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After the two earliest creeds that are a part of our Book of Confessions – the Nicene Creed and the Apostles’ Creed – we move into the Reformation era creeds. The Protestant Reformation is usually traced back to Martin Luther’s posting of the 95 Theses on the Wittenburg Door (the local church’s door) on October 31, 1517. Luther was attempting to reform the Roman Catholic Church; however, instead of effecting reform, he was ultimately excommunicated in 1520.

A second generation of Reformers followed Luther’s footsteps. Among them was John Calvin. Calvin is best known for two things: the Institutes of the Christian Religion and five-point Calvinism with the acronym TULIP (Total depravity; Unconditional election; Limited atonement; Irresistable grace; and, Perseverance of the saints). Calvin established himself within the government of Geneva, Switzerland, and began to receive visitors and students from around Europe.


John Knox was one of Calvin’s visitors. Knox was from Scotland. Scotland had been engaged in a lengthy civil war with England seeking to establish Scottish sovereignty as a separate nation. In 1560 with the signing of the Treaty of Edinburgh, Scotland was declared to be a Protestant nation. 

One of the first acts of the new Parliament was to commission a confession of faith. Six pastors were assigned the task. John Knox took the lead and completed their work in four days. It was ratified by the Parliament as “doctrine grounded upon the infallible Word of God.”

Presbyterians trace their roots to Scottish origins. Much of our system of government – both within the Presbyterian church and the federal government of the United States – are grounded in the theology and structure developed in Scotland. 

Three Notes of the true Kirk

The Scots Confession is best known for its description of the “notes of the true Kirk [church].” 

The notes of the true Kirk, therefore, we believe, confess, and avow to be: first, the true preaching of the Word of God, in which God has revealed himself to us, as the writings of the prophets and apostles declare; secondly, the right administration of the sacraments of Christ Jesus, with which must be associated the Word and promise of God to seal and confirm them in our hearts; and lastly, ecclesiastical discipline uprightly ministered, as God’s Word prescribes, whereby vice is repressed and virtue nourished. Then wherever these notes are seen and continue for any time, be the number complete or not, there, beyond any doubt, is the true Kirk of Christ, who, according to his promise, is in its midst.
During the Reformation there was great concern about how to know that you were worshiping in a true church. For European Christians, there had been one church in the 1,500 years since Christ’s ascension and Pentecost: the Roman Catholic Church. With the break from the Pope and Rome, people struggled with uncertainty about how to not be led astray. Many different options began springing up, all claiming to be the only true way. If you can imagine the 1960’s without electronic media, it would probably be a good comparison. Things that once were certain were now all questioned. Those three marks of the true church – the Word rightly preached, the sacraments rightly administered, and discipline uprightly ministered – served to provide comfort and assurance. 

It is important to recognize that discerning the three marks of the church requires awareness on the part of the individual. How do you know if there is true preaching of the Word? You have to read and understand the Scriptures. You cannot simply trust the priest who can read the Scriptures. How do you know if the sacraments are administered rightly? This was a jolt to many Christians who had grown up familiar with the Roman Catholic church and seven sacraments; Protestants recognized only two: baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Why the difference? Christ only commands two:

· “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey all that I have commanded” (Matthew 28:19); and,

· “Do this in remembrance of me…” (Luke 22:19; 1 Corinthians 11:25)

And discipline? We still struggle with this one: being part of the true church means that we are mutually accountable. We are to encourage one another in the pursuit of virtue; we are to work together to rebuke and discourage vice. It is very different than the mentality of “you believe what you want, and I will believe what I want, and all will be fine.”


Language

John Knox and the other reformers were not subtle. They did not mince words. They did not try to be politically correct. They understood themselves to be ambassadors for Christ; charged with the responsibility of clearly proclaiming the gospel message to a lost world.

Included in that clear language are some statements that, these days, could cause raised eyebrows – not for the point they were making but for the way they made it: 

· “Therefore we do not hesitate to affirm that murderers, oppressors, cruel persecuters [spelling in original], adulterers, filthy persons, idolaters, drunkards, thieves, and all workers of iniquity, have neither true faith nor anything of the Spirit of the Lord Jesus, so long as they obstinately continue in wickedness.”

· “Therefore we utterly abhor the blasphemy of those who hold that men who live according to equity and justice shall be saved, no matter what religion they profess. For since there is neither life nor salvation without Christ Jesus; so shall none have part therein but those whom the Father has given unto his Son Christ Jesus, and those who in time come to him, avow his doctrine, and believe in him.”


Cleaving

One other aspect of the Scots Confession that appeals to me is the word “cleave.” It has the sense of hanging on with all of our energy and attention and effort. I imagine it to be like holding onto a buoy in a raging sea. 

The confession begins, “We confess and acknowledge one God alone, to whom alone we must cleave, whom alone we must serve, whom only we must worship, and in whom alone we put our trust. Who is eternal, infinite, immeasurable, incomprehensible, omnipotent, invisible; one in substance and yet distinct in three persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” It is a great statement of the mystery of the Triune God and the urgent nature of our relationship with him.

I encourage reading this confession devotionally. Take one passage each day and meditate on what it reveals about who God is and how we life for him.
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