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Many people have become interested in recent years in tracing their roots. Television programmes 
are devoted to exploring the past and discovering origins. Roots are important for individuals and 
for nations. The Russian dissident and author, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, said: 'To destroy a people 
you must first sever their roots'. This has an application to the Christian Church. The influence of 
liberalism and modern evangelism in the United Kingdom in the second half of the 19th century lead 
to a disconnection with the past. Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones said in 1942:  'I find so many good 
evangelicals who seem to be of the opinion that there was no real evangelistic work until about 
1870. There are those who seem to think that evangelistic work in Great Britain  was unknown until 
Moody came to this country'. 

The change that came about in the spiritual and theological climate in England in the mid decades 
of nineteenth century culminated in the Downgrade controversy with C H Spurgeon. There was no 
sign of a recovery until the mid twentieth century. Dr J I Packer  in 'Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones: A Kind 
of Puritan'  says:  'It was in fact given him (Dr Lloyd-Jones)in the post war years to see the quality 
of evangelical teaching in England and Wales change for the better through his own weaving back 
into it the binding thread of Reformed theology – a thread which had snapped after Spurgeon was 
defeated in the Downgrade controversy, and Keswick teaching swamped  Anglican Calvinism and 
liberalism and the social gospel captured the pulpits of Wales.' 

In Scotland the change became evident in the decline of the Free Church of Scotland, the 
widespread infiltration of theological liberalism into the churches and the adoption of modern 
evangelism, introduced through the campaigns of D L Moody.  It was not so much 'the thread which 
snapped' but the binding thread that became very thin. The thorough-going Reformed theology of 
the Geneva-inspired Scottish Reformation was relegated to a secondary place  as far as the majority 
of Christians in Scotland were concerned. 
 
OUR REFORMED HERITAGE 
To appreciate the extent of the change that took place we need to highlight the strength of the 
Reformed doctrine, life and practice as set out at the time of the 16th century Reformation, which 
had its centre in Geneva but spread throughout Europe and became firmly established in Scotland.  
 
1 It was theocentric. The Reformation was a movement from heaven that turned attention from a 
man-centred religion back to God. It ensured that Biblical theism came to its rights. There was a 
return to the  centrality of the triune God and an apprehension of the glory and majesty of God.  
 
2 It was Scripture-centred.  There was also a movement from the authority of  the Church back to 
the authority of the Word of God. There was a profound sense of the divine majesty of the Author of 
Scripture: 'What Scripture says God says.'  It was affirmed that 'nothing pleases God but what he 
has commanded in his Word; and the true principle of  piety is the obedience which we ought to 
render to Him'. Calvin says in the Institutes:  'Now in order that true religion may shine upon us, we 
ought to hold that it must take its beginning from heavenly doctrine and that no one can get even the 
slightest taste of right and sound doctrine unless he be a pupil of Scripture'. 
 
3 It lead to a radical re-appraisal of man as coram deo (in the presence of God). To quote again 
from the Institutes: 'It is certain that man never achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has 
first looked upon God's face, and then descends from contemplating him to scrutinize himself. For 
we always seem to ourselves righteous and upright and wise and holy – this pride is innate in all of 
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us'. The doctrine of man's radical corruption was denied by the Pelagians.  In Calvin's view  the 
volition inability of sinners to love God, obey God or believe in Him, was the heart of the doctrine 
of depravity. To magnify human free will or minimize the extent of human depravity, is to 
downplay the need for divine grace, and so undermine every aspect of Gospel truth. 
 
4 It emphasized supernatural salvation.  Salvation was a work of sovereign distinguishing grace.  It 
was centred in Christ. Everything lacking in us by nature is given to us by Christ; everything sinful 
in us is imputed to Christ; and all the judgment merited by us is born by Christ. Union with Christ 
was at the very centre of the application of redemption. We come to receive and enjoy the benefits 
purchased by Christ by the secret energy of the Holy Spirit.  All the glory of salvation belongs to the 
triune God alone.  
 
5  It lead to true religion.  Through the sovereign working of the Holy Spirit,  the sinner  beheld the 
glory of the triune God and bowed in reverence. This religious consciousness lead Calvin to 
consider God not as the object of speculative thought  but as the object of religious reverence. Early 
in the Institutes we read: ' Indeed we shall not say that, properly speaking, God is known where 
there is no religion or piety.' The truth is only rightly believed  in the extent to which it is embodied 
in life. In the words of John Murray: 'Theology that does not promote encounter with the living God 
and encounter with him as Father, Son and Holy Spirit in the unity that belongs to them in the 
mystery of the Trinity and in the particularity of relationship which each person sustains to us in the 
economy of salvation is not Christian theology'.  
 
5 It was church-centred.  For Calvin, the Church was crucial to a full understanding of the nature of 
God's redemptive purposes in this fallen world  Calvin took up the words of Cyprian 'You cannot 
have God for your Father unless you have the Church for your mother'. Reintroducing the concept 
with considerable zeal he said:  'For there is no other way to enter into life unless this mother 
conceive us in her womb, give us birth, nourish us at her breast, and lastly, unless she keeps us 
under her care and guidance until, putting off mortal flesh, we become like angels'. He believed the 
salvation of sinners  does not happen in a vacuum, but in the crucible of the visible church. It is no 
accident therefore that Book IV of the Institutes occupies about a third of the length of the whole.  
 
6 It was mission centred.  The Gospel spread throughout Europe in the 16th century primarily 
through the witness of transformed people who loved the Gospel that had delivered them. They 
were converted through the preaching of the Word by God-appointed ministers. 'Nothing retards so 
much the progress of Christ's kingdom  as the paucity of ministers'. Effective gospel preaching 
depends wholly on the power of the Holy Spirit as Christ offers himself in the Gospel.  Jesus 
received anointing, not only for himself that he might carry out the office of teaching, but for his 
whole body that the power of the Holy Spirit might be present in the continuing preaching of the  
Gospel'. Mission exists for the creation of true worship so that all would bow before the rightful 
King and give him the glory of his greatness and grace.  
 
THE RECOVERY NEEDED TODAY 
If what we have described is our true Reformed heritage, it is evident  how far we have moved away 
from it today and shows us what requires to be done to have it recovered. 
 
1 The recovery of God-centredness. We are living in a man-centred age.  There must be,  like at the 
time of the Reformation, a return to God.  We must begin with the doctrine of the triune God. The 
first signs of  recovery from the blight of liberalism and modern evangelism in the mid-twentieth 
century was witnessed in the ministry of Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones. Oliver Barclay in his 
Evangelicalism in Britain 1935-1995 observed: 'Dr Lloyd-Jones set a pattern in his preaching that 
was new for many... he emphasized the doctrine about the character of God. In particular he stressed 
the doctrine of the Father in a way that was not common in evangelical circles: his holiness, his 



wisdom, his initiative in our salvation and his power and sovereignty. His preaching was intensely 
God-centred compared with the rather human-centred emphases that were common then, which had 
resulted in a stress on what we can get in the way of experience or other blessing.'   All spiritual 
weakness is ultimately due to poverty of thought about God and such weakness will persist as long 
as we suppose that man is the starting point for its resolution.  

 2 The recovery of a full-orbed witness to the Reformed Faith. The tendency today is to go for 
minimal statements of faith in the interests of uniting evangelicals. In the  Reformation there was a 
desire to express the faith in all its fulness in catechisms and confessions of faith. For us to go back 
on what has been a development of creeds and confessions of faith over the centuries and resort to a 
more attenuated creedal affirmation is to discard the work of the Holy Spirit in the generations of 
Christian history. As Professor John Murray has said: 'To discard the heritage of the past is the mark 
of both ignorance and conceit. Other men laboured and we are entered into their labours.' A full-
orbed witness to the faith safeguards against the danger of doctrinal indifferentism. Reformed 
teaching, giving all the glory to God, is the ultimate guarantee, under the blessing of God, of 
success and victory.  

3 The recovery of supernatural salvation. In the professing Church today some have  come to 
regard the differences between Calvinism and Arminianism as unimportant. In all systems of 
Christian belief, except the Reformed, God is limited in some respect either as to his purpose, will 
or providence.  According to Iain Murray, 'Arminianism obscures the glory which belongs solely to 
the free grace of God and therefore is an error sufficiently serious for there to be no room for 
compromising'. In similar vein, Dr John R de Witt declares: 'Arminianism essentially represents an 
attack on the majesty of God, and puts in place of it, the exaltation of man. It is a danger which 
constantly recurs, and must be faced, and must be opposed'. 

4 The recovery of instruction in the faith. It is not without significance that as instruction in the faith 
has been set aside so we have seen at least a generation of children lost  from our churches. The 
Reformers saw the vital importance of the instruction of children in the family and in the Church. 
John Calvin, in the dedication of his Catechism, appealed to the King of France: 'Believe my Lord 
that the Church of God shall never be conserved without catechism, for it is as the seed to be kept 
that the good grain perish not but that it may increase from age to age. Wherefore if you desire to 
build a work of continuance to endure long, and which should not shortly fall into decay, cause that 
the children in their young age be instructed in a good catechism.'  In this respect Geneva had a 
great influence on Scotland. It was the Genevan Catechism that was translated and used at the 
commencement of the Scottish Reformation. 

 5 The recovery of true godliness. There is no doubt today a quest for religious experience but it is 
something that is very subjective. Speaking of the godliness of the Puritans,  Dr Packer makes this 
observation:  'The experimental piety of the Puritans was natural and unselfconscious, because it 
was so utterly God-centred, our own (such as it is) is too often artificial and boastful, because it is 
so largely concerned with ourselves. Our interest focuses on religious experience as such and on 
man's quest for God, whereas the Puritans were concerned with the God of whom men have 
experience, and in his manner of dealings with those who he draws to himself'. John T McNeill, 
editor of the Battles' translation of The Institutes, claims that Calvin's theology is 'his piety described at 
length'. 'The whole life of Christians, says Calvin, ought to be a sort of practice of godliness'. 

6  The  recovery of  the doctrine of the Church. We have seen a downgrade of the doctrine of the 
Church. The Reformed concept of the visible Church with its offices, discipline and sacraments has 
very little place among professing Christians today. Independent-mindedness is a feature  of Church 
life and Christian groups and para-Church organizations have multiplied. We need to recover the 
concept of the Church as divinely instituted with Christ as its Head and Lord. It is in truth 'the 
glorious Body of Christ.' Our prayer is that the Church may come forth, as in days of the 
Reformation,  'fair as the moon, clear as the sun and terrible as an army with banners' (Song 6.10). 


