
Th e Protest ant Reformation brought about a great many 
changes in the Church of Scotland. At the very least , it 
must  be admitted that the concept of the church itself 
was revised in that nation. No longer was the church 
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 .  Th e Scottish Confession of Faith, , Chapter  in Arthur 
C. Cochrane, ed., Reformed Confessions of the th Century (Philadel-
phia: West minst er, ) –. Th ese marks of the true church 
were not unique to the Scottish Reformation. For example, Article 
 of the Belgic Confession of Faith likewise declares, “Th e marks by 
which the true Church is known are these: If the pure doct rine of the 
gosp el is preached therein; if it maintains the pure administ ration of 
the sacraments as inst ituted by Christ ; if church discipline is exer-
cised in chast ening of sin.” See Cochrane, . In addition, at least  
the fi rst  two marks are affi  rmed in other confessions of the sixteenth 
century: e.g., the Tetrapolitan Confession (Chapter ), the Geneva 
Confession of  (Chapter ), the  Confession of the [Eng-
lish-sp eaking] Congregation at Geneva (Chapter ), and the French 
Confession (Article ). See Cochrane, , , –, and .
 .  Martin Luther, Th e Schmalkald Articles, trans. William R. Rus-
sell (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press, ) . Citing Revelation 
: and :, Luther writes, “Moreover, this dragon’s tail, the mass, 
has produced many noxious pest s and the excrement of numerous 
idolatries….”
 .  George B. Burnet, Th e Holy Communion in the Reformed Church 
of Scotland (Edinburgh and London: Oliver and Boyd, ) .
 .  Alax C. Cheyne, “Th e Scots Confession of ,” Th eology To-
day  () .
 .  Ted A. Campbell, Christ ian Confessions (Louisville, Ky.: 
West minst er John Knox, ) . Campbell notes that Wycliff e 
and Hus “quest ioned the Catholic underst anding of the church, ar-
guing that the only true church is the church of God’s elect , which is 
‘invisible’ or hidden in this world. Both … laid the background for 
the Protest ant Reformers’ challenges to inherited views of the church, 
its minist ry, and its sacraments.” Interest ingly, this view seems to 
corresp ond with the Reformed underst anding of the marks of the 
church discussed earlier. Th e reject ion of the doct rine of transub-
st antiation was an integral part in shaping the underst anding of the 
true church.
 .  A.G. Dickens, Th e English Reformation (New York: Schocken, 
) .

a puppet of the papacy, receiving her marching orders 
from Rome. Inst ead, the true Head of the church was 
rightly viewed to be Christ  Himself, and the marching 
orders for His saints came from His word, the Scrip-
tures. Th e Scottish interpretation of the church was 
perhaps best  defi ned as it appears in the Scots Confes-
sion of , which st ates, “Th e notes of the true Kirk, 
therefore, we believe, confess, and avow to be: fi rst , the 
true preaching of the Word of God…; secondly, the right 
administ ration of the sacraments of Christ  Jesus…; and 
last ly, ecclesiast ical discipline uprightly minist ered, as 
God’s word prescribes….” Although all three of these 
marks were signifi cant, it was perhaps the second of 
these that gave a clear, visual indication of the marked 
diff erences between Catholics and Protest ants. In par-
ticular, the Roman Catholic Mass was determined to be 
so off ensive that Martin Luther, using imagery from the 
book of Revelation, referred to it as the “dragon’s tail.” 
In Scotland, a major portion of the confl ict  surrounding 
the growing infl uence of Protest antism centered on the 
celebration of the Mass. In fact , opposition to the Mass 
was “one of the dist inguishing marks of the Reforming 
attitude in Scotland.” Th e celebration of the Lord’s Sup-
per in the Scottish church during the sixteenth century 
was a refl ect ion of the developments resulting from the 
reject ion of Roman Catholic theology and the embrace 
of Reformed theology.

It would be a mist ake to assume that object ions to the 
Mass did not arise until the sixteenth century. Medieval 
reformers, John Wycliff e and John Hus in particular, 
challenged many of the errors of the Roman Catholic 
Church, including the doct rine of transubst antiation, 
the theological basis for the celebration of the Mass. 
Wycliff e considered transubst antiation to be “a hist ori-
cal novelty and … philosophically unsound.”  Brown 
observes that “Hus learned of Wyclif ’s [sic] criticism 
of transubst antiation; this became the basis of his own 
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teaching.” Th e doct rine of transubst antiation was for-
mally defi ned at the Fourth Lateran Council of  and 
rest ed upon Arist otelian, rather than Scriptural, founda-
tions. Th e theory behind this doct rine affi  rmed “that 
the accidents [i.e., the outer appearance] of the bread 
and wine … remain unchanged at the moment of con-
secration, while their subst ance [i.e., essential nature] 
changes from that of bread and wine to that of the body 
and blood of Jesus Christ .”  Th e inevitable consequence 
of this interpretation of the sacrament was that Christ  
became a daily sacrifi ce upon the altar, a view that was 
denounced by Luther and others as idolatrous. In ad-
dition to the sacrifi cial nature of the Mass, the sacrament 
carried with it (in Roman Catholic theology) the notion 
that it act ually infused grace into its recipients. For 
Luther and the other Reformers, the sacrifi ce of Christ  
upon the cross was full, suffi  cient, and perfect , never to 
be repeated. Th us, the reject ion of the Mass became a 
visible representation of the reject ion of Roman Catholic 
theology. In breaking with Rome on the doct rine of the 
Lord’s Supper, the Protest ant Reformers were adopting 
a theology that not only led to a correct  underst anding 
of the sacraments, but one that led to a correct  under-
st anding of biblical soteriology as well.

Lutheranism found its way into Scotland primar-
ily through the work of Patrick Hamilton. While 
Luther had reject ed transubst antiation, he adopted a 
doct rine that st ressed “Christ  is truly, really, and esp e-
cially present in his full nature in the bread and wine 
of the Eucharist ” (Willimon, ). For example, Luther 
comments that “the sacrament is the body and blood 
of the Lord under the bread and the wine….” Th is 
view is clearly expressed in the Augsburg Confession 
of , which st ates, “It is taught among us that the 
true body and blood of Christ  are really present in the 
Supper of our Lord under the form of bread and wine 
and are there dist ributed and received.” Luther rightly 
reject ed the repeated sacrifi ce of the body and blood of 
Christ  inherent in the Mass, but it is diffi  cult to see any 
other great dist inct ion between the Roman Catholic and 
Lutheran theories of the presence of Christ  in the Sup-
per. Although Luther heavily infl uenced Hamilton, it 
does not appear that Luther infl uenced Hamilton’s view 
of the Lord’s Supper. Prior to his martyrdom in , 

Hamilton was interrogated concerning his Lutheran be-
liefs, and while he vigorously denied several unbiblical 
Roman Catholic doct rines, this group does not appear 
of transubst antiation is also rooted, to some degree, in the teachings 
of Paschasius Radbertus, a Frankish monk of the ninth century. In 
, Radbertus published a volume entitled On the Body and Blood 
of the Lord. Hist orically, the book is the fi rst  full treatment of the doc-
trine of the Eucharist ; its dist inct ive is that it puts forth the idea of the 
corporeal presence of Christ  at the Supper. See Brown, . Brown 
adds, “Where earlier Christ ians had st ressed union with Christ  by 
faith, and by it had meant faith in him, the newer view [of Radbertus] 
st ressed a sacramental union. Faith was st ill required, but it was not 
so much the faith of the individual as the faith of the church, which 
presented Christ  to the communicant.” Unless otherwise noted, all 
emphasis in quotations are in the original.
 .  In resp onse to Protest ant criticism during the Reformation, the 
Council of Trent () put forth the offi  cial position of the Roman 
Catholic church on this doct rine, st ating that “our Lord Jesus Christ  
is truly, really and subst antially contained in the venerable sacrament 
of the holy eucharist  under the appearance of physical things.” See 
McGrath, . While some Roman Catholic theologians of recent 
times may have interpreted the doct rine behind the Mass in slightly 
diff erent terms (e.g., a representation of the sacrifi ce of Christ  rather 
than a repetition of His sacrifi ce), the decrees of Trent are st ill con-
sidered to be offi  cial and authoritative within Roman Catholicism.   
See Stewart Mechie, “Th e Principles of the Scottish Reformation,” 
Th e Expository Times  () .
 .  William H. Willimon, Word, Water, Wine and Bread (Valley 
Forge, Pa.: Judson Press, ) . Cf. D.M. Murray, “Lord’s Supper” 
in Dict ionary of Scottish Church Hist ory and Th eology, ed. Nigel M. 
de S. Cameron et al (Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity, ) .
 .  Edmund P. Clowney, Th e Church (Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-
varsity, ) .
 .  Hughes Oliphant Old, Worship Th at Is Reformed According 
to Scripture (Atlanta, Ga.: John Knox Press, ) . Old writes, 
“Once the mass is regarded as a sacrifi ce the uniqueness of Christ ’s 
sacrifi ce disappears.”
 .  James Atkinson, “Reform” in Introduct ion to the Hist ory of 
Christ ianity, ed. Tim Dowley (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress, ) 
. Similarly, Vos writes, “Soon aft er the dawn of the Reformation 
in Germany, the doct rines of Protest antism began to reach Scotland. 
Probably the fi rst  Protest ant witness in Scotland was Patrick Ham-
ilton, a youth of noble lineage who had visited Luther in Germany 
in .” See Johannes G. Vos, Th e Scottish Covenanters (Board of 
Education and Publication of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 
North America, ; repr., Edinburgh: Blue Banner, ) .
 .  Martin Luther, “Sermons on the Catechism, ” in Martin 
Luther: Select ions from His Writings, ed. John Dillenberger (New York: 
Anchor, ) . Brown comments, “In his eff ort to defend the real, 
bodily presence of Christ  in the sacrament, Luther inclined danger-
ously to monophysitism, the doct rine that aft er the incarnation Christ  
possesses only one incarnate divine nature.” For a fuller discussion 
of the ramifi cations of Luther’s view, see Brown, –.
 .  John H. Leith, ed., Th e Augsburg Confession, Article  in Creeds 
of the Churches, rd ed. (Louisville, Ky.: John Knox Press, ) . 
Emphasis is added. 
 .  Th is is diffi  cult, since it is diffi  cult to fi nd Hamilton’s opinion 
on the subject . Hamilton was martyred as a young man, and his the-
ology may not have been fully developed in this area. In fact , there 
is some indication that Hamilton’s underst anding of the doct rine of

 .  Harold O.J. Brown, Heresies: Heresy and Orthodoxy in the His-
tory of the Church (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, ) . Accord-
ing to Brown, “Hus wanted to rest ore the ancient eucharist ic meal to 
its original importance and make Christ ians once again look on it as 
a wonderful privilege….” See Brown, .
 .  Alist er E. McGrath, Christ ian Th eology: An Introduct ion, rd 
ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, ) . It must  be said that the doct rine
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to have included the Mass. While it is certain that 
Hamilton reject ed the Mass, his doct rine of the Lord’s 

Supper, Lutheran or otherwise, does not appear to have 
been infl uential in Scotland.

Th e extent to which Lutheranism aff ect ed Scot-
land can be seen in the years following the death of 
Hamilton. Among other things, Hamilton’s example 
encouraged others to embrace the “new” doct rines of 
the Reformation, and these men, in turn, helped to lay 
a Protest ant foundation that would later help to shape 
the Reformation in Scotland. John Gau, for example, 
produced a translation of a Lutheran text in the Scottish 
vernacular, while John Johnsone, probably an eyewit-
ness to Hamilton’s martyrdom, produced a work of Lu-
theran infl uence designed to comfort those undergoing 
persecution for their Protest ant beliefs. It is notable 
that the works of these two men are nearly silent on the 
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. In fact , Cameron even 
comments that Lutheran works in Scotland during the 
period aft er Hamilton’s death “seemed to minimize the 
sacraments.” According to McEwan, “Th ere is … no 
evidence that an explicitly Lutheran Communion was 
ever celebrated in Scotland.” Lutheran theology ap-
parently did not have a direct  eff ect  upon the Scottish 
underst anding of the Lord’s Supper during this period, 
at least  to the extent to which Luther underst ood the 
presence of Christ  in the sacrament.

A second fi gure inst rumental in bringing the Prot-
est ant Reformation to Scotland was George Wishart. 
Prior to his work for the gosp el in Scotland, Wishart 
had sp ent time on the Continent, and his st ay in Zurich 
almost  certainly infl uenced him greatly, particularly his 
view concerning the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. 
Th is infl uence ran the risk of resist ing a Lutheran cele-
bration of the Lord’s Supper, although in the opposite 
“extreme.” Th e original leader of the Reformation in Zu-
rich was Huldrych Zwingli, whose theology concerning 
the Lord’s Supper was as decidedly diff erent from that of 
Luther as it was opposed to that of Rome. Zwingli con-
fesses, for inst ance, that the sacrament “is not a sacrifi ce 
but a recollect ion of the sacrifi ce and an assurance of the 
redemption which Christ  has manifest ed to us.” One 
must  be careful not to caricaturize Zwingli’s view. He 
did reject  the idea that the Lord’s Supper is a means of 
grace, preferring to view the sacrament as “a sign of past  
grace, not of present grace.” For Zwingli, the sacra-
ment was viewed as a memorial or “visual aid,” although 
“he did affi  rm, to some degree, the presence of Christ  at 
the Eucharist  …[and] he did say that Christ ’s sp iritual 
nature could be present among the believers at the meal 
but not in any way in the meal” (Willimon, ). Contra 
the Roman Catholic dependence upon Arist otelian as-
sumptions concerning the Mass, Zwingli’s view was, in 

just ifi cation may have been lacking. Torrance writes, “A developed ac-
count of the just ifying act ivity of Christ  … is missing in Hamilton.… 
Hamilton … concentrates on the ‘passive obedience’ of Christ  only, 
with the result that his doct rine of just ifi cation looks like a merely 
forensic perpetual letting-off  of sin, which his doct rine of redemption 
is closely reminiscent of the Roman idea of infusion of grace.” See 
Iain R. Torrance, “Patrick Hamilton and John Knox: A Study in the 
Doct rine of Just ifi cation by Faith,” Archive for Reformation Hist ory 
 () –. Whether this produced an “infusion of grace” 
view in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper is unknown. In Hamilton’s 
defense with regard to the act ive obedience of Christ , it should be 
noted that this doct rine was a dist inct ive of Calvin, which Torrance 
acknowledges (–, n. ). Hamilton died in , years prior 
to Calvin’s conversion to Christ ianity.
 .  James Edward McGoldrick, “Patrick Hamilton, Luther’s Scot-
tish Disciple,” Th e Sixteenth Century Journal  (Spring ) . 
McGoldrick writes, “During the interrogation to which he was sub-
ject ed Hamilton decried the idolatrous use of images in the church, 
and he denied that the Virgin Mary and the saints are intercessors 
in heaven. He reject ed the doct rine of purgatory, and he called the 
pope anti-Christ .” Hamilton’s view on the Mass is noticeably absent 
from this list .
 .  James K. Cameron, “Asp ect s of the Lutheran Contribution to 
the Scottish Reformation –,” Lutheran Th eological Journal 
 (May ) ; McGoldrick, .
 .  Cameron, . Gau’s work, a translation from an anonymous 
Latin work attributed to Christ iern Pedersen, was entitled Th e Richt 
Vay to the Kingdom of Heuine is techit heir: in the x comandis of God, 
and in the creid, and Pater nost er…. Johnsone’s work was An Con-
fortable Exhortation of our moost e Holy Christ en Faith and her Frutes 
written unto the Christ en brethren in Scotland aft er the pure word of 
God. See: Th e richt vay … (Malmo : J. Hochst raten, ), formerly 
STC ; see Early English Books, –, Reel :. Fac-
simile Reprint: John Gau, Th e richt vay etc., ed. A.F. Mitchell (Edin-
burgh: Printed for the [Scottish Text] Society by W. Blackwood, ). 
John Johnson, An Confortable exhortation … (Parishe : Peter congeth, 
). STC . EEB, :. According to EEB, STC records that this 
imprint is false and the publisher was act ually also Hochst raten.
 .  Cameron, –. Gau’s work describes the Lutheran doct rine 
of the church and mentions that the unity of the church is demon-
st rated in the sacrament, but does not go beyond this. According to 
Cameron, Johnsone’s work “has nothing to say concerning the doc-
trines of the Church, the minist ry or the sacraments.”
 . Cameron, . Richard Kyle maintains, however, that Scottish 
Protest ants during this period were Lutheran in their view of the Real 
Presence of Christ  in the Lord’s Supper. Apparently, however, they 
did not hold st rongly to this view, and this may be the reason that the 
doct rine does not seem to be signifi cantly represented by the Scots 
of the era prior to George Wishart. See Richard G. Kyle, Th e Mind of 
John Knox (Lawrenceville, Kans.: Coronado Press, ) .
 .  James S. McEwan, Th e Faith of John Knox (London: Lutterworth 
Press, ) .
 .  Alexander F. Mitchell, Th e Scottish Reformation: Its Epochs, 
Episodes, Leaders and Dist inct ive Charact erist ics, ed. D. Hay Fleming 
(Edinburgh: Blackwood and Sons, ) .
 .  Zwingli’s Sixty-seven Articles of , Art. , Cochrane, .
 .  Keith A. Mathison, Given for You: Reclaiming Calvin’s Doct rine
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fact , Platonic in that he preferred to dist inguish between 
the human and sp iritual presence of Christ  in the Lord’s 
Supper. However, in adopting a memorialist  view, 
Zwingli did not deny the sp iritual presence of Christ  in 
the sacrament. Th e blame for the non-sp iritual view 
normally leveled at Zwingli more properly rest s with the 
Anabaptist  movement. Anabaptist s in Switzerland car-
ried the views of Zwingli to an extreme by interpreting 
the sacrament as a commemorative service that st ressed 
the participants’ communion with one another rather 
than communion with God (Kyle, . Cf. McEwan, 
). While one could say that Zwingli’s theology of the 
Supper may be partly resp onsible for such a symbolic 
view, he may not, in fact , deserve as much blame for 
this view as he usually receives.

Th e Zwinglian infl uences upon Wishart, however, 
were secondary at best . Wishart would have probably 
been more infl uenced during his st ay in Zurich by 
Henry Bullinger, Zwingli’s successor. When Wishart 
returned to Scotland, he brought with him a copy of 
the fi rst  Helvetic (Swiss) Confession, and his transla-
tion of this document had a defi nite infl uence on Scot-
tish thinking. While the document can be said to be 
Zwinglian in essence, there is a particular emphasis 
“on the signifi cance of the sacramental signs and the 
real sp iritual presence of Christ , who gives his body 
and blood – that is, himself – to believers….” Th e 
confession’s articles on the sacraments were primar-
ily the product  of a collaboration by Bullinger and 
Martin Bucer and, as a result, act ually refl ect ed Lutheran 
tendencies (Schaff , .). Consider for, example, the 
following st atements from the Confession:

Th ese sacraments are signifi cant, holy signs of sublime, 
secret things. However, they are not mere, empty signs, 
but consist  of the sign and the subst ance.… In the 
Lord’s Supper the bread and wine are the signs, but the 
sp iritual subst ance is the communion of the body and 
blood of Christ …. As these signs are bodily received, so 
these subst antial invisible things are received in faith. 
Moreover, the entire power, effi  cacy and fruit of the 
sacrament lies in these sp iritual and subst antial things. 
Consequently we confess that the sacraments are not 
simply outward signs of Christ ian fellowship. On the 
contrary, we confess them to be signs of divine grace 
by which the minist ers of the Church work with the 
Lord for the purpose and to the end which He Himself 
promises, off ers, and effi  caciously provides.

Th e infl uence of all this upon Wishart cannot 
be overst ated. He returned to Scotland in  and 

began preaching and administ ering the sacrament of 
the Lord’s Supper according to the Reformed model 
he had learned on the Continent. According to Bur-
net, in  Wishart led the fi rst  public celebration of 
the Lord’s Supper in Scotland. As a visible departure 
from the Mass, this marked the beginning of the proper 
observance of the sacrament in Scotland.

Th e man who helped to nurture the correct  under-
st anding of the Lord’s Supper in Scotland was none other 
than the Scottish Reformer par excellence himself, John 

of the Lord’s Supper (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 
) . Mathison comments that for Zwingli, “the Supper is a me-
morial, not a means.”
 .  George Yule, “Continental Patterns and the Reformation in Eng-
land and Scotland,” Scottish Journal of Th eology  (Sept. ) . 
Yule notes that Zwingli’s humanist  background is at work here. 
 .  Yule; ; cf. Kyle, . Yule writes, “Quite clearly Zwingli does 
not deny the sp iritual presence of Christ . What he denies is the pres-
ence of Christ ’s humanity, so forcefully st ressed by Calvin and Luther.” 
Likewise, Kyle notes, “Th is position did not mean that Zwingli denied 
the sp iritual presence of Christ  in the Lord’s Supper. Rather what 
Christ  did in the past  is sp iritually present to the believer by faith.” 
Stephens makes the very important point that in his later writings, 
“Zwingli makes it clear that there is no disp ute about Christ ’s being 
present in the supper, only about whether he is present bodily and 
thus off ered and eaten in it. He affi  rms that Christ  is eaten sp iritu-
ally and sacramentally.” See W.P. Stephens, Th e Th eology of Huldrych 
Zwingli (Oxford: Clarendon Press, ) .
 .  One hist orian, commenting on just  one of the enormous con-
tributions of the great Protest ant peacemaker Martin Bucer, writes, 
“In  a change took place in Bucer’s attitude toward the whole 
subject  [of the Eucharist ]. He had always deprecated the st rife; now 
he discovered that fundamentally Luther and Zwingli were in agree-
ment. Th ey fought only because each expressed his doct rine in dif-
ferent words, in order to exclude diff erent errors.” See Hast ing Eells, 
“Th e Contributions of Martin Bucer to the Reformation,” Harvard 
Th eological Review  (Jan ) . While the present writer would 
prefer to maintain a greater dist inct ion between the views of both of 
these Reformers, it is st ill important to note that they are not nearly 
as far removed from one another as is commonly alleged.
 .  W. Ian P. Hazlett, “Th e Scots Confession : Context, Com-
plexion and Critique,” Archive for Reformation Hist ory  () 
.
 .  Philip Schaff , ed., Th e Creeds of Christ endom, th ed., rev. by 
David S. Schaff  (Grand Rapids: Baker, ) ..
 .  Th e First  Helvetic Confession of , Article  in Cochrane, 
. Emphasis is added. See Wishart’s translation of this article in: 
George Wishart, “Th e Confession of Faith of the Churches of Switzer-
land; translated from the Latin,” Th e Miscellany of the Wodrow Society, 
ed. David Laing (Edinburgh: Printed for the Wodrow Society, ) 
. Th is is volume one of only one published in a project ed series by 
the Wodrow Society. 
 .  Gordon Donaldson, “Reformation to Covenant” in Studies in the 
Hist ory of Worship in Scotland, ed. Duncan B. Forrest er and Douglas 
M. Murray (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, ) .
 .  Burnet, . Th is is the fi rst  recorded inst ance of such a celebra-
tion. Burnet cites John Howie, Th e Scots Worthies, with an hist orical 
introduct ion by Robert Buchanan (Glasgow, ) .
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Knox. Burnet credits Knox’s  observance of the 
sacrament as “the second public celebration of the Holy 
Communion in Scotland according to the Reformed 
ritual.” Knox’s hatred for the Roman Catholic Mass 
has been well attest ed. Th e Mass, for Knox, was the 
central doct rine of the Roman Catholic Church. To 
Knox, the Mass comprised everything that was wrong 
with Roman Catholicism. Hence, his concern for the 
proper administ ration of the sacrament was a driving 
force behind his theology. One would assume, given 
his opposition to the Mass, that Knox would have for-
mulated his view of the Lord’s Supper along the lines 
of Zwingli. To the contrary, Knox had a more myst ical 
view of the sacrament (Wilson, ). He reject ed the 
superst ition that surrounded the Mass, condemning it 
for that which it was, blasp hemy and idolatry (, ). 
His object ions, however, ran deeper than this. Wilson 
comments (–):

Many modern Protest ants see the doct rine of transub-
st antiation as idolatry because man worships a created 
thing (the host ) as God – and some Protest ants have 
trouble seeing even this. However, Knox did not identify 
this as the problem. Th is was certainly idolatrous fruit, 
but it was because it had grown up from an idolatrous 
seed – an invention of man in worship. Something that 
began in idolatry could not hope to end in true and pure 
worship.… [Knox’s] zeal was for the pure worship of 
God, and God was the only One with the authority to 
determine what that pure worship should look like.

For Knox, the Mass signifi ed a manmade, impure, 
irreverent worship of God. If Christ ians intended to 

worship God properly, then He would have to be wor-
shipped according to the means He had revealed in 
Scripture.

In addition to his view of the Mass as improper wor-
ship, Knox, like Luther and the other Reformers, ob-
ject ed to the soteriological implications of the ritual. 
Because Roman Catholic theologians interpreted the 
Mass as a sacrifi ce, this view tended to diminish the 
importance and suffi  ciency of the sacrifi ce of Christ . 
Torrance writes (Torrance, –):

[In] trying to show what is basically wrong with the 
Mass, Knox points to the death of Christ . Th e Roman 
priest  performing the Mass was attempting to procure 
remission of sins for those who were participating. Knox 
reject s this unequivocally. We already have remission of 
sins: Christ  has died for us. Th e Roman would object : 
“Do we not continually need the remission of sins?,” and 
the basic diff erence between him and Knox becomes 
clear. Knox can reply that this would be so if the league 
between us and God [sic] were dependent on our own 
st ate of holiness: if, that is, redemption were a process 
leading to sanct ifi cation. But our league [covenant] with 
God is not so precarious: in Christ  we have a Mediator 
whose righteousness we are unable to sp oil. Th us … we 
see Knox exposing a doct rine which st ems from a failure 
to recognise suffi  ciently clearly the precise nature and 
act ivity of Christ  in his work of redemption.

Th e reason for the reject ion of the Mass by Knox and 
others during the Scottish Reformation st emmed from 
a proper underst anding of the work of Jesus Christ . If 
salvation was by the sovereign grace of God, then a 
manmade ceremony that misrepresented the perfect  
work of Christ  had no place in the worship of God. 
In this, the view of the Mass by the Scottish Reform-
ers was very much in line with that of the Continental 
Reformers.

What, however, was the correct  interpretation of 
the Lord’s Supper? On the Continent, it seemed two 
extreme viewpoints were st ruggling for control—the 
Lutheran interpretation and the Zwinglian interpreta-
tion. Judging from the infl uence of Lutheran theology 
and the sp iritual view of the sacrament in Scotland, 
it would seem that Scotland was dest ined to progress 
along the lines of Lutheranism with resp ect  to the Lord’s 
Supper. Th is was not to be the case. During his exile in 
Geneva, John Knox was exposed to the teachings of 
John Calvin, and this shaped Knox’s theology concern-
ing the sacrament. Calvin st eered toward a middle 
ground between the theology of Zwingli and Luther 

 . Burnet, . Burnet adds, “It was an important milest one on the 
road from a mere Protest ant Movement to a Reformed Church.” Th is 
celebration may have been based, in part, on Wishart’s translation of 
the First  Helvetic Confession. See Kyle, .
 .  Douglas Wilson records that Knox once declared, during a 
sermon, “that one Mass was more fearful to him than , men.” 
See Douglas Wilson, For Kirk and Covenant: Th e Stalwart Courage of 
John Knox (Nashville: Cumberland House, ) . For the source 
of the st atement, Wilson cites Henry Cowan, John Knox: Th e Hero of 
the Scottish Reformation (; repr., New York: AMS Press, ) 
. In a similar vein, Knox is also quoted as describing the Mass as 
an “idol and bast ard service.” See Kevin Reed, “John Knox and the 
Reformation of Worship in the Scottish Reformation,” Worship in the 
Presence of God, ed. David C. Lachman and Frank J. Smith (Green-
ville, S.C.: Greenville Seminary Press, ) .
 .  A. M. Renwick, Th e Story of the Scottish Reformation (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, ) .
 .  For example, when Knox was asked to write a Reformed lit-
urgy for the Lord’s Supper, he followed the Genevan liturgy of Calvin, 
although Knox “improved it considerably.” See Old, .  Cf. A. F. 
Mitchell, .
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concerning the sacrament, maintaining a high view of 
the sacraments (as “means of grace”) but avoiding a doc-
trine of “real presence” in the Lord’s Supper, except to 
say that Christ  is sp iritually present in the sacrament. 
Like the rest  of the Reformers, Calvin condemned the 
Mass as idolatrous. Like Luther, he maintained a sp iri-
tual view of the sacrament and reject ed the symbolism 
suggest ed by Zwingli. However, according to Calvin, 
Christ  was not present in the sense that Luther sug-
gest ed. Th e bread and wine were symbolic of the body 
and blood of Christ , and yet the Christ ian feast s upon 
them in a sp iritual way. Calvin writes:

From the physical things set forth in the Sacrament we 
are led by a sort of analogy to sp iritual things. Th us, 
when bread is given as a symbol of Christ ’s body, we 
must  at once grasp  this comparison: as bread nour-
ishes, sust ains, and keeps the life of our body, so Christ ’s 
body is the only food to invigorate and enliven our soul. 
When we see wine set forth as a symbol of blood, we 
must  refl ect  that the same are sp iritually imparted to us 
by Christ ’s blood. Th ese benefi ts are to nourish, refresh, 
st rengthen, and gladden.

Calvin viewed the elements of the Supper as things 
present, rather than things absent (Mathison, ). In this 
regard, Calvin dist inguishes himself from Zwingli, since 
“for Zwingli the bread and wine are symbols of what is 
absent, namely Christ ’s body, whereas for Calvin they 
are seals of what is present – Christ ’s risen humanity” 
(Yule, ). At the same time, Calvin believed in the 
true sp iritual presence of Christ  in the sacrament, but 
he reject ed the implications of the corporeal presence 
of Christ  (Mathison, ). Th us, Calvin maintained a 
view of the Lord’s Supper deeper than the symbolism 
suggest ed by Zwingli, but also avoided the Eucharist ic 
extremes of Luther.

Although Calvin’s infl uence played a large part in 
helping to formulate the sacramental theology of Knox, 
the centrality of the Lord’s Supper and its importance in 
Scottish worship can be seen as being fi rmly entrenched 
in the thought of the latter prior to his st ay in Geneva. 
Knox fi rst  met Calvin in , so anything recorded by 
Knox on the sacrament prior to this date should give a 
clearer view of his opinions before coming under his in-
fl uence. Of Knox’s works prior to , two are note-
worthy. Th e fi rst  is a polemic against  the Mass, but the 
second aff ords the true feelings of Knox concerning the 
sacrament. In this second work, Knox clearly supported 
a high view of the sacrament (i.e., a myst ical view, as 
opposed to a “memorial” view). He writes, “Th rough 

the vertew of the Halie Giast  … we, being fed with his 
fl esche, and refrescheit with his blude, may be renewit 
both unto trew godliness and to immortalitie” (Knox, 
“A Summe,” ). He also adds, “For in the Sacrament we 
receave Jesus Chryst  sp irituallie … ().” In this view-
point, Knox object ed to the Mass (a given), but he also 
apparently presented an opinion, which, as a conse-
quence, was opposed to the Lutheran interpretation of 
the sacrament as well. Th e sacrament is “to be receaveit 
with faith, and not with mouth, nor yit by transfusioun 
of subst ance” (). Knox fi rmly believed that no physi-
cal transformation of the bread and wine takes place in 
the sacrament, and his frequent mention of the sp iritual 
asp ect s of the Lord’s Supper also seems to preclude the 
literal presence of Christ  (in the Lutheran sense) in the 
sacrament. Knox comments ():

For yf we suld beleive that his verie naturall bodie, both 
fl esche and blude, were naturallie in the bread and yne, 
that suld not save us, seeing many beleif that, and yit 
receave it to thair dampnatioun. For it is not his pres-
ence in the bread that can save us, but his presence in 
our hartis through faith in his blude, whilk hath waschit 

 .  Willimon, –. Willimon writes, “For Calvin, Christ  was re-
ally and fully present in the Lord’s Supper by virtue of the power of the 
Holy Spirit. Th e believer, therefore, participates really but ‘sp iritually’ 
in the presence of Christ  when the Lord’s Supper is celebrated. Th e 
presence is real, but it is a sp iritual presence. Calvin’s doct rine of the 
eucharist ic presence is somewhere between Luther’s and Zwingli’s.”
 .  Many Roman Catholic theologians in the sixteenth century 
tended to group together all Reformed teachings on the Eucharist  ex-
cept Luther’s in order to critique them as sacramentarianism—merely 
signs or symbols, devoid of any real power or content. Th is is not to 
say that they were not critical of Lutheranism on the subject , only 
that there was a very obvious dist inct ion concerning the Protest ant 
interpretations of the sacrament. See Hazlett, .
 .  John Calvin, Th e Inst itutes of Christ ian Religion, ed. John T. 
McNeill, trans., Ford Lewis Battles, Th e Library of Christ ian Clas-
sics, – (Louisville, Ky.: West minst er John Knox, )  
(..).
 .  Wilson, . Th is is not to say that Calvin could not have in-
fl uenced Knox prior to , as he was almost  certainly reading the 
works of Calvin by . See Kyle, ; McEwan, .
 .  John Knox, “A Notable sermon, made by the sayde John Knox, 
wherein is evydentlye prouved that the masse is and alwayes hath ben 
abhominable before God and Idolyatrye,” in David Laing, ed., Th e 
Works of John Knox (Edinburgh: ; repr., New York: AMS Press, 
) .–; Knox, “A summe, according to the Holie Scriptures, 
what opinioun we Christ ians haif of the Lordis Supper, callit Th e Sac-
rament of the Bodie and Blude of our Saviour Jesus Christ ,” in Laing, 
.–. Th e fi rst  of these is a sermon delivered in , while the 
second, which has no date, may be assigned to the same year (accord-
ing to Laing). Since the original draft  of this paper, the author has 
discovered that both of these documents may now be found on the 
Internet (in a modernized form) at http://www.swrb.ab.ca/newslett/
act ualNLs/vindicat.htm and http:// … summarls.htm. 
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out our synnis, and pacifeit his Fatheris wraith towardis 
us. And again, yf we do not beleive his bodilie presence 
in the bread and wyne, that sall not dampn us, but the 
absence out of hart throw unbeleif.

Th us, Knox emphasized the sp iritual asp ect s of the 
sacrament inst ead of any act ual physical presence of 
Christ  therein.

In this brief st atement of his belief concerning the 
sacrament, traces of Knox’s thoughts on the Supper, later 
found explicitly in the Scots Confession, are evident. 
Unlike the Mass, the sacrament is not a good work to 
be performed by Christ ians, for the believer “must  in 
no wyse think, that for this workis sake thair synne be 
forgevin” (). Th rough the sacrament, Christ  brings 
together His body, the church. According to Knox, in 
the Lord’s Supper “the Lord Jesus gathereth us unto ane 
visibill bodie, so that we be memberis ane of another, 
and mak altogether one bodie, whairof Jesus Chryst  is 
onlie heid” (). Th us, Knox’s view of the sacrament 
comes forward. It is not a sacrifi ce, nor is it a good 
work to be performed. Christ  is present in the sacra-
ment, but He is present in a sp iritual manner, through 
the work of the Holy Spirit. In the sacrament, the saints 
are brought together as one body. Th ere is an asp ect  of 
remembrance in the Lord’s Supper, but it is diff erent 
than the memorial interpretation that is oft en associ-
ated with Zwingli. Knox writes, “By the same Sacrament, 
the Lord calleth us to rememberance of his Death and 
Passioun, to st eir up our hartis to prais his maist  holie 
name” (). Far from being simply a solemn ceremony, 
the Lord’s Supper is to be a celebration of the work that 
Jesus Christ  has done for His people. It is a sp iritual 
feast  in which all of God’s people are brought together 
and sp iritually nourished through the partaking of the 
bread and wine.

Th e infl uence of Calvin’s theology concerning the 
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper greatly aff ect ed the 

Scots Confession of . For his part in penning the 
Confession, Knox looked to Calvin, particularly re-
garding the celebration of the Lord’s Supper. Hazlett 
writes, “It would seem hard to deny that the main in-
st rument behind the Confession’s orientation to Calvin 
was Knox.” Some have apparently suggest ed that the 
Scots Confession was written along Zwinglian lines and 
retreated from the myst ical elements of Luther and Cal-
vin (Mitchell, ). Th is, however, is in no way an ac-
curate representation. Th e Scots Confession teaches the 
same doct rine as Calvin; in fact , within the Confession, 
“the Zwinglian doct rine is as explicitly reject ed as the 
Romano-Lutheran …[and] the language as well as the 
doct rine closely resembles Calvin’s” (). Th e Confes-
sion follows Calvin in reject ing the idea of the sacra-
ments as merely signs or symbols. Th e Confession 
st ates, “We utterly condemn the vanity of those who 
affi  rm the sacraments to be nothing else than naked 
and bare signs.” Th is is an obvious repudiation of 
those who took Zwingli’s doct rine to its memorialist ic 
extremes. Others claim that the Confession is somehow 
reconcilable with the Lutheran view of the sacrament, 
but it does not teach “a ‘Real Presence’ in the traditional 
or Lutheran sense” (Hazlett, ). Chapter  of the 
Confession, which deals st rict ly with the administ ration 
of the sacraments within the church, essentially came 
direct ly from the thought of Calvin, such that “there 
is barely a feature of it which is not found in Calvin’s 
Inst itutes” (Hazlett, ). Th e Confession plainly st ates, 
“We readily admit that we make a dist inct ion between 
Christ  Jesus and His eternal subst ance and the elements 
of the sacramental signs” (Cochrane, ). Th e Confes-
sion, therefore, appears to be making a very conscious 
eff ort to dist ance itself from both Luther and Zwingli. 
Th us, the underst anding of the sacrament within the 
Scottish churches, as was the case with most  Reformed 
churches, came primarily from Calvin.

Knox, however, was not content simply to copy 
Calvin. While Knox was an ardent follower of Calvin’s 
doct rine, in the doct rine of the sacrament, he had an 
emphasis “wholly and peculiarly his own, and he im-
pressed this peculiar emphasis permanently on the 
Scottish Church.” With Calvin, the preaching of the 
Word was central to the church, and the sacraments 
were secondary, while with Knox the sacraments held 
a more central role. According to McEwan:

Knox is not denying that the Church is founded on the 
Word; but he is asserting, with a clarity and force un-
paralleled elsewhere in the Reformed world, that the 
foundation of the Church is the Word as completed and 

 .  Hazlett, . W. Stanford Reid comments, “John Calvin obvi-
ously provided the background for [the Scots Confession], although 
the Scottish doct rine was fi ltered through Knox.” See Reid, “French 
Infl uence on the First  Scots Confession and Book of Discipline,” 
West minst er Th eological Journal  (Fall ) .
 .  James Kirk, “Scottish Confession,” Th e Oxford Encyclopedia of 
the Reformation, ed. Hans J. Hillerbrand (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, ) .
 .  Scottish Confession, Chapter  in Cochrane, .
 .  James S. McEwan, “John Knox,” Reformed and Presbyterian 
World  (Mar ) .
 .  McEwan, ; R.T. Halliday, “Will the Real John Knox Please 
Stand?” Th e Expository Times  () . Halliday claims that 
the right use of the Lord’s Table was “perhaps the central concern of 
[Knox’s] life.”
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fulfi lled by the act ion of Christ  in the Sacrament.… 
To Knox, the Sacrament is creative of the very life of 
the Church, as it never was for Calvin, or even for 
Luther.

Knox was passionate about the proper rest oration of 
the Lord’s Supper to the church because he considered 
the sacrament to be as foundational to the church as 
the preaching of the Word of God. According to Knox, 
true Reformation within Scottish churches required the 
correct  pract ice of the Lord’s Supper as much as cor-
rect  preaching.

Although the theology of Calvin undoubtedly played 
a large part in infl uencing Knox concerning the Lord’s 
Supper, the role of Peter Martyr Vermigli cannot be 
overlooked. Vermigili, an Italian Reformed theologian 
who came to England in  at the request  of Th omas 
Cranmer, had an enormous eff ect  on Anglo-Saxon eu-
charist ic theology (Old, ). Vermigili preferred to use 
the word “eucharist ” when referring to the sacament, 
“because that word emphasized that the Lord’s Sup-
per is a feast  of praise and thanksgiving.” A central 
part of Vermigli’s liturgy of the Lord’s Supper was his 
Eucharist ic Prayer, and Knox made heavy use of this 
focus when he revised Calvin’s Genenvan liturgy (Old, 
). It is not particularly diffi  cult to see the reason that 
this theology of the Lord’s Supper was so important in 
Knox’s theological underst anding. It was a celebration, 
not merely a religious ritual, and Knox brought the con-
cept of that celebration to Scotland. Th is attitude had an 
infl uence on the Scottish cust om of having the congre-
gation sit around a table to receive the elements, a prac-
tice that was not uncommon with other Reformers. 
If the Lord’s Supper was a celebration to be shared by 
all of God’s people, then the receiving of the sacrament 
should refl ect  this. In addition, Knox st ressed the fact  
that the Lord’s Supper should be observed in simplicity, 
basing this upon the Scriptural example of Christ  (Reed, 
). What had once become twist ed and buried under 
an avalanche of manmade tradition, unfounded ritual, 
and unbiblical theology had now been rescued and pre-
served through the eff orts of the Scottish reformer.

It would not be incorrect  to say that the underst and-
ing of the Lord’s Supper during the Scottish Reformation 
involved a synthesis of Reformed theology on the sacra-
ment. Undoubtedly, the greatest  part of this came from 
Knox, who was most  heavily infl uenced by Calvin. 
However, even Calvin’s theology in this area was, at least  
partially, aff ect ed by Lutheran tendencies. Also, there 
were infl uences on Knox’s theology of the Lord’s Sup-
per even prior to his st ay with Calvin in Geneva. Th e 

 .  McEwan, “John Knox,” –. McEwan adds, “[Knox] refers 
the whole act ion of the Sacrament to Christ . It is not a minist erial 
act , or a churchly act , but something that Christ  does for us.”
 .  Old, . In Greek, the verb eucaristew means “to give thanks” 
or “to be thankful.”
 .  William Child Robbins, Th e Reformation: A Rediscovery of Grace 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, ) . Robbins cites Zwingli 
and Bullinger as preferring this method of receiving the elements, 
“since the Lord sat at table with His disciples.”
 .  Richard Greaves argues that the similarity between Calvin and 
Knox on the Lord’s Supper is not due primarily to the fact  that Cal-
vin infl uenced Knox, but that Martin Bucer infl uenced both Calvin 
and Knox. Greaves writes, “Th e continuity in Knox’s doct rine of the 
Lord’s Supper is due to the early infl uence on him of Bucer’s views 
through the medium of Wishart and the First  Helvetic Confession.” 
See Richard L. Greaves, Th eology and Revolution in the Scottish Ref-
ormation (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Christ ian University Press, ) 
. Th is would almost  certainly be true of Knox’s earlier celebrations 
of the Lord’s Supper, prior to his contact  with Calvin. Calvin’s great 
infl uence on Knox, however, cannot be ignored. Neither can the fact  
that Knox reject ed the Lutheran extremes of the sacrament, and he 
did this prior to meeting Calvin in Geneva.
 .  Hazlett, . Hazlett writes, “It cannot be st ressed enough that 
Reformed eucharist ic theologizing, more particularly in its Genevan 
expressions, cannot be underst ood or divorced from the Lutheran 
dimension.… Like Bucer before him, Calvin was … convinced that 
his sacramental theology harmonized with the Augsburg Confession.” 
Th e mere fact  that lay elders dist ributed the elements of the Lord’s 
Supper (inst ead of the people receiving the elements direct ly from 
the minist er) was not only a departure from the Mass—it was a direct  
result of the application of the Lutheran doct rine of the priest hood 
of believers. See Robbins, Th e Reformation: A Rediscovery of Grace, 
; Donaldson, “Reformation to Covenant,” .
 .  James S. McEwan, Faith of John Knox, ; Richard Greaves, 
Th eology and Revolution in the Scottish Reformation, ; Richard 
Kyle, Th e Mind of John Knox, –. 

celebration of the Lord’s Supper in Scotland may none-
theless be summarized as the reject ion of extremes. Th e 
idolatry of the Mass was condemned, as was the bare-
ness of the memorialist  service suggest ed by Zwingli. 
In addition, Knox appears to have consciously reject ed 
the ramifi cations of the Lutheran idea of real presence 
in the Lord’s Supper. Th us, the myst ical nature of 
the sacrament as formulated by Calvin and adopted 
by Knox prevailed in Scotland. Th e Lord’s Supper be-
came a true celebration and thanksgiving where the 
people of God communed with their Redeemer in a 
manner prescribed in Scripture, inst ead of the empty 
ritual of manmade worship. ■


