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BEN ZOMA said: “Who is wise? He that learns 

from every man, as it is said, ‘From all my teachers 
have I got understanding.’ [Ps. 119:99] Who is 
mighty? He that masters his nature, as it is said: 
‘He that is slow to anger is better than the mighty; 
and he that ruleth his spirit than he that taketh a 
city.’ [Prov. 16:32] Who is rich? He that is 
contented with his lot, as it is said: ‘When thou 
eatest the labour of thy hands, happy art thou, and 
it shall be well with thee.’ [Ps. 128:2] ‘Happy art 
thou’ in this world, ‘and it shall be well with thee’ 
in the world to come. Who is honoured? He that 
honours all men, as it is said, ‘For them that honour 
Me I will honour, and they that despise Me shall be 
lightly esteemed.’ [1 Sam. 2:30] (The Sayings of the 
Fathers [Pirke Aboth], trans. W.O.E. Oesterley 
[London: Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge, 1919], 47-48) 
  



 

 

 

 

Prefatory Considerations. 

 

Throughout this response, it has been necessary to correct 

several misconceptions which, it is to be feared, are prejudices 

too commonly held by those presently professing to be 

Presbyterian and Reformed. Mr. Schwertley’s virulent attack 

of Steelites has provided a forum for offering some 

explanation of the proper views of these subjects. 

One common theme addressed is the need to use sources 

properly. Context is important when fielding evidence. 

Quoting out of context is misquoting the author. Authorial 

intent is decisive. This is true of Scripture as well as all other 

subordinate sources. 

It is also apparent that there is much confusion regarding 

the nature of the church. It is always important to determine 

whether we are speaking of the visible church or the invisible 

church; a particular visible church or the catholic visible 

church; the church as a congregation professing the true 

religion (together with its children) or the church as an 

institution fitted with offices for governing the people of God. 

One major point of Mr. Schwertley’s confusion is his 

failure to understand that the point at issue is not whether or 

not Scripture is the supreme authority—the alone infallible 

rule of faith and practice. In this, all Protestants agree. 

However, Presbyterians (as well as other magisterial 

Protestants) also believe that there are subordinate authorities. 

This seems to be a point of contention with him. 

This leads to another observation. Mr. Schwertley does 

not have a proper Presbyterian view of the binding authority 

of synods. He views the church, as a government, as being 

ministerial (which is true) but he does not see any real 

authority in being ministerial (which is not true). Subordinate 
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authority, though subordinate, is still authority. This shall be 

stressed throughout. 

There also appears to be a lot of confusion with respect to 

the place of creeds and confession in the matter of Scripture 

interpretation. Mr. Schwertley sees creeds and confessions as 

the end of exegesis but he fails to see that once they have 

reached the point of becoming standards they also function as 

exegetical guides. 

Most importantly, there are numerous considerations to 

be observed regarding history. Mr. Schwertley regards history, 

as all other subordinate things, as merely advisory; on the 

contrary, sometimes, however, it should be viewed as 

possessing genuine authority. Undoubtedly, its authority is 

ministerial and directive and does not displace Scripture. Yet, 

when it confirms Scripture or bears witness to the received 

interpretation and application of Scripture in a particular 

church, it presents itself as a binding authority much like 

lawful determinations of synods. 

Thus, there is a duty to become acquainted with history, 

especially the history of the particular church to which we 

profess to belong. In explaining why, an old Seceder made 

these comments worth keeping in mind as reading this book, 
History is one of the most useful of all studies. By its 

aid we live, as it were, through all ages, and become 

enriched with their wisdom. The whole human race is 

made to pass before us, and its infinite variety of 

character, and diversity of passions, being stripped of 

every disguise, and presented in the aspect in which they 

appear to the calm, penetrating, and awfully impartial 

eye of time, it is superior to all other means of becoming 

acquainted with human nature. In the world we see what 

men profess to be, in history we see what they are. As 

students of providence, history affords us a large 

induction of particulars, a due consideration of which 

may lead us to some knowledge of the higher laws of the 

divine administration, and of those great and 
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comprehensive principles by which the loose and 

apparently unconnected events of time are united 

together into one grand and harmonious system. 

That which is true of history, as a whole, is especially 

true of the history of the Church…. 

To love all countries, alike, necessarily implies, that 

we should love all persons alike; and if the stream of 

human feelings were thus equalized, its waters would be 

shallow and stagnant—it would want those depths which 

are necessary to bear up the weighty interests of liberty 

and religion at home—it would want those currents which 

are necessary to convey those precious treasures to 

regions where they are not enjoyed. His own country will 

be dearer to every good man than any upon earth, and 

its history will have charms in which that of no other 

people partakes…. 

Upon the same principle, while we should peruse 

the history of the whole Church, we should feel a special 

interest in the history of the Church of Scotland…. 

“The works of the Lord are great, and sought out of 

all those that take pleasure therein.” It is one mark of a 

truly gracious mind to feel delight in meditating on the 

works of the Lord, and to account it a pleasure to be 

enabled to do something to perpetuate a remembrance 

of “the wonders done by him of old.” To be careless 

about the doings of the Lord in past ages is to manifest a 

most ungenerous and selfish spirit—a spirit which, 

provided the shade of the vine and fig-tree be enjoyed, is 

entirely careless about the labours of man by which they 

were planted, and utterly thankless for the care of God 

by which they were preserved and nourished. And the 

same thing is as applicable to societies as to individuals. 

It is the duty of the Church to bear a faithful testimony 

for God’s gracious appearances in providence, as well as 

for the doctrines of gospel truth. Ignorance or 

heedlessness of what God hath wrought in former times 

is one of the most infallible symptoms of a declining 

Church, one of the most certain evidences of a 
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degenerate age,—of an age, it may be, abounding in men 

of great ability, but an age, nevertheless, of little men, 

when their characters and achievements are tested by the 

measuring reed of everlasting truth. On the other hand, 

when the Lord returns to a Church in mercy, then his 

Spirit begins to breathe on the dry bones in the valley, 

when he removes the ashes beneath which the fire of 

heaven has long been smouldering, when, in plain terms, 

there has been a return of life and power to a Church 

that has long been dead, there will uniformly be a 

“remembering whence she has fallen, and a repenting 

and doing her first works.” 

These principles pervade the whole word of God. 

Nothing can be more clearly proved from it than this, 

that it is the duty of the Church to be very careful in 

bearing her testimony to the goodness of God, and 

against her own ingratitude. The whole Bible is 

constructed on this principle. It is substantially a record 

of what God has done for our fallen race. Hence so 

much of the Bible is in the form of history. Hence God 

took to himself the name of the fathers of the Church, 

“the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob.”… 

Now if it be the duty of a people to bear a testimony 

for God’s gracious appearances, no nation since the Jews 

are under a weightier obligation than our own. “We have 

heard with our ears, and our fathers have told us what 

works the Lord did in their days, even in the times of 

old.” It is, therefore, a duty specially incumbent on the 

Church in these lands to remember the great things 

which have been done for her by God, and we ought 

diligently to study the history of the Church, in order that 

we may be able intelligently to perform our part in this 

important duty. Let no one think that this is a matter of 

little importance. It has generally been at this point that 

apostacy begins….All persons who are even moderately 

acquainted with the history of the Church of Scotland 

know that the first steps of her departure from God also 

consisted in a timid, selfish, and most ungenerous 
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forgetfulness, at the Revolution, of what God had done 

for her in former times…. A testimony in behalf of God’s 

gracious appearances for Scotland and for Britain, in 

former times, is one of the greatest duties which the 

Church owes to the nation and to God. These things are 

too generally forgotten, both by the people and their 

rulers. For what are all those miserable schemes of 

legislation in behalf of error, but an undoing of what 

God formerly did, but a removing of those ancient 

landmarks which he had set up? What are they else than 

a returning to that house of bondage, from which the 

Lord delivered us with an high hand, and a stretched-out 

arm? It is neither more nor less than the copying the 

policy of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who, forgetful of 

all that the Lord had done for him, and for Israel, 

erected his altars and set up his calves in Dan and 

Bethel, to prevent his subjects from revolting, and the 

result of such measures can never be blessed. It is, 

therefore, the duty of the Church to bear a faithful 

testimony for all that God hath done in former times, 

and to enter a solemn protest against all attempts to unite 

Belial with God, and Antichrist with Christ. In order to 

an intelligent performance of our parts in this important 

work, it is necessary that we familiarize ourselves with the 

history of the Church in our own country…. 

The current literature of modern times abounds in 

misrepresentation of the character of our forefathers, 

and the cause for which they suffered….And even among 

parties making a serious profession of religion much 

prejudice exists, both against the Reformers and the 

principles of the Reformation. It is, therefore, of great 

importance that we be well acquainted with the history of 

the Church, in order to understand what the principles 

of the Reformation really are, and how much we are 

indebted to those by whom they were maintained. In 

prosecuting this study we will discover the vast expense at 

which these principles have been transmitted to us, and 

the inestimable benefits which they have been the means 
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of conferring on the land. It is an historical fact, that all 

the great and beneficial reformations which have been 

accomplished in this country have been brought about 

by means of the Protestant, Presbyterian, and Calvinistic 

principles of the covenanted Church of Scotland…. The 

constitutional principles of the Reformed Church of 

Scotland are the principles by which God produced that 

great work, the reformation from Popery. If any one 

shall choose to say my principles will do so and so, we 

say to him the Protestant, Presbyterian, and Calvinistic 

principles of the Covenanted Church of Scotland were 

those which produced the greatest and the best work that 

has been accomplished since the days of the apostles; 

and when a greater and better work shall be produced by 

other principles, we will then believe them to be better 

principles; but not till then. (“On the Duty and 

Advantage of Being Acquainted with the History of the 

Church of Scotland” in The Original Secession 
Magazine [Edinburgh: W.P. Kennedy, 1848], January, 

1848, I:297-305) 

These are Reformation principles and they need to be re-

exhibited in our own day. It is the duty of the church to be 

acquainted with her history. Moreover, if a duty, then there 

can be no impropriety in making it a term of communion. 

Finally, some may need a warning about “tone.” We live 

in an age where the church has become effete. Calvin warns, 
Feeble and cowardly, therefore, must be the minds 

of those who obey delicate and effeminate men, and 

permit themselves to be oppressed by them; nor can it 

be doubted that God has struck with a spirit of 

cowardice those who offer their shoulders, like asses, to 

bear burdens. (Commentary on Isaiah 3:12) 

Whatever may be said of Mr. Schwertley, let no one be 

confused on this point, he is not “delicate and effeminate” and 

neither is this response to him. Men battle; “delicate and 

effeminate” men wring their hands over “tone.” You must 

choose which kind of men you will heed. 


