (mss),
March 21, I63O, folio *+2; Jan. 16, I63I, folio Elgin K.
S. R., p! 5V (Aug. 3, 15$7).

1. There is no reason to suppose that following ecclesiastical
punishments vrith civil was an innovation of the Reformers.
Andrew Melville, in a letter to Beza, October, 1578, says that
the nobles are adverse to the erection of Presbyteries, though
the King favours them, because they fear it will mean the dim¬
inishing of royal authority. Among other things, the nobles
insisted that excommunication should not be valid until it had
been approved by the King's Council after taking cognizance of
the cause. Melville says that their real reason for this in¬
sistence is that they are afraid of the sentence of Presbytery,
not so much from the awe in which they stand of the Divine
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There can be no doubt that whether Kirk Sessions had con¬

stituent bailies or not, they did inflict civil penalties both

pecunial and corporal. They ordered fines to be paid for partic¬

ular offences,^" and they modified or increased fines at their own

judgment as from terror of the civil penalties, which, accord¬
ing to the laws and custom of our country accompany the sen¬
tence of excommunication. As M'Crie points out, from the man¬
ner in which Melville mentions the civil penalties that ac¬
companied excommunication, it is evident that he did not look
upon them as forming any part of the ecclesiastical discipline
or even as a necessary appendage to it. The laws enacting
them were allowed to remain in force at the time of the Refor¬
mation, and they afforded the most plausible pretext for the
control which the court claimed over the sentences of the
church. Yet, it was only a pretext,for the government sus¬
pended the execution of these laws whenever they pleased, and
they could rescind them at any time. This would have pleased
some of the clergy, but there were others who felt they were
a necessary safeguard for two reasons. First, the government
was extremely lax and partial in proceeding against certain
offences which merited civil punishment and which the church
acted against as being scandals; and secondly, they considered
the penal laws necessary as a protection against the attempts
of the Roman Church, whom the court was too frequently dis¬
posed to favour. Cf. M'Crie, Life of Melville, p. 72 f.

1. It is difficult always to distinguish between fines which were
imposed by Act of Parliament and collected by the church, and
those levied solely by the Kirk Session, but in some instances
it is clear that the Session is the one who inaugurates the
fine; e.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. 913; Aberdeen K.
S. R. (Spalding Club), pp. 2b, k-7, 113 f. In 1562 the Kirk
Session of Aberdeen drew up a set scale of fines for various
offences—ibid., p. 5 ff» Elgin Kirk Session states that the
punishment for certain offences is to be "fine OR jogges" K.
S. R., p. 18; cf. ibid., pp. 26, 271; in 1665, under Episco¬
pacy, this same Kirk Session approved a set scale of fines
for numerous offences which are contained in an Act given in
by the Bishop—ibid., p. 3^3 In cases where the offence
was minor, the Session sometimes dismissed it with an admoni¬
tion, but the offenders were asked to pay a set amount to the
the church officer "for his paines in ceiting" them; Dundonald
K. S. R., p. Mf3.
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discretion. In spite of the fact that the exponents of the

Church's doctrine of discipline have been very careful to empha¬

size that the censures of the Church are not to be used or re¬

garded as a bodily punishment or penance to satisfy for sin, but

as a spiritual medicine for humbling and edification of the soul,

many Kirk Sessions have jumbled penitence, penance, and penalty

together as if they were all the same thing and any one of them
2

could be substituted for the other. The result of such practices

1. E.g., Rothesay K. S. R., p. b-8: a man convicted of breach of
the Lord's Day was appointed to satisfy the act relating to
such, but in view of his poverty his fine was forgiven. The
Kirk Session of Aberdeen (May 8, I6O3) appointed five men
"censuraris and captowrs" to watch for blasphemers, and they
were to collect a four penny penalty "at the leist" from the
guilty, and "theas that hes nocht siluer to pay to gett a
straik on the hand with a palmer." (Spalding Club, p. 27).
At Botary, the Presbytery of Strathbogie, on Mov. 9, 1636,
ordained an adulterer "to stand in the jogges and brankes,
with his head clipped, and barefooted, in sackcloth, till the
congregation be satisfied, or othervyse to redeeme himself
from the jogges and brankes by paying forty markes penaltye,
and to stand only in sackcloth." (p. 11). This same Presby¬
tery, on July 26, l6*+3, gave the Kirk Session of Gartlie au¬
thority to "mitigate ten raerkis" of the offender's penalty if
"he obey pleasantlie the forsaid decreit to the contentment of
the vhole Sessioun," but if not he was to pay the full amount,
(p. 38).

2. E.g., the following was transacted by South Leith Kirk Sessions
Feb. 6, l6*f0: "A. L. is ordained to enter to ye sak cloath on
Sonday nixt." Feb. 13: "A. L. gave in supplicaone yt ye Ses-
sione might be pleased to grant him favorie not to stand in
sack cloath in ye church dore but onlie in ye stoole of pub-
lict repentance. The qlk the Sessione hes granted and ye man
is ordained to pay 16 lib. b-s. the qlk he grantit voluntarlie
he not being urged yrunto." Feb. 27: "A. L. is ordsined to be
ressaived from ye place of publict repentance and he hes given
to ye poore in all 20 lib." i.e., due to his willingness to pay
an increased fine he was first released from appearing in sack¬
cloth, and then he had his course of repentance shortened.
South Leith Records, p. 31*
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was that delinquents came to regard the payment of a fine^" as all

the satisfaction they had to give for an offence. They thought

the fine a complete condonation of the misdeed, and. that it in¬

ferred removal of scandal. They did not realize the fact that

they were members of two separate corporations, the State and the

Church, and that they had to answer to the State for crimes and

to the Church for scandals, and this involved both fines and cen¬

sures. It is not to be regretted that this practice of following

ecclesiastical discipline with civil penalties has been aban¬

doned; more will be said regarding this subject when, at the end

of this chapter, we try to assess ecclesiastical discipline as

practised in the Reformed Church in Scotland.

The Discipline of the Kirk Session

While Kirk Sessions were so zealous and strict in looking

after the morals of parishoners, it is worthy of note that they

were no less exacting in dealing with members of their own court.

No scandal reported to have the slightest foundation was allowed

to pass uninvestigated, and every complaint brought to the Ses¬

sion against an elder was thoroughly sifted in the same way as
2

an accusation against any other person would be. Meetings for

prayer and private censure of Session members were regularly

1. Where a person did not have "geir" to pay his penalty he would
be sentenced to corporal punishment such as prison, the joggis,
and the stocks. A. P. S., iii., p. 212.

2. E.g., cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., pp. 86^-866.
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held. If anything unsuitable was found admonition was given; if

their behaviour and service were satisfactory they were encour¬

aged to continue with their work.1

Presbytery Visitations

One of the most formidable methods employed for the discov¬

ery and correction of faults and misconduct was the visitation of
2

the parish by the Presbytery. The program followed in these re¬

gular visits is worthy of note. There was first a worship ser¬

vice. In some Presbyteries it was the custom to have the min¬

ister of the congregation give proof of his preaching ability by
•?

delivering the sermon. After the devotional part, the latter

was removed from the meeting, and the elders were questioned

1. E.g., cf. ibid., pp. 815-817, 822, 883 f.; Aberdeen K. S. R.
(Spalding Club), pp. lh, 16.

2. The General Assembly of 1602 drew up a form of procedure to
be used—B. U. K., iii., pp. 991-993--anh the tenth session of
the General Assembly of l6h-6 urged Presbyteries to use more
accuracy and seriousness in the visitations. Peterkin, op. cit.,
p. ^77.

3. The practice in this regard does not seem to have been uniform.
In the reports of the visitations of the Presbytery of Kirk¬
caldy the name of the minister who preached the sermon is not
usually given. In the case of the Presbytery of Strathbogie
it was usually someone other than the pastor of the parish; e.
g., cf. Records, pp. 99, 165, 196, etc. Cf. Book of the Cross
Kirk, Peebles, p. lh-1. A. Edgar, Old Church Life in Scotland.
(London, 1885), First series, Appendix D., gives accounts of
two visitations of the parish of Mauchline (I6h2, 1723), as
extracted from the Kirk Session Records; in both of these the
minister of the parish had to deliver the sermon. Similarly,
this seems to have been the practice in the parish of South
Leith--South Leith Records, p. 85—and the Presbytery of Ding¬
wall regularly took trial of the preaching ability of its min¬
isters by having them preach at visitations. Cf. Records of
the Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall, pp. 1^3? 1^+T? 1^7•
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regarding his ministerial diligence and manner of life. The ques¬

tions that might be asked were almost infinite in both number and

variety."'' After this was completed, the elders were removed, and

the heads of families were interrogated regarding the life and

conduct of the several members of the Session. The precentor and

beadle were likewise put under inquisition, and the investigation
2

with respect to the ministry was concluded by removing the heads

of families and asking the minister and elders whether they had

anything to report about the congregation generally or individual

members in particular. As the Records show, answers were often

frank, and faults were freely discussed.J What the Presbytery

considered appropriate action was taken, and when the case war¬

ranted it admonition or censure was administered.^

1. Cf. Steuart of Pardovan, op. cit., p. *f0 ff. where two pages
of typical questions which could be asked regarding the pas¬
tor are given.

2. Many other things were inquired into such as the state of the
church property, records, number and names of the books in the
minister's library, and the provision made for the poor.

3. E.g., cf. the Records of the Meetings of the Exercise of Al-
ford. 1662-1688, '(New Spalding Club), ed. T. Bell. (Aberdeen,
1&97), p. 228 f. These Rrdords give the reports of several
such visitations, and they note that the procedure was "the
usual course followed as to ministers and elders and the us¬
ual exhortation given to the minister, heritors, elders, and
heads of families." (e.g., p. 356 ff.). The Synod of Aberdeen,
October, 167*+, endorsed an order for the Presbytery visita¬
tions and for trial and censures of ministers within their
bounds—Records (Spalding Club), p. 299. The Records of the
Presbyteries of Inverness and Dingwall, p. 51 ff., relate the
procedure in three visitations where scandal was suspected
(1675). Only the ministers and elders appear to have been in¬
terrogated. There is no mention of any others being present.
These visitations, like the others noted above, were conducted
under Episcopacy. There are also several accounts of
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When the polity of the Church was Episcopacy the chief exam¬

iner in these visits was the bishop. They seem to have taken

place just as frequently then as they did under Presbytery, and

the same general topics were discussed."'" Undoubtedly, there were

times when these visitations were useful and necessary, and they

were prompted by a real concern for maintaining the purity and

efficiency of the Church, all of which was admirable. Yet one

feels that the prying cross-examination of witnesses—church

officers and the laymen of the congregation—must often have done

irreparable harm. It developed a spirit of censoriousness that

was sure to antagonize rather than help, and the opportunity it

visitations under Episcopacy recorded in the Records of the
Synod of Fife—e.g., 1611. These reports indicate that the
concern is mostly with the clergy and the church property;
there is little said regarding the faithfulness of the elders,
although they are questioned regarding the minister. The
Presbytery Book of Strathbogie gives very full accounts of
visitations for the period I6b6-l65b- (i.e., under Presbytery);
cf. pp. 6*f ff., 99 ff., 165 ff., 196 ff., 200 ff., 203 ff.,
207 ff., 2l+l ff., 250 ff. These accounts give the impression
that such events were the occasion for a very close scrutiny
of the whole life of the congregation. P. 120 ff. shows the
action taken by Presbytery when a charge was laid by an elder
against his minister. The Presbytery Book of Kirkcaldy also
gives the accounts of many such visitations under Presbytery
during the mid-seventeenth century, but these accounts are
not reported in as much detail as are those of Strathbogie
mentioned above. Edgar, op. cit., p. 353 ff. (Appendix D),
gives extracts from the Records of the Presbytery of Ayr
which report two such visitations under Presbytery, the first,
in May, 161+2, reveals all going well in the parish, and the
second, in Sept. 1723 (i.e., just after the close of our pe¬
riod) shows the action taken when there were complaints.

1. E.g., cf. the Register of the Diocesan Synod of Dunblane,
pp. 6, k-2, 132; Registers of the Synod of Aberdeen (Spalding
Club), p. 296 f.
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provided for the venting of calumnies, of which some persons

seem to have taken full advantage, would serve only to cultivate

unfriendly relationships in the parish.

Evaluation of Ecclesiastical Discipline in the Church of Scotland

In attempting to assess the practical application of the

exercise of the power of the keys as this applied to the admin¬

istration of discipline in the Reformed Church in Scotland it is

necessary to state, partly by way of recalling what was said ear¬

lier and partly as further explanation, the principles that

should determine the procedure used and the means employed to

achieve the desired objective, and then to evaluate Scottish

church discipline by these standards. The right of discipline

itself is not in question. Any lawful society or association

must have, by the light of nature, the power to regulate the

matter of the admission and the exclusion of its members as well

as the right to exercise the power of order and authority over

them which is necessary for fulfilling the ends for which the

society or association is instituted. In this the Church is no

exception? it has the right of discipline as a natural right in

common with every other lawful society. In addition, in the case

of the Church there is added to this natural right the divine

command contained in Matthew l8:15-17» the example of Paul in the

case of the incestuous Corinthian, and other references in the

New Testament which Reformed Theology has held to evidence not
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merely the right of ecclesiastical discipline exercised in the

name of Jesus Christ, her Head, but to make it an imperative which

can be neglected only at risk to the whole body. By this same

token, however, there are bounds set to this discipline and lim¬

its to the means which may be used in enforcing it.

First, the right to discipline by any society can apply only

to its own members, to those who come voluntarily under its do¬

minion, its rules and obligations? this right cannot legally be

executed upon those outside its association.For the period un¬

der consideration this did not present any problem to the Church

in Scotland for here ecclesiastical discipline applied to every

person in the community, there being only one recognized
p

Kirk and no toleration for any other."

Secondly, when any society has to take action against any of

its members it may impose no greater punishment than the denial

to that member of the rights or advantages which the society

1. Cf. I. Cor. 5:12.
2. In 1567 Parliament declared that there was no other face of

Kirk nor other face of religion than had been established, by
the favour of God, within the realm in 1560. A. P. S., iii.,
p. 37, ch. *+, Whether the national Church was Presbyterian
or Episcopalian in polity, the same principle applied. This
situation remained until the Toleration Act of 1712. One of
the objections of the Presbyterians to extending freedom to
another denomination to set up congregations within the coun¬
try was that "this toleration by exempting Episcopalians from
the censures of the Church, will undo the bonds of disci¬
pline, • • . These people will be under no Church govern¬
ment, and so become freebooters both in religion and morals."
R. H. Story, Life of William Carstares, (London, l87*f), p.
329.
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itself has conferred. When it has deprived the offender of the

privileges he enjoyed in communion with the society and expelled

him from its membership, it has exhausted all its rightful au¬

thority and its legitimate power in the way of punishment. In

the case of the Church, she has been given a provision of outward

ordinances and privileges, which are extended to her members to

enjoy as a liberty and source of strength and edification. It is

the duty of the Church to restrict these either partially or com¬

pletely to those members who show sufficient cause why this

should be done.

At the same time it must be remembered that ecclesiastical

discipline is limited by the nature of the Church. The authority

of the Church is purely spiritual (II. Cor. 10:*+), exercised in

the name of Christ, and her discipline is exhausted when she has

performed certain acts that are in accordance with her nature; as

noted above, these are described in the Westminster Confession as

"admonition, suspension from the sacrament of the Lord's Supper

for a season, and ... excommunication from the Church, accord¬

ing to the nature of the crime and demerit of the person.""*" Be¬

yond this by way of punishment the Church cannot go. In this she

is limited by the authority of Scripture as her rule.

The office and duty of the Church are simply ministerial and

declaratory, having power to admit to or exclude from the outward

1. XXXI., iv., Dunlop, op. cit., i. , p. 153.
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privileges of the Christian society, according as she believes

that Christ in His Word has admitted or excluded, for He is the

One who holds the keys; the Church only acts in His name, under

the guidance of His Spirit. This does not mean that the Church

is infallible? she is correct only insofar as she rightly inter¬

prets the mind of Christ and then acts accordingly. In the min¬

isterial act of admitting to or cutting off from the outward

privileges and membership of the Church she may have erred, hav¬

ing misapplied the law of Christ; and if so, the act done, al¬

though it may wrongfully give or withhold outward privileges, has

no spiritual efficacy or virtue to throw open or to close the

door of saving privilege. The authority of Christ and His power

to give or withhold grace, to give or withhold Himself with all

His benefits, are not to be set aside by the erroneous act of His

Church on earth. Unlike the teaching of Trent, the Reformed

Church does not make any claim to absolve or condemn, to admit to

or to exclude from grace, independently of Christ.^"
The evidence suggests that in the exercise of discipline in

the Reformed Church in Scotland there was a gradual increase in

the severity of the measures brought against the offender,

1. Cf. Bannerman, op. cit., p. 19*+ ff.; Durham, op. cit., pp. 93-
975 E. Stillingfleet, The Doctrines and Practices of the
Church of Rome, ed. W. Cunningham, (Edinburgh, I8b5), PP. 135-
V+h, 20Li—21^; on p. lb2 the author quotes from the Trent Cat¬
echism regarding absolution: "No one is admitted into heaven,
unless the doors be opened by the priests, to whose care God
hath committed the keys." (Ft. ii., c. 5, # 57).
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beginning with admonition and only reaching excommunication in

extreme cases in which every effort to bring the guilty party to

confess his fault and repent had failed."'" The rules for proce¬

dure in discipline and the accounts in the Records show that

there was often a long process of mediation before proceeding to

the next step; there was admonition before the withdrawal of any

privileges; there was lesser excommunication, refusal to permit

the party to partake of the Lord's Supper, before there was the

final sentence of greater excommunication. In other words, the

privileges which the Church, as a spiritual organization,con¬

ferred upon her members were gradually withdrawn.

If the Church had not proceeded any farther than to withdraw

its privileges from offenders then its discipline would have been

well; such was not the case. It has already been noted that at

the time of the Reformation there were on the statute books laws

which decreed that excommunication whould be followed by certain

civil punishments. In later years Acts of this nature were again

passed.^ In addition, there were civil laws which levied fines

1. The charges brought against the Roman Church included the fact
that her bishops pronounced the sentence of excommunication
without, in some cases, the party so named even having been
notified; and, this sentence was passed not only for offences
of a scandalous nature, but also for such things as failure to
pay a debt. Cf. above, p. h-6.

2. Lesser excommunication is not to be confused with the refusal
to grant a token, without which none could communicate. The
former is part of the censure of the Church for a confessed
offence; the latter is withheld when a person is under sus¬
picion of scandal or is deemed to have an insufficient under¬
standing of what it means to partake of the Lord's Supper.

3. E.g., cf. above, p. 299, n. 1.
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and corporal punishments against those guilty of such things as

blasphemy and fornication.^" What part the Church had in initiat-
2

ing such statutes is not easily determined, but one thing is cer¬

tain, namely, the beneficiary of these fines was the Church. The

Acts state that the money is to be used "ad pios usus", that is,

for the care of the poor, a task which fell to the Church. In

time the Church in Scotland came to look upon this as one source

of revenue for this work.^ Thus, the Church was benefitting from

money which was paid as a punishment for sin, profiting from sin.

This is a direct contradiction of the understanding of the Church

as an institution whose aim is to renounce sin and teach men to

do so.

A more alarming aspect is that in time the Church herself
If

began to levy fines as commutations of certain acts of censure.

The reasoning behind such action was probably something like this:

these acts of penitence are only to show beyond a reasonable doubt

that the offender has truly repented and is sincerely sorry for

the disgrace he has brought not only upon himself but also upon

1. Cf. above, p. 208 n. 1.
2. The Church was not averse to asking Parliament to legislate

in order that fines for ecclesiastical offences might be
levied. E.g., in November, 1602, the General Assembly di¬
rected their commissioners to desire his Majesty that "ane
pecuniall paine might be injoynit vpon the contraveiners of
this present Act." (i.e, an Act forbidding non-essential
work on Sunday). B. U. K., iii., p. 996.

3. E.g., when Kirk Sessions were not in a position to obtain these
fines they took steps to remedy the situation; cf. above, p.
300, n. 3.

k. Cf. above, p. 3^2, n. 1.
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the whole Church. Can this sorrow not be shown Just as surely by

a willingness to pay something to the Church? After all, it was

not a case of compulsion as in a civil penalty inflicted by the

State where failure to pay meant imprisonment or corporal punish¬

ment. Penitential satisfaction was Just something which was to

be paid or done if the offender really desired to prove that he

was truly and sincerely penitent; if he was not, unlike a civil

offence, there was no such demand made. It was not punishment

but proof of repentance. Therefore, when persons with tender

consciences who stand in horror of exposing themselves to the

ordeal of public repentance, which might be turned into ridicule

and reproach by their enemies, want to show that they are sin¬

cerely sorry for what they have done why not let them give a

pecuniary offering as proof of this. Furthermore, such expres¬

sions of penitence as well as making it easier for certain offen¬

ders to repent and be readmitted to the fellowship from which

they have been deprived, will benefit the less fortunate.

Whether or not the Church officials tried to rationalize the

situation in the above manner the fact is that this is vrhat hap¬

pened. In addition, courses of repentance were being administered

as and looked upon by people more and more as punishment for sin,"*"

1. That the "signs of repentance" were by some Kirk Sessions re¬
garded as punishments will appear from the following extracts:
St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., p. 859* June 28, 1598, "The quhilk
day, D. M. being callit comperit and confest his fault, in
braking of the Saboth day and nocht resortand to the kirk in
tyme of preaching nor prayeris; ffor the quhilk he -was
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rather than evidence of sincere penitence. Thus, it is not sur¬

prising that the enemies and critics of the Reformed Church in

Scotland should misunderstand the motives behind the pecuniary

fines and accuse her of carrying on the same sinful traffic as

that for which she had condemned the Church of Rome.

Finally, the discipline of the Church is limited by a re¬

gard to the liberties and edification of her members. The teach¬

ing of the New Testament is that in respect to the offender the

principal aim of ecclesiastical discipline is reformation.'1" Until

the final sentence of excommunication is passed the offender is

to be considered as a brother, though an erring one, and even

sharplie rebukit, with certification, if he war apprehendit
in that fault heireftir, he suld be PUNISHED (italics mine)
with all rigor." Elgin K. S. R., p. 9^, Nov. 13, 1601: "It
is appointit and ordanit for sick as gois to the Channonrie
kirk, hauntis the same or makkis thair prayeris thair sail
pay for the first fault xl s. and stand xlviii houris in the
steiple in wairding of thair persones thair and mak thair
publict repentans a day and as thai haunt and incres, the
FUNEISHMENT (italics mine) to be augmentit."

1. In fulfilling the reformative process this discipline will
carry with it an element of retribution and it will act as a
deterrant. For instance, in the case of the incestuous Cor¬
inthian, the execution of the sentence of excommunication in¬
volved a certain amount of punishment, but this was as a sub¬
ordinate consequence; the sentence Itself was not initiated
by a desire to punish but to redeem. Again, when Paul "with¬
stood Peter to the face ... before them all" (Gal. 2:11, l*f),
it must surely have been humiliating for Peter, yet it was to
correct a theological error that Paul spoke and not primarily
to punish Peter. Secondly, there is a deterrant element in
discipline. The fact that a man is punished for some act
indicates that the Church interprets this as an offence. This
makes others realize that a like condemnation will fall upon
them if they so act. The Westminster Confession of Faith
states that one of the purposes of ecclesiastical discipline
is that it may act as a deterrent. (XXX., 3.).
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after the "last thunderbolt of the Church" has struck, he is

still to be the object of the prayers and invocations of the rest

of the Church to the end that this sentence may be the means of

bringing him to repentance so that he can be restored to the

fellowship from which he had been cast out. Therefore, his best

interests as a brother set bounds to the way in which the Church

must exercise discipline; each case must be individually treated,

and the action taken should be in consideration of the nature of

the offence and the feelings of the party concerned. The only

ecclesiastical discipline that is true to its purpose is that

which proceeds from love, which is based on Gospel and not Law,

which seeks to redeem rather than crush; the aim of ecclesiasti¬

cal discipline must be restoration by love and not destruction

by vengeance.

While this doctrine may have, and in fact did, receive vocal

consent from leaders in the Reformed Church of Scotland, at the

same time it was pointed out that the Church must ensure that a

censured person is unfeignedly penitent.It was in attempting

to determine just how this was to be ascertained that the Church

became involved in practices that were of questionable validity.

The mere verbal acknowledgement of a sin was not considered suf¬

ficient satisfaction to cause a judicial court to cease its pro¬

ceedings against a person. Yet, as Durham points out, a church

1. "Order of Excommunication and Form of Repentance," 1569?
Dunlop, ii., p. 707.
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court cannot ascertain infallibly the "state of graciousness" of

every offending person for there is no evidence in the Word of

God whereby one may know this; and secondly, God has not given

men dominion over consciences, to search or censure them in their

ends, motives, etc., but only insofar as these appear in outward

actions. Therefore, church Judicatories must proceed according

to charity, at the same time they must realize that they are not

infallible, and if the outward profession appears to be genuine

that is all they can demand. The sum of all, Durham says, is

that what is demanded is a confession and a profession in daily

life which in the Judgment of charity are morally serious, not

hypocritical or openly simulated. Such an apparently genuine ac¬

knowledgement of the offence and determination to reform ought to

give access to the offending party to full Church privileges. As

for what satisfaction is sufficient, Durham states that such pro¬

fession of repentance is sufficient without further enquiry after

the graciousness of the sincerity thereof which appears to be

both serious and edifying, serious as regards the offender, and

edifying in that he himself' as well as others may see the error

he has committed and the blot he has thereby brought upon the

Church, and that all may resolve never to be guilty of similar

fault. Such a profession is sufficient for the recovering of of¬

fending members and continuing them in their former privileges.*"

1. Durham, op. cit., pp. 77-90.
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When we look at discipline in the Reformed Church in Scot¬

land during the period under study and measure it by the above

standards much of which was the accepted teaching of that day,"*"
it is open to question whether it can be said that even in view

of the conditions existing at that time this discipline proceeded

from love or was exercised with regard to the liberties and edi¬

fication of her members. There is, first of all, the very meth¬

ods used to search out offences--the close scrutiny of districts

by the elders and, in some cases at least, the solemn oaths they

took to be faithful in reporting everything they saw or heard
2

amiss, as well as the enlisting of outside help by appointing
q

certain other persons whose office was to report offenders. Un¬

doubtedly the purpose of such diligence in exposing every possible

transgression vras to make the consequences of sin so terrible

that men would be afraid to take any step that might bring even

the possibility of such rebuke. Yet it was an advertisement of

1. E.g., Durham's treatise was published in 17^0, just after the _ /V
close of our period, and the tenor of the First Book of Disci-
pline is in agreement with it.

2. E.g., cf. Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding Club), p. 13, March 31,
1568, "The said day, the haill personis aboue vrittine (the
elders and deacons) maid ane solempnit ayth in Goddis presens
to keip althingis spokin and said in the common assemblie
secrete, and nocht to revele ony thing thairoff, vnder paine
of periurie, and depriving of tham off thair place in Assem¬
blie; and to be denuncit in pulpit the cause of their depriv¬
ing. And als obleist themselffis, ilkan seueralie, to de-
clair, efter thair knavlege and consciens, all and quhat
sumeuer person or personis thai knaw to be spottit with no-
toriuss and manifest faltis and crymes, as thai vill ansuer
to God."

3. Cf. above, p. 290, n. 2.
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sin, and it is to be feared that by spreading scandal it must
have sometimes hardened the guilty, grieved the godly, and brought

dishonour to religion.1 In addition, such a program must have
made many people believe that what really mattered was not so

much what one did as what one was caught doing. The secret sins,

whether of thought, word, or deed, which Jesus classed as equal

to the completed act (e.g., Matt. 5:28) would appear in no way

heinous.

Secondly, there were the censures meted out by the Church.

1. In the Burden of Issachar Bishop Maxwell accused the Presby¬
terians in Scotland of "bringing shame upon many young women
on groundless suspicion, of putting them in prison till they
confessed their secret sins, and of forcing them to clear
themselves by oath in the congregation of needless jealousies."
p. 8. These allegations are declared by Baillie to be "but a
prelatical calumny." It is only when "pregnant presumptions
are delated" against a man that he is required to clear him¬
self of scandal. Historical Vindication, p. 23. Despite
Baillie's assertion the fact is that there are cases on record
where persons were under suspicion of scandal, and though all
efforts of the Session failed to find any grounds to substan¬
tiate the suspicions, yet the Session sisted proceedings in
the case until they would see what the passage of time might
reveal, at the same time refusing the request of the parties
concerned to be permitted the benefit of an oath of purgation.
This would mean that until such time as the case was definitely
settled, which might even be years, these people would be under
suspicion and would be denied full Church privileges, notably,
participation in the Lord's Supper. E.g., cf. Rothesay K. S.
R., p. 198, the case of Helen N'Kinlay; it was begun Feb. 13>
1706; carried through by both Kirk Session and Presbytery un¬
til August 16, 1706, when it was sisted without the parties in
any way being cleared even though there was found "no imagin¬
able ground or so much as presumption ... of the truth of
what was so openlie talked." (p. 215). The objections of the
parties that they were in effect still under scandal were not
entertained by the Session, but the oath of purgation was re¬
fused them. Cf. also Kirkcaldy Presbytery Records p. 206.
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These were, according to Reformed theology, not punishments for

sin committed, but evidence of a genuine repentance.1 Calvin

points out that discipline "is a kind of fatherly rod by which

those who have made some more grievous lapse are chastised in
2

mercy with the meekness of the spirit of Christ." Furthermore,

he says that "The Church has not the right of the sword to punish

or restrain, has no power to coerce, no prison nor other punish¬

ments which the magistrate is wont to inflict. Then the object

in view is not to punish the sinner against his will but to ob-
3

tain voluntary chastisement." This was the Reformed position,

but what was her practice in Scotland? One has but to consider

the sentences meted out, the humiliating circumstances, the
if

treatment, bordering on cruelty and torture, the use of the

1. E.g., cf. Dunlop, ii., p. 710.
2. " . . . velut paterna ferula, qua clementer et pro Spiritus

Christi mansuetudine castigentur qui gravius lapsi sunt."
Institutes IV., xii., 1, 0. S. p. 213.

3. "Neque enim ius gladii habet Ecclesia quo puniat vel coerceat,
non imperium ut cogat, noxi carcerem, non poenas alias quae
solent infligi a magistratu. Delnde non hoc agit, ut qui pec-
cavit, invitus plectatur, sed ut voluntaria castigatlone
poenitentiam profiteatur." Ibid., IV., xi., 3i °. S. p. 199.
Cf. above, pp. 128, 129, 135.

1+. E.g., cf. the Act of Assembly, August 10, 16M3, against forni¬
cators—cf. above, p. 29h-, n. 2; the treatment of adulterers
in Aberdeen and St. Andrews—cf. above, p. 295, n. 1. (Cf.
this with Christ's treatment of the woman taken in adultery,
John 8:3-11); and also the following extract from Elgin K. S.
R., May 17, 1592, (p. 23 f.): "It is concludit vpoun that the
personis presentlie within the stepill vardit thair for thair
filthie and lascivious langage remane euerie ane of thame in
the samyn quhill thai paye sax schillingis viiid. as ane pen-
altie appointed thairfor and gi.f it happinis thame nocht to
paye the samyn within xxiiij hours herefter thay salbe haid to
the croce naikit fra thair belt up and thair ressaue ane half
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jogges, imprisonment in the church tower, which was common prec-
1 2

tice, the "making an example" of offenders, etc., to realize

that the doctrine and the practice were far apart and to ask how

this treatment could possibly be construed as having the best in¬

terests of the erring brother at heart or as an attempt to "re¬

store such an one in the spirit of meekness'' (Gal. 6:1) or, in

fact, as generally complying with the New Testament teaching on

the subject?

It may be argued that in those early days of the Reformation

dussane strypis and convoyit fra that to the tolbuyt and thair
ressaue als monye and fra thence to the skameles and thair be
phippit and fra that to the nether bow and thair to suffer vi
strypis and gif thai be fund incident in that vyce to be brunt
on the cheik and expellit and baneist out of this toun."
Baneischment and burning on the cheik" were also part of the
treatment meted out to those who lapsed in fornication or
adultery in Elgin; e.g., cf. ibid., March 8, 1592 (p. 22),
Jan. 10, 1593 (p. 27 f.). It is interesting to note that on
occasion some members of the Kirk Sessions must have had
doubts regarding the righteousness of their proceedings. St.
Andrews K. S. R., March h-, 1561 (i., p. l*+3), record that a
man was to be committed "be supplicacion to the minister,
eldaris and bailies of Crayll, to be civile corrected and
punisched as ane adulterer be the saydis bailies, according
to the lav; of God, or AT THE LEST (italics mine) according
to the ordor resavit and usid wythin this realm in reformit
burrowis."

1. E.g., cf. Elgin K. S. R., p. 23; St. Andrews K. S. R., i., p.
*fl7; ii., p. 8935 Aberdeen K. S. R. (Spalding Club), p. h6,

2. E.g., cf. Elgin K. S. R., p. 73, July M-, 1599: "I. G. this
day clad in sacclayth for making of hir publict repentans for
slander, for misbehaveing hirself and ansuering so impenitent-
lie and accusing the Sessioun of injustice in presens of the
congregation quhen scho suld haif confessit hir fault, thair-
foir scho is appointit to be put in the joiggis quhairin scho
sail remane ane houre on Saturday nixt as puneishment addit
to hir repentans IN EXAMPLE OF UTHERIS (italics mine) to com¬
mit the lyke." Cf. St. Andrews K. S. R., ii., pp. 702, 856.
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the feelings of the people were not so sensitive as they became

with the advance of civilization and culture, and the instances

on record of men and women in high places^" complying with the

regulations to appear in the penitent's place, dressed in the ac¬

companying garb, shows that this was not such a frightening or

humiliating experience as we might imagine it to have been. How¬

ever, although we may agree that people were not so sensitive

then as they later became, by the same standard this applies to

an even greater degree to New Testament times, but there is no

record of such treatment being meted out to penitent sinners or

even confessed offenders by Christ and the Apostles. The fact is

that the transgressors of the regulations laid down by the Church

in our period had little choice. They had '^o eTther submit to

the discipline of the Kirk or face excommunication with all its

serious consequences. There can be no doubt that even for those

days the censures handed out by the Church in the name of Chris¬

tianity were often harsh, cruel, and anything but edifying. It

was, instead, making people a public spectacle, an object of

1. E.g., when in December, 1567? "my Lady Argyle" who had previ¬
ously professed Protestantism and partaken of the Lord's Sup¬
per, was charged by the General Assembly with having "revoltit
therfra in giving her assistance and presence to the baptize-
ing of the King in a papisticall maner," she confessed her
fault and "willinglie submittit her selfe to the discipline of
the Kirk and discretioun of them. Therfor the Kirk ordaines
the said Ladie to make public repentance in the Chappell Hoy-
all of Striveling, upon ane Sonday in tyme of preaching, and
this to be done at sick tyme as the Kirk heirafter sail ap¬
point be the superintendent of Lowthiane, provydeing alwayes
it be before the next Assemblie." B. U. K., i., p. 117.



323

amusement and jest, of ungodly mirth to the scoffing and profane;

in addition, there were the fines which were levied in the name

of Christianity; one finds it most difficult to interpret all this
as being designed to proclaim the Gospel of God's love and for¬

giveness, which, as we pointed out in the initial chapter, is the

overall aim of discipline in the exercise of the power of the

keys. If men and women are to be reclaimed from evil ways, which

ecclesiastical discipline is meant to do, it is not by wanton se¬

verity but by assuring them of what Christ has done for them, of

His love, of the forgiveness which He has accomplished, in short,

by the exercise of tenderness and earnest entreaty and remon¬

strance in the name of Christ.

The basic weakness in the doctrine of ecclesiastical disci¬

pline in the Reformed Church in Scotland was in the principle on

which it was built. We have noted that The Order of Excommunica¬

tion and of Public Repentance (1%9) states that the Church, in

dealing with penitents, "may injoine unto him such satisfactionis

to be made publikly to the church, as may bear testificatioun of

his obedience and unfained repentance."^" The question we must

ask is, "how is this statement to be interpreted?" The evidence

clearly indicates how the Reformed Church interpreted it, namely,

as the right to demand that the penitent perform certain speci¬

fied acts, undergo certain censures, as an evidence of his

1. Dunlop, ii., p. 7®7-
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genuine repentance. Is this Just? Has the Church the right to

inflict on a confessed offender in the name of Christianity what

amounts to corporal punishment which must be fulfilled before he

can be restored to the fellowship of the Church? To try and an¬

swer this we shall examine the Scripture texts which the Church

used for justifying her discipline.

One of the chief authorities was, as already noted, the keys

passages, especially Matthew 18s15-17* "Moreover, if thy brother

shall trespass against thee, go and tell him his fault between

thee and him alone; if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy

brother. But if he will not hear thee then take with thee one or

two more, that in the mouth of two or three witnesses every word

may be established. And if he shall neglect to hear them,tell

it unto the Church: but, if he neglect to hear the Church, let

him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican." According to

this passage the procedure in discipline is private admonition,

public rebuke, and finally excommunication. This is the maximum;

there are no other penalties.^"
Secondly, the case of the incestuous Corinthian gives an il¬

lustration of the teaching and practice of Paul in dealing with

this type of offence (I. Cor. 5; II. Cor. 2:6-8), Here, too,

there is only a public denunciation and withdrawal from associa¬

tion with the offender, and when his repentance has been

1. This is all the Westminster Confession of Faith prescribes—cf.
XXX., iv., Dunlop, i., p. 153*
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evidenced by his changed life then he is formally restored to the

lost communion; there is no mention of public acts of humiliation

being assigned by the church or of other penalties.

In the third place, grounds for this discipline were found

in the directions given in Scripture for the manner of its exer-

cise. "And we beseech you, brethren, to know them which labour

among you, and are over you in the Lord, and ADMONISH you" (I.

Thes. 5:12). "Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our

Lord Jesus Christ, that ye WITHDRAW YOURSELVES from every brother

that walketh disorderly, and not after the tradition which he re¬

ceived of us" (II. Thes. 3:6). "And if any man obey not our word

by this epistle, note that man, and HAVE NO COMPANY with him,

that he may be ashamed. Yet count him not as an enemy, but AD¬

MONISH him as a brother" (II. Thes. 3:l*f, 15)* "A man that is an

heretic after the first and second ADMONITION, reject" (Titus 3s

10). "Them that sin REBUKE before all, that others also may

fear" (I. Tim. 5:20). "Of whom is Rymenaeus and Alexander, whom

I have DELIVERED UNTO SATAN (i.e., excommunicated), that they may

learn not to blaspheme" (I. Tim. 1:20). "And others save with

fear, pulling them out of the fire; hating even the garments

spotted by the flesh" (Jude 23). "Have no fellowship with the

unfruitful works of darkness, but rather REPROVE them" (Eph. 5:11)*

"Having in readiness to REVENGE all disobedience when your obe¬

dience is fulfilled" (II. Cor. 10:6).

These passages all speak of dealing with the unfaithful
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member by admonition, rebuke, and refusing to have fellowship

with him. In the passage from II. Corinthians 10:6 ve have the

mention of what the Greek terms i.K<b lK/co (A.V., "revenge"; R.V.,

"avenge"; N.E.B., "punish"), but in view of the context, especi¬

ally verse four, "for the weapons of our warfare are not carnal

but mighty through God to the pulling down of strong holds", it

is difficult to read into this any authority for inflicting cor¬

poral punishments on penitent brethren, which was what the Church

in Scotland did. New Testament commentators point out that the

severity here is used, not against those who have repented, but

against those who continue to resist and oppose the Gospel. Even

so, it is only a last resort, used when every other means to win

them has failed, and always against those who persist in their

disobedience.^
New Testament evidence for the type of church censures that

were exercised in the Church in Scotland is lacking. However,

this was not the only grounds on which the Scottish theologians,

especially those of the mid-seventeenth century, based their au¬

thority for ecclesiastical discipline. They also found it in the
2

practice of the Old Testament Church. The Old Testament influ¬

ence in shaping the ecclesiastical discipline of the Reformed

1. E.g., R. V", G. Tasker, (1961). He cites Calvin on John 21:23
and also Hodge. Plummer (I. C. C.).

2. This is carefully discussed by G. Gillespie, Aaron's Rod Blos¬
soming, I., iv.-xii., III., ii., iii.; "Miscellaneous Ques¬
tions," xix.; S. Rutherford, Divine Right of Church Government
and Excommunication, p. 2^1 ff.
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Church in Scotland was great, and it is seen in the First Book of

Discipline, the Seventh Head; this may account for the legal char¬

acter that underlies it, and which deprives it of much of the
1

true nature of ecclesiastical discipline.
ikt-

We can appreciate the Reformed Church in Scotland^ concern«

to ensure that offenders were truly penitent before they were re¬

admitted to full Church privileges; this was commendable for it

was a real care for the honour of Christ. However, whenever the

penitent was required to perform certain specified acts to evi¬

dence this repentance then, human nature being what it is, he was

almost sure to think that his forgiveness before God depended on

or was conditioned by his doing what had been prescribed, and

that what mattered most was the fulfillment of the requirements

1. The First Book of Discipline here notes a number of crimes
which it states are capital and should not come under the
censure of the Church at all as they properly fall under the
civil sword; however, if the magistrate neglects this duty
then the Church must act. In the Order of Excommunication
and Public Repentance (1569) this subject is treated more
fully. It states that "Crymes that be the Law of God deserve
death, deserve also excommunicatioun from the societie of
Christis Church, whither the offendar be Papist or Protes¬
tant." Dunlop, ii., p. 70*+• It then lists the offences con¬
cerned, and they are ones which the OLD Testament includes in
capital offences. They are as follows: "wilfull murtherars
(cf. Numbers 3!?: 16-18), adulteraris lauchfullie convict (cf.
Lev. 20:10), sorcerars (cf. Mai. 3:5, where they are classed
with adulterers), witches (cf. Exodus 22:18), conjurars,
charmars (cf. Lev. 20:27), gevars of drinks to destroy chil¬
dren (such would be classed as murderers), and opin blasphem¬
ers, as if ony renunce God, deny the trueth, and the authority
of his holie Word, rayll aganis His blessed sacraments" (cf.
Lev. 2^:lh-, 16).
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laid down, the performance of the penance, rather than the

changed heart, of which the outward acts voluntarily undertaken

would be evidence. The set scale of punishments, which are rem¬

iniscent of the Penitential books, the exacting of fines and the

stress placed upon the payment of them rather than on a change of
2

heart in the offender, as well as the modifying of sentences for

1. That penitents thought this way is seen in the manner in which
some of them performed their acts of repentance. E.g., cf.
Parish of Alves K. S. R., (mss), Jan. 1, 165^, where a woman
is censured because her behaviour in sackcloth was unbecoming
a penitent; Aberdeen K, S. R. (Spalding Club), p. I36, April
23, 1655> where a "penitent" did "mack ane moke of repentance,
by putting in of sneishen in his eyes to make them tear, and
by laughing vpone severall persones in publict." St. Andrews
K. S. R., ii., pp. lxxxi., n. 3» 7^8, 876, 910.

2. As one reads through Kirk Session Records for our period one
becomes increasingly aware of the stress that is placed on the
necessity for the professing penitent to carry out certain
regulations laid down by the Session before he can be restored
to full Church privileges. Again and again the terms "satisfy
the kirk," "conform to the order of the kirk," and "pay his
penalty and make his repentance," occur. Fines and sentences
are continually being referred to as "penalties", and the very
way in which this is done indicates that what mattered most
was the outward fulfilling of the requirements; there is little
reference to the most important thing, the change of heart on
the part of the penitent. E.g., cf. Dundonald K. S. R., p.
521 f. (I638), where the Gentlemen elders of the Session and
other heritors of the parish pledged themselves to exact and
bring to the Session the "penelteis" of all those persons un¬
der their jurisdiction who have or shall be "lawfullie in-
joyned be the said Sessioun for any cryme or offence." It is
the collection of the fine, not the need of repentance, that
is stressed. Occasionally, but only occasionally, one does
find references which indicate that the true purpose for which
public acts of censure were originated has not been lost sight of
by that Session; e.g., Carluke K. S. R. (mss), Nov. 1, 1702:
"The qlb, day A. B. appeared before the congregation and
HAVING GIVEN EVIDENCES OF REPENTANCE AND SORROW FOR HER SCAN¬
DALOUS SIN (italics mine) of adultray, was accordingly ab¬
solved from the said scandall." In these Records references
that a person was "in the judgment of charity looked upon as
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the payment of a larger fine, all of which are inconsistent with

the true nature of ecclesiastical discipline, helped to cultivate

the idea that forgiveness of sin was something which man earned,

which could be bought, and even though the Church would hold that

these censures were only evidence of repentance so that the of¬

fender could be restored to the fellowship of the Church and that

it did not mean peace with God, yet it is reasonable to believe

that the majority of people failed to make the distinction. Thus,

ecclesiastical discipline was in danger of reverting once more to

the punitive character it attained under Tertullian and to be

reckoned as a means of obtaining the forgiveness of God, and the

very practices against which the Protestant Reformation had re-

volted--conditional forgiveness and a doctrine of merit—were on

the way to being restored.'1'
However, even in criticizing these actions in the discipline

of the Reformed Church in Scotland there are certain other aspects

of it which were commendable. This much must be said for those

who exercised it, they did what they believed was their solemn

duty as officers of Christ's Church; and, regardless of public

opinion, they exercised their obligations in the manner they
2

thought right, even though we may feel that they were misguided.

penitent" and was therefore absolved, are common; in addition,
there is a noticeable absence here of the sterner measures
that were so prevalent in other places.

1. This was to become a great issue in the Marrow Controversy of
the eighteenth century.

2. One Episcopal writer denounced Presbyterian discipline in the
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Secondly, as has already been shown, this discipline applied

equally to all, from the highest to the lowest; there does not

appear to have been any favouritism shown. Thirdly, there was

the long process already outlined of private and public admoni¬

tion, prayer, and entreaty in an attempt to render more severe

steps unnecessary. Undoubtedly, those who administered it

thought they were proceeding along lines of greatest tenderness.

following terms: "Every parish had a tyrant who made the
greatest lord in the district stoop to his authority. The
kirk was the place where he kept his court, the pulpit his
throne or tribunal from which he issued his terrible decrees,
and twelve or fourteen sour, ignorant enthusiasts, under the
name of elders, composed his council. If any, of what quality
soever, had the assurance to disobey his orders, the dreadful
sentence of excommunication was immediately thundered out
against him, his goods and chattels were confiscated and
seized, and he himself being looked upon as actually in the
possession of the Devil, and irretrievably doomed to eternal
perdition, all that convened with him were in no better es¬
teem." Quoted by Edgar, op. cit., first ed., p. 197 f. This
is the language of a partisan and must be evaluated as such,

, but it serves to show that there were those who complained of
the rigidity of Presbyterian discipline.

1. The following two quotas serve to show the esteem in which
Presbyterian discipline was held by its supporters. The first,
which contrasts it with that of Episcopacy, is from the time
in our period when this discipline was at its height; and, the
other is from a much later date. Robert Baillie states as
follows: "Episcopal courts were never fitted for the reclaim¬
ing of minds; their prisons, their fines, their pillories,
their nose-slittings, their ear-cuttings, their cheek-burnings
(e.g., cf. J. Lee's account of the punishment of Alexander
Leighton in 16^0—Lectures on the History of the Church of
Scotland. (Edinburgh, I860), ii,, p. 23O ff .) did but liold
down the flame to break out in season with the greater rage.

"But the Reformed Presbytery doth proceed in a spirituall
method evidently fitted for the gaining of hearts; they go on
with the offending party with all respect, and at so much lei¬
sure as can be wished, appointing first the fittest pastors
and elders in the bounds, to confer and instruct him in
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The design of the Church was to ningle compassion with what she

believed to be a godly severity; one's view of which of these

predominated probably was influenced by the position from which

one viewed it. Offenders thought the discipline severe; adminis¬

trators thought it mild. Yet, I believe that even the most ardent

disciplinarian will not regret the fact that the policy has

changed, although some may hold that the pendulum has swung too

far the other way.

private; if this diligence do not prevaile, then they convent
him before the Consistory of his congregation; there by admon¬
itions, instructions, reproofs, and all the means appointed in
the Gospel, they deal with him in all gentlenesse, from weeks
to moneths, from moneths oftentimes to years, before they come
neare to any censure, and if so it fall out that his insupera¬
ble obstinacy force them to draw out the terrible sword, their
proceeding here also is so exceeding leasurely, and full of
sensible grief and love to the party, of fear and religion to¬
wards God, that it is a singular rarity among them to see any
heart so hard as not to be mollified and yeeld before that
stroke be given. Excommunications are so strange in all the
Reformed Churches, that in a whole Province, a man in all his
life will scarce be witness to one, and among them who are cut
off by that dreadful sword, very few do fall in the States hand
to be troubled with any civill inconvenience." Dissuasive from
the Errors of the Time (I61+5')j P* 7 f* Dr. Hill gives the fol¬
lowing estimate: "In that temperate exercise of discipline
which the general practice of the Church of Scotland recognizes
as congenial to her constitution, care is taken to avoid every
appearance of intermeddling officiously with those matters
that fall under the cognizance of the civil magistrate: no so¬
licitude is ever discovered to engage in the investigation of
secret wickedness; counsel, private admonition, and reproof,
are employed in their proper season; and the public censures
of the Church are reserved for those scandalous sins which
bring reproach upon religion, which give offence to the Chris¬
tian society, and which cannot be overlooked without the dan¬
ger of hardening the sinner, of emboldening others to follow
his example, and of disturbing and grieving the minds of many
worthy Christians." G. Hill, A View of the Constitution of
the Church of Scotland. (Edinburgh, 1^35U P« 79.



Chapter VI

CONCLUSIONS

In defining the doctrine of the exercise of the power of the

keys the theologians of the Reformed Church based their theology

on what they believed to be the teaching of Christ as found in

Holy Scripture and as evidenced in the practice of the Apostolic

and sub-Apostolic Church. In the course of the centuries preced¬

ing the Protestant Reformation this doctrine had undergone con¬

siderable modification, the result of which was to change the

concept of the ministry and of the purpose of the sacraments; the

clergy became mediators between God and the people, having power

by their word to bind or to loose, to admit to or to debar from

eternal salvation; and, the sacraments became the means by which

salvation was attained. In examining this doctrine in its source

material the Reformed theologians saw that the keys are held by

Christ. He, in turn, has committed to the ministry of the Church

the mission of proclaiming the loosing, the forgiveness, which He

by His perfect obedience accomplished for all and the binding of

all who fail to be reconciled to Him. It is in this subordinate

way, by the preaching of the Gospel under the power and guidance

of the Holy Spirit, that the Church exercises the power of the
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keys.

Integral to the Apostolic commission were our Lord's commands

to baptize and to celebrate the Lord's Supper. The former of

these sacraments is the sign and seal of our entry into the Mes¬

sianic Kingdom, and the latter is the foretaste of the Messianic

banquet, the nourishing of Christ's people with His body and

blood. Since at the Lord's Table the Head communes with the mem¬

bers of His Body, this ordinance holds an important place in the

edification of the Christian. Therefore, there is committed to

the Church as part of her messianic mission the exercise of dis¬

cipline in the name of the Head, the primary aim of which is to

gather men and women into the Body and prepare them for the oel-

ebration of Holy Communion. The Reformed Church in Scotland was

zealous in carrying out this obligation, but along with it great

emphasis was placed on the judicial act Qf discipline. The cen¬

sures of the Church were brought to bear on all, of whatever es¬

tate, whose behaviour seemed, in the judgment of the Kirk Session,

to warrant such action. This aspect of the Church's discipline

led to much criticism of her from the seventeenth century onward.

In the years following our period the earlier methods of

discipline fell into abeyance. There were several reasons for

this, and any assessment of the practice of the Church in the

early years after the Reformation or any comparison with today

should be made in the awareness that conditions affecting com¬

munity life have changed a great deal. For example, the judicial
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duties which then devolved on Kirk Sessions and Presbyteries have

since been taken over by many modern departments of government

and social service bodies. At that time the courts of the

Church, especially the Kirk Sessions and to a lesser degree the

Presbyteries, sat as courts of morals as much as ecclesiastical

courts. They were the guardians of youth and the safeguard of

family life. Today many of the problems with which they fre¬

quently dealt would not be considered to fall within their juris¬

diction. For instance, the domestic problems in which they acted

as arbiter would now almost certainly be referred to marriage

guidance clinics and psychologists. Social welfare organizations

with State aid at their disposal now care for the poor, and the

State provides pensions for the aged and others among the needy.

In our period this duty fell to the Church, and the Kirk Session

Records of almost any congregation reveal the burden that this

placed upon the local units. The pressing need to augment the

"poor fund" led to the introduction of what could be described

only as questionable means of accomplishing this."'" Breach of

promise allegations, slanders, and quarrels among neighbours were

1. E.g., the fines commonly levied in connection with moral of¬
fences. In St. Andrews it was decreed that all the inhabi¬
tants of the town must pay contributions to the relief of the
poor—cf. K. S. R., ii., p. 828, July 19, 1597, and p. 858,
June 28, 1598. On October 3, 1599, the Session decided "To
make intimation upon Sonday nixt that nane sail resave the
communioun approcheing bot sic as payis thair contributioun
to the puir." Ibid., ii., p. 906. This recalls the pre-Re-
formation Church's use of excommunication against those who
failed to pay a debt.
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problems on which Kirk Sessions were frequently called upon to

rule; today these cases would be brought before legal counsel.

This movement away from church courts has inevitably led to an

increased secularization in the counselling of such cases.

In two areas in particular the work of the Kirk Session has

been taken over by other organizations. First, the ways of in¬

hibiting vice have changed for the better. In our period there

was far less done by civil authorities to restrain men and pre¬

vent disorder. Then the Church was not only expected to teach

men where the straight and narrow path lay; she was also to keep

them in it and to bring people's hearts into subjection to the

laws of Christian conduct. The fact is that much of the disci¬

plinary work which was considered to be the task of the Church in

the first centuries after the Reformation is now being done by

the police force. For instance, it was not until well into the

nineteenth century that this arm of the law became common in ru¬

ral areas. This is not to say that it is in a policeman's power

to make men virtuous, but we can recognize that the very presence

of such a person, who has power and authority behind him, has a

very great effect in making a community orderly and quiet, as the

Kirk Session had in days gone by.**" In addition, the passing of

1. That the work of a modern police department was considered the
duty of the Church is evident from an Act of Parliament passed
in 1593 which states that since there are stubborn people in
different parishes who contemn the sentences of the church as¬
semblies and judicatories "namelie in landwart paroches quhair
thair is litle or na concurrence of magistratis to pvnish
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repressive legislation in later years has done much to promote

peace and sobriety.

Secondly, the reporting of scandal, which formerly fell to

the Kirk Session, has been taken over very effectively by the

daily newspapers. If in the early years of the Reformed Church

in Scotland the knowledge that improper behaviour would be re¬

ported to the local Kirk Session, with most or all of whose mem¬

bers the offender would be personally acquainted and whose good

will he would wish to retain, kept a man from taking a downward

path, how much greater must be the deterrent effect of the modern

daily paper? Now, an individual, whether of high or low rank,

knows full well that if he or she takes a questionable step it

will be reported in all its sordid and sensational details where

all may see. Very few escape the pen of the reporter as he pur¬

sues this task. The Church can be thankful that she no longer

has to soil her hands with this kind of negative work but can

concentrate more on the positive mission of ministering the Gos¬

pel of forgiveness and reconciliation, the exercise of the keryg-

matic act in the exercise of the power of the keys. The need of

obstinat and disobedient personis," the church shall, in such
cases, direct their beadle to inform these persons in the
name of God and the King" that they are to obey the decree of
the church court. If the offender fails to concur the minis¬
ter is to charge him from the pulpit on three Sundays to obey,
and if this does not have the desired result the assembly or
judicatory which has made the decree is to refer the matter to
the Lords of Session that appropriate punishment may be meted
out. A. P. S., iv., p. 16 f.
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this is greater today than it was when Kirk Sessions dealt with

the above types of cases for in administering corrective disci¬

pline that court also gave Christian instruction so that side by

side with admonition went the proclamation of the Gospel. Today,

where there is a tendency to emphasize scandal, often the effect

of such publicity is to make the offender a social outcast, to

harden him against the society that has punished him for his way¬

wardness, to drive him to despair. In such instances there is a

particular need for the Church's witness to a Gospel of forgive¬

ness and reconciliation and the hope that only this message of

the love of Christ can bring.

In days gone by it was frequently the judicial function of

the power of the keys that tended to be uppermost. The changes

In society and the technological advances of the present century

have given the Church an increased opportunity to fulfill her

kerygmatic mission. Evidence that the Church is attempting to do

this is seen in several ways. For instance, the modern mission¬

ary movement may be viewed as the Church's kerygmatic exercise of

the power of the keys on a scale unprecedented. There is the

Christian concern, too, for the "whole man" as seen in the action

taken by the Church for famine relief and the attempts being made

by her to help people to help themselves. There is also the

growing solicitude for the rehabilitation of those who have come

under discipline, such as prisoners, delinquents, alcoholics and
others. It is true that all of these efforts are not initiated
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by the Church, but I believe that it is equally true to say that

there is a realization on the side of the Church that this is

part of her mission, a rediscovery of Christ's concern for the

physical as well as the spiritual needs of all men and a desire

to give all a respectable place in society. While it must be ad¬

mitted that under the discipline of the Church in Scotland in the

century and a half following the Reformation the offender who had

fulfilled the obligations placed on him by the Session was ac¬

corded by his fellow church members what was meant to be a sin¬

cere welcome back into communion, nevertheless, judging by the

manner prescribed by the Church for carrying this out one gets

the impression that, although it was intended to convey a genuine

expression of joy at the restored fellowship and make the peni¬

tent feel welcome, the very course followed would leave the sub¬

ject humiliated and embarassed. Today, there is a greater reali¬

sation of the adverse psychological effects of the wrong approach

in helping people, and sincere attempts are being made to reha¬

bilitate the offender without making him feel so abashed and

chastened that his spirit is broken.

In the Reformed Church in Scotland in the period under study

ecclesiastical discipline centered on the question of the right

administration of the sacrament. The positive side of this was

the instruction by public preaching, private admonition, and

catechizing, which was carried out by the clergy and elders, a

work that was worthy of high commendation. The negative side is
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seen in the refusal of the Session to admit to the Lord's Table

those whom that body considered unworthy, and one wonders if this

can rightly be done with the finality that marked the dealings of

many Kirk Sessions. Although we cannot always agree with the

procedure followed, yet the concern evidenced in the Reformed

Church to give the Lord's Table its rightful place was admirable.

We see expression of this same concern in the modern ecumenical

debate and the attempts to find the true road to intercommunion.

The cautiousness exercised by some Churches in this matter is the

modern counterpart of the earlier solicitude to avoid "promis¬

cuous admission'1, but this cautious and judicial concern for

order must be balanced by a kerygmatic concern to give the sacra¬

ment of reconciliation its rightful place "that the world may

believe". The interest of "Faith and Order" is that there might

be one table in the one Church where the one Lord might feed His

one Body. This indicates a united desire to find a way of exer¬

cising true discipline.

It may be that in the Reformed Church today we see two dif¬

ferent tendencies. The overstress of the judicial side in the

fencing of the tables, as is done in some churches, can obscure

the Gospel of grace as a Gospel for all by making an adequate

sense of repentance and faith a condition of coming to the table.

This could have the effect of turning the Lord's Table into a

Sacrament of Penance. Where, on the other hand, the attendance

of the nominal members of a particular church is much higher on
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Communion Sunday than on most other days one wonders whether it

is due to an awareness of the Gospel of grace or is it out of a

desire to keep one's name on the Roll, to keep within the ju¬

dicial bounds of church discipline. In both situations the

Church's primary task in exercising the power of the keys is the

kerygmatic one of making the Gospel of grace, Christ's face, vis¬

ible to the world and of gathering the flock to the Lord's Table.

If today there is a failure on the part of the Church to exercise

discipline it does not stem from her lack of Church censure but

from the failure to exercise her pastoral office in the shepherd¬

ing of the people.
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