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Jesus Christ said, “The harvest truly 
is plenteous, but the labourers are 
few; Pray ye therefore the Lord of 
the harvest, that he will send forth 

labourers into his harvest” (Matthew 
9:37,38). Throughout the ages, our sov-
ereign God has raised up servants to de-
clare His Word, proclaim His Gospel, 
edify His people, and defy His enemies. 
In 1638, many in Scotland signed a Na-
tional Covenant, vowing to defend the 
Scriptural doctrines and practices of the 
Reformation. Some signed the document 
with their blood. They knew they faced 
a fierce battle, but looked to the King of 
kings to withstand the onslaught of the 
Evil One. There was a bloodbath in Scot-
land, but the Lord won the battle.

The final, fierce struggle that ended 
Scotland’s reign of civil and religious tyr-
anny rested upon the shoulders of a sepa-
rated remnant, resolved to never compro-
mise allegiance to the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Because of executions, imprisonments, 

THE LORD’S
COVENANTING

REMNANT

THEOLOGICAL
DIRECTIVES

From the White House?
By Brad k. GsEll

On Tuesday, June 24, 2014, President Barack Obama hosted the 
White House Forum on Global LGBT Human Rights. The key-
note address was delivered by National Security Advisor Susan 
Rice, and the text of her speech was made available for immediate 

release by the Office of the White House Press Secretary.
Rice told the “wonderful collection of faith leaders, human rights activists, 

private sector representatives and colleagues in government” that promoting 
the homosexual agenda “is work to which we are all called.” Making any 
opposition to this movement a matter of violating “civil rights” and “human 
rights,” Rice proceeded to strongly condemn those who oppose same-sex mar-
riage, stating: “It offends common humanity … when individuals anywhere 
have their rights restricted because of who they are.”
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impoverishing fines, banishments, 
tortures, and desertions, the Cov-
enanters were diminished to a small 
remnant. Yet, the Lord preserved a 
clear testimony through a few faith-
ful ministers and a flock that would 
not hear the voice of “strangers” 
(John 10:5).  

In 1660, King Charles II re-
turned to the throne under the pre-
tense of allegiance to the National 
Covenant of Scotland and to the Sol-
emn League and Covenant of Eng-
land, Scotland, and Ireland. Once 
upon the throne, the king removed 
his mask and began a bloody per-
secution to dismantle Protestantism 
and prepare the land for Romanism. 

John Howie, author of The Scots 
Worthies, wrote: “During these twen- 
 ty-eight years of persecution, it is 
computed that not less than 18,000 
people suffered death or the utmost 
hardships and extremities”1 A wit-
ness to the sufferings gave a list of 
King Charles’ atrocities: “His cruelty 
over the bodies of Christians, in 
chasing and killing upon the fields, 
many without sentence, and bloody 
butchering, hanging, [be]heading, 
mangling, dismembering alive, quar-
tering upon scaffolds, imprisoning, 
laying in irons, torturing by boots, 
thumbkins, fire-matches, cutting 
pieces out of the ears of others, ban-
ishing and selling as slaves old and 
young men and women in great 
numbers, oppressing many others in 
their estates, forfeiting, robbing, 
spoiling, pillaging their goods, cast-
ing them out of their habitations, in-
terdicting any to reset them, under 
the pain of being treated after the 
same manner.”2

The king also devised snares to 
divide the Covenanters, including 
an “Indulgence” that allowed Scot-
tish ministers to subscribe allegiance 
to the king in order to have freedom 

to preach and protection from per-
secution. However, such allegiance 
gave credence to the king’s unlawful 
claims to civil and religious tyranny. 
It was a transgression of the Scottish 
National Covenant.

Those who discerned the danger 
and refused the Indulgence were bit-
terly rejected and slandered. Stead-
fast followers of Christ faced perse-
cution by a government seeking their 
annihilation and rejection from their 
Indulged brethren. Although slan-
ders, misrepresentations, and false 
reports plagued the remnant, they 
continued to worship God, proclaim 
the Gospel, and resist the false teach-
ings and tyranny of their oppressors. 

The faithful were forced to form 
small societies in order to provide 
protection, mutual edification, and 
a united testimony against compro-
mising and apostate religion. Their 
members adhered to the National 
Covenant and defied their persecu-
tors and defended the Crown Rights 
of Jesus Christ.

A. Sinclair Horne, in his book 
Torchbearers of the Truth, wrote: 
“Many who have referred to the So-
ciety People have branded them as 
Extremists and censured them for 
their exclusiveness, but, when one 
considers the situation, this criticism 
loses its validity. Those days were 
marked by spiritual declension. The 
principles of the Reformation were 
largely swept aside and abandoned. 
The tide of unfaithfulness had to be 
stemmed and it was left to these peo-

ple to do it. Granted, they gave every 
appearance of being exclusive, but 
why should they be so severely cen-
sured for refusing to associate them-
selves in worship with those who had 
accepted the Indulgence or to listen 
to any other minister but their own? 
One writer has summed it up in this 
way, ‘They stood alone because they 
were left alone.’ The old paths had 
been forsaken and they believed that 
God had given them the responsibil-
ity of seeing that these paths were 
kept open for all who wanted to 
tread them.”3

Donald Cargill, called the “Lone 
Star of the Covenant,” ministered to 
this remnant. He resisted the tyranni-
cal, papist king bent upon subjecting 
Scotland to his false claims of civil 
and ecclesiastical domination. This 
stalwart martyr for Christ’s Crown 
Rights also maintained a testimony 
against unfaithful brethren who 
compromised their solemn, covenan-
tal oaths.

Although alone in his ministerial 
duties, the Lord blessed him with 
laymen of unbending resolve. John 
Main is an example of this uncon-
querable spirit. Just before his execu-
tion on March 19, 1684, he wrote a 
testimony, including these words: “I 
leave my testimony against the peo-
ple, their hearing of curates, basely 
leaving the way of truth, and fol-
lowing a course dishonoring to God, 
and destructive to themselves. Also 
against the joining with the indulged 
and unfaithful ministers, vindicating 
themselves thus, ‘That it is good to 
hear the word,’ not considering that 
these ministers have so far gone out 
of the way of God, in their accept-
ing of that Indulgence, as that they 
ought to be testified against, and 
when they go on obstinately in that 
crooked way, ought to be withdrawn 
from.”4

Donald Cargill became the ob-
ject of the king’s wrath and was 
forced to live in hiding, yet man-
aged to frequently preach and per-
form ministerial duties among the 
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“Today, our country faces 
tyranny that threatens the 

foundations of civil and 
religious liberty. Will there 

be a remnant to stand 
without compromise and 
to ‘earnestly contend for 

the faith which was 
once delivered unto 

the saints’?”



Lord’s remnant. A. Sinclair Horne 
wrote: “Cargill now stood alone 
as the leader of the persecuted peo-
ple. Every step was watched and he 
could not move from one place to 
another without tidings of some new 
plan of capture coming to him. On 
more than one occasion he had to 
disband a meeting when he saw the 
heavy dust from the horses’ hooves 
on the distant road. He also had to 
stand bravely and fearlessly against 
those who would betray him.”5

His escapes were numerous. 
Jock Purves, in his book Fair Sun-
shine, wrote of a memorable deliv-
erance: “Familiar with the hills and 
hollows of his childhood, he had 
to run very fast up and down them 
one day, years later, when chased 
by swift and armed pursuers who 
came to take him in his preach-
ing. Cargill was always preaching. 
He ran for a known rocky chasm 
where the River Keith narrows. 
Mounting a huge rock he took a 
flying leap across the river. None of 
his hunters dared follow. They gave 
up the chase. It is called ‘Cargill’s 
Loup’ [Leap] to this day.”6

Cargill was eventually captured 
by his enemies and condemned to 
hang. As he ascended the ladder to 
the scaffold, he said, “God knows 
that I mount this ladder with less 
fear, less perturbation than I ever 
mounted a pulpit to preach.”7

Before his death, he said, “Now 
I am near the getting of the crown 
of which I shall be sure; for which 
I bless the Lord and desire all you 
to bless Him that hath brought me 
here, and made me triumph over 
devils and men and sin. They shall 
wound me no more. I forgive all 
men the wrongs they have done me 
and I pray the sufferers may be kept 
from sin and helped to know their 
duty.”

After silent prayer, he declared 
with the voice of victory: “Farewell 
all relations and friends in Christ. 
Farewell all acquaintances and earth - 
ly enjoyments; Farewell reading and 

preaching, praying and believing, 
wanderings and reproaches and suf-
ferings. Welcome Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit. Into Thy hands I com-
mend my spirit.”8 

A young man, named James 
Renwick, witnessed Cargill’s execu-
tion and could never get out of his 
mind the martyr’s brief sermon. It 
would appear that Charles II had 
succeeded in destroying the leader-
ship of the separated Covenanters, 
but that young man grasped the 
banner held so high by the “Lone 
Star of the Covenant.” He became 
the minister of the Society People 
and was the last to be hung on the 
scaffold for the Crown Rights of Je-
sus Christ.

His martyrdom led to The Glori-
ous Revolution of 1688 that forced 
King Charles’ successor, James II, 
into exile, and freed Scotland from 
oppression. Today, our country faces 
tyranny that threatens the founda-
tions of civil and religious liberty. 
Will there be a remnant to stand 
without compromise and to “ear-
nestly contend for the faith which was 
once delivered unto the saints”?      •
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Behaviors Declared to Be a Right

Rice declares that so-called ho-
mosexual rights are on exactly the 
same plane as race or gender rights: 
“Because if you care about equal 
rights for women or ethnic or reli-
gious minorities, you should care 
about LGBT human rights too. It’s 
all the same.”

“We need everyone’s shoulder at 
the wheel” to promote “the message 
that gay rights are straight-up hu-
man rights.” She makes no distinc-
tion between inherent traits such as 
race or gender and sinful behaviors.

Rice spoke of “the inexhaust-
ible pursuit of equality,” and said 
this matter was a “personal passion” 
of hers. She continued that this “is 
among the most challenging human 
rights issues we face,” and that “cus-
tom” and “popular support” for 
traditional marriage “are no excuse 
for human rights violations. They do 
not justify criminal behavior.”

To further emphasize the power 
of the government, she stated: “Law 
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enforcement officials now have the 
tools to prosecute violent acts moti-
vated by someone’s sexual orientation 
or gender identity, and to prosecute 
them as the hate crimes they are.”

The born again Christian most 
certainly expects the full force of the 
law to be used in punishing offenders 
and protecting any citizen who has 
had a crime committed against him. 
Yet, Mrs. Rice wants “hate crimes” 
laws to be used to greatly stiffen the 
penalties if it is determined that a 
crime was caused by bias against ho-
mosexuals. We have no sympathy for 
any criminal who has committed a 
crime, but to have different sentenc-
ing standards — based on who the 
victim is and whether the offender 
committed his crime because he sup-
posedly didn’t like something about 
the person or just wanted to rob him 
— is dangerous. It opens up the pos-
sibility of judges (and juries) meting 
out “justice” based on their personal 
political leanings and agendas.

Tolerance for Whom?

Mrs. Rice tells us: “It is incum-
bent upon the state, and upon each of 
us, to foster tolerance and reverse the 
tide of discrimination.” At another 
time, she stated: “It’s what drives me 
as a public servant and as a mother, 
because I do not want my children, or 
anyone else’s, to have their life choic-
es limited by how they look, who they 
worship, or whom they love.”

Yet it quickly becomes clear that 
tolerance is only for those who pro-
mote HER agenda and worship a god 
of HER making. To her, the God of 
the Bible is a human rights violator.

Those who worship this God are 
guilty of inhumanity if they promote 
His teaching in the Bible that mar-
riage is only to be between one man 
and one woman.

White House Theology 
at Taxpayer Expense

Then, she announces that the gov-
ernment is now in the business of pro-
moting her theology. She clearly is un-
happy with the theology of a number 
of religious groups. Biblical Christian-
ity is most assuredly on her black list. 
She asked the attendees: “For the faith 
community, how can we reinforce to 
religious groups that God loves all the 
children of his creation equally?”

She gives her audience hope for 
the future against these stubborn re-
ligious holdouts: “We’re also seeing 
public attitudes evolve with breath-
taking speed.… [L]ast week, the 
Presbyterian Church overwhelming-
ly voted to allow their ministers to 
officiate these ceremonies.”

To push things along, she an-
nounced that the government is 
“launching new efforts to help civil 
society build partnerships with local 
faith communities, business leaders, 
and health care providers to enhance 
protections for LGBT rights.”

Near the end of her speech, she 
stated: “And I have no doubt that fu-
ture generations will wonder why an-
yone ever sought to criminalize love 
or condemn another human for be-
ing true to him or herself.” The child 
of God is thankful that he is NOT 
“true to himself.” We read in Prov-
erbs 14:12: “There is a way which 
seemeth right unto a man, but the 
end thereof are the ways of death.” 
Our concentration needs to be on be-
ing “true” to God and His Word.

She concluded the speech by say-
ing: “So let’s recommit to doing eve-
rything we can to reach the day when 
love — all love — is met only with 
celebration, when all of our brothers 

and sisters encounter only equal op-
portunity and acceptance, and when 
all rights are just simply human 
rights—sacred and inviolable.” With 
such statements, one can only won-
der what other Biblical commands 
will be declared to be “human rights 
violations” in years to come.

“Tolerance” Sounds Nice, But Is 
Clearly Not the Desired Goal

 “Tolerance” is a nice sounding 
word, but is here used deceptively. It 
is clear that tolerance of the homo-
sexual lifestyle is NOT what Mrs. 
Rice has in mind. She declares in her 
speech that “acceptance” and “cel-
ebration” of it are the government’s 
goal and requirement!

How Should Christians Respond?

Most of the mainline denomina-
tions have capitulated to this new 
agenda. Sadly, a number of evan-
gelicals have likewise done so. The 
philosophy of the New Evangelicals 
of the twentieth century has now 
shown forth in ever higher relief its 
tragic consequences, as some evan-
glicals today are willing to compro-
mise on things which would have 
been unthinkable a generation ago.

The Bible-believing Christian is 
not free to mold and bend his beliefs 
to the secular dogma of the day. God 
has given clear instructions as to 
marriage being the union of one man 
and one woman.

The man of God must show forth 
the love of Christ before a watching 
world, but he can never compromise 
in holding that homosexuality, forni-
cation, adultery or any other perver-
sions are condemned by God. Those 
involved in these sinful behaviors 
need Christ as their Saviour. The 
Christian must with kindness and 
compassion present the saving grace 
of God to ALL who are in sin. The 
convicting work of God’s Spirit can 
bring the “vilest offender” to repent-
ance and saving faith in Christ.       •
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It is important to have read 
Parts 1 and 2 of this series, which 
were published in the Winter and 
Spring 2014 issues of Redeeming 
the Time. They serve as the general 
background for understanding this 
segment and those to come. Parts 
1 and 2 may be found on our web-
site (www.rttpublications.org), or we 
would be glad to mail copies to you.

When Dr. J. Gresham Ma-
chen and other Presby-
terian leaders founded 
Westminster Theologi-

cal Seminary in 1929, they incor-
porated it as an independent insti-
tution. It was dedicated to teaching 
seminary students the Word of God 
as historically understood by Pres-
byterians faithful to the Protestant 
Reformation — particularly as ex-
pressed in the Westminster Confes-
sion of Faith. The institution was to 
be operated under the control of a 
self-perpetuating Board of Trustees, 
not by the courts of any Presbyterian 
body. Four years later, The Indepen-
dent Board for Presbyterian Foreign 
Missions was established along simi-
lar lines.

Although some in the denomi-
nation worked to keep Westminster 

Seminary graduates from being re-
ceived into presbyteries, the denomi-
nation did not formally take any 
direct action against it. This was 
not the case with The Independent 
Board. The very next General As-

sembly after the Board’s formation 
issued a Mandate ordering the mem-
bers to resign from The Independent 
Board, or face ecclesiastical disci-
pline.

The Presbyterian Digest, pub-
lished by the Office of the General As-
sembly, declared: “The very existence 
of such a[n] [independent] Board or 
agency is illegal and subversive of 
the authority and Constitution of the 
Presbyterian Church in the United 
States of America [PCUSA] (1934, 
pp. 82-98).”1 Was the PCUSA’s as-
sessment correct? Was the very idea 

of an independent Presbyterian mis-
sion board a contradiction in terms 
and a violation of the fundamental 
tenets of Presbyterian polity (form of 
government)?

The Gradual Assumption of 
Power and Authority by the 
General Assembly

As the PCUSA became larger 
and more prosperous throughout 
the nineteenth century, more and 
more good and necessary works 
had been assumed by the General 
Assembly, with boards, committees 
and commissions being established. 
What had been a simple system of 
church government and discipline 
at the formation of the first presby-
tery in 1706, had by the dawn of the 
20th century become a complex bu-
reaucratic machine, with many full-
time paid employees, and millions 
of dollars in real property. Rather 
than the General Assembly being 
a meeting lasting several days once 
a year, and then adjourned, the en-
trance of multiple church boards in 
effect turned the General Assembly 
into a year-round organization with 

A QUEST FOR HISTORICAL ACCURACY

“We believe that 
independent mission

agencies are perfectly in 
accord with the truths of 

God’s Word, and in no way 
violate the fundamental 

principles of Presbyterian 
church government.” 
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more power than was ever intended 
for it to have. Many, who had never 
known anything else and were unfa-
miliar with American Presbyterian 
history, assumed that this control by 
the General Assembly was inherent 
to Presbyterianism.

Many ancillary books and state-
ments had been published by the Gen-
eral Assembly which sought to clari-
fy and give specific detail as to how 
the general provisions of the Form of 
Government and Book of Discipline 
should be understood. The Presbyte-
rian Digest: A Compend of the Acts, 
and Deliverances of the General As-
sembly of the Presbyterian Church 
in the United States of America, was 
often referred to and was mistakenly 
viewed, and used, by many in the 
church as the final word in any con-
troversy. As the years passed, these 
works began to emphasize more and 
more the power and authority of the 
General Assembly.

Attorney Murray Forst Thomp-
son, an elder in the Holland Memo-
rial Presbyterian Church in Phila-
delphia, and a member of The 
Independent Board, wisely pointed 
out: “It is important … to note where 
the law of the Church is not found. It 
is not found in the ‘Manual of Pres-
byterian Law for Church Officers 
and Members,’ nor in ‘The Presbyte-
rian Digest.’ Both publications, of 
course, are most helpful in studying 
the law which is found in the subor-
dinate Standards; but it is necessary 
to remember that no legal standing 
can be accorded the statements of 
the editors of those works. A further 
caution is required. The law is not to 
be found in resolutions or declara-
tions of General Assembly. The Form 
of Government (Chapter XXIV, Sec-
tions I and II) provides for the meth-
od of amending the Constitution 
through formal action by General 

Assembly and the presbyteries. That 
Constitution could not be altered 
one whit by all the resolutions suc-
cessive Assemblies might pass.…”2

Deceitful Conclusion Based on a 
Deliberately False Premise

Although there is not one word 
to be found in the Presbyterian Form 
of Government forbidding indepen-
dent agencies, by the 1930s, the Gen-

eral Assembly, using very strained 
reasoning, based on a faulty prem-
ise, declared: “The organization of 
any Independent Board or Agency 
for Presbyterian Foreign Missions, 
which does not receive the sanction 
of the General Assembly, and which 
attempts to carry on any administra-
tive functions involving the mission-
ary work of the Presbyterian Church 
in the United States of America, con-
stitutes a rebellious defiance of law-
ful authority.”3

It is quite obvious that the au-
thors of the report printed in the 
Presbyterian Digest, having no Con-
stitutional ground to stand upon, 
resorted to intentionally declaring a 
falsehood as their premise, and then 

using that as the basis for their ar-
guments. Indeed, it was fully known 
that The Independent Board was not 
seeking in any way to “carry on any 
administrative functions involving 
the missionary work of the Presby-
terian Church in the United States of 
America.” The word “Independent” 
was in its name, and its official char-
ter declared it to be so.

In fact, at the June 15, 1934, 
meeting of The Independent Board, 
Dr. Machen presented a resolution, 
which was adopted, to counter such 
falsehoods. It stated: “In view of 
current misunderstandings of its po-
sition, The Independent Board for 
Presbyterian Foreign Missions de-
sires to reemphasize the fact that it 
is not connected, and does not seek 
to be connected, either with the 
Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
or with any other of the numerous 
Presbyterian churches. Its charter 
does not require any particular ec-
clesiastical connections on the part 
of its members or on the part of the 
missionaries whom it will send out; 
but what it does require of them is 
that whatever be their ecclesiastical 
connections they shall be whole-
heartedly devoted to Presbyterian 
doctrine and to the fundamental 
principles of Presbyterian church 
government, in order that they may 
be instruments to lead men and 
women in mission lands to embrace 
not some partial or inconsistent 
doctrine but the great system of re-
vealed truth which is contained in 
the Word of God.

“We deny any expressed or im-
plied claim of any particular ecclesi-
astical organization, or of any group 
of ecclesiastical organizations, to 
have an exclusive right to the name 
‘Presbyterian’ and thus an exclusive 
right to profess in clear and generally 
understood language adherence to 
that system of revealed truth which, 
to distinguish it from inconsistent 
and incorrect views of what the Bible 
teaches, is commonly called ‘Presby-
terian.’”4

THE Independent 
Board …
Continued from page 5
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The View of Independent 
Agencies in 1937

Dr. Machen and the other mem-
bers of Westminster Seminary and 
The Independent Board obviously 
believed their actions were perfectly 
compatible with Presbyterianism. 
However, by 1937, some within 
the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
viewed The Independent Board as 
having been merely an expedient 
measure in the midst of crisis — de-
signed only for temporary existence 
until such time as a new faithful 
church body could be established 
and a denominational board erect-
ed. They felt that the missions work 
should be conducted directly by the 
General Assembly of the new de-
nomination.

Others, however, felt that the 
tremendous power gained incre-
mentally by the General Assembly-
controlled boards of the PCUSA was 
a result of, and had contributed to, 
the advance of apostasy within that 
denomination. They believed that 
such centralization was a flaw which 
would lend itself toward the develop-
ment of an ecclesiastical “machine” 
within any denomination.

The Function of Church Courts: 
Judicial — Not Legislative or 
Administrative

Dr. Allan A. MacRae, writing 
years later, expressed this position 
well. He stated: “Presbyteries and 
synods have uniformly been desig-
nated as ‘courts’ or ‘judicatories,’ 
never as legislative assemblies or 
administrative bodies. Such legisla-
tive or administrative powers as they 
have assumed have historically been 
restricted to matters dealing with the 
safeguarding of the ministry from 
the entrance or continuance of un-
worthy or unbelieving members.”5 
MacRae continued by showing that 
the time-honored Form of Govern-
ment of the PCUSA stated that the 
power of Presbyterian assemblies is 

“only ministerial and declarative.”6 
It continues: “… no church judica-
tory ought to pretend to make laws 
to bind the conscience in virtue of 
their own authority” (PCUSA Form 
of Government I:VII).

MacRae continued: “True Pres-
byterianism involves the principle 
that individual members or ministers 
of the church may associate them-
selves together for the carrying on 
of a particular type of Christian ac-
tivity, and that the only surveillance 
which Presbyterian bodies shall give 
to these associations is to determine 
whether they are tainted with mod-
ernism or unbelief, or whether the 
doctrine which they are advancing 
is in line with the standards of the 
church.”7

There certainly was precedence 
in Presbyterian history, particularly 
in America, for both kinds of agen-
cies being used of God, and receiv-
ing the blessing of the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A. However, many 
men felt that the way the General 
Assembly boards had developed ac-
tually was more closely in line with 
an episcopal or prelatical form of 
church government (like Catholicism 
and Anglicanism), and was not at all 
what the founders of Presbyterianism 
had ever envisioned.

Dr. MacRae points out, quite con-
vincingly, that the Jerusalem Council, 

in Acts 15, met to handle a doctrinal 
dispute, which is a prime Biblical war-
rant for present-day sessions, presby-
teries, synods and general assemblies. 
However, the expansion of the gospel 
in new areas was handled by brethren 
working together in agreement, and 
sometimes through local churches. 
Right after the Jerusalem Council 
met, we read that Paul and Barnabas 
had a disagreement over Barnabas’ 
desire to take John Mark with them 
on their missionary journey. There is 
no record of them taking the matter 
to a higher church body. It was not a 
doctrinal matter, but rather had to do 
with personality and administration. 
Thus, Paul took Silas, and Barnabas 
took John Mark, and they departed 
in different directions to preach the 
same glorious gospel. MacRae com-
ments: “It is evident that we have 
here the beginning of two indepen-
dent missionary agencies.…”8 He also 
points out other examples in Acts 8 
and 11 where missionary work was 
initiated by individuals, not by courts 
of the church.9

“True Presbyterianism,” said Mac-
Rae, “never means that a group of 
ministers and elders takes the place 
of a king or of an archbishop, and 
lays down directives for the entire 
church.”10

What Is True Presbyterianism?: “The word literally means ‘rule by elders.’… [Of the three 
main forms of church government] true Presbyterianism stands midway between the [other] 
two. To strict independency [such as is practiced in many Baptist and Congregational church-
es] it answers that no man lives to himself alone, that God has established His church as an 
organism in which the unity of the Spirit should be observed, and that each should profit by the 
greater spiritual insight of others. To prelacy [such as in Roman Catholicism and Episcopalian-
ism]  it answers by laying emphasis upon the fundamental Protestant doctrine of the universal 
priesthood of believers, and insisting that each Christian is directly responsible to God for the 
way in which he serves his Lord.… It establishes presbyteries and synods [and, in some cases, 
general assemblies] as parts of a system of graded courts [also referred to as “judicatories”], 
set up in order to safeguard the ministry from the entrance of unbelieving or unworthy candi-
dates, to protect the pulpits from false doctrine, and to give the ministers and elders an oppor-
tunity for mutual fellowship and discussion of spiritual matters. Its local churches are ruled by 
elders in order to guard against the two extremes. Power is in the hands of the group of elders, 
not simply of the minister, in order to guard against the rise of prelacy, and to keep the power 
in the hands of the people.”   —Allan A. MacRae, The Free Press, June 30, 1955.
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Early American Presbyterian 
Missionary Work

The planting of Presbyterian 
churches in America began as a mis-
sionary work, and the Presbyterian 
Church was always one of the most 
evangelical of all denominations. The 
Rev. Francis Makemie was ordained 
in 1682 by the Presbytery of Laggan, 
in Northern Ireland, and the follow-
ing year was sent as a missionary to 
America — beginning his work in 
Snow Hill, Maryland. Twenty-four 
years later, the first American pres-
bytery was formed in Philadelphia 
(1706). Throughout the eighteenth 
century, Presbyterian church govern-
ment was small. The missionaries 
who were sent to other areas of what 
was to become the United States 
were often sent by the presbyteries, 
but with minimal support or struc-
ture.

At the dawn of the 19th century, 
a plethora of “missionary societies” 
began to spring up to undertake the 
support and preparations necessary 
to send godly men and women into 
the more remote areas of the country 
— particularly to work with various 
tribes of the American Indians.

The Presbyterian Church was 
neither strong nor prosperous in 
those days, and many works were 
promoted which were not directly 
under General Assembly control, 
including a number of independent 
missionary societies. One such ex-
ample is the Western Missionary So-
ciety of New Jersey. The Rev. Ashbel 
Green (who served as president of 
Princeton College [now Princeton 
University]), in recounting the his-
tory of American Presbyterian mis-
sions, wrote that it “was formed 
about the year 1800. Its organiza-
tion indeed, was entirely indepen-
dent of the General Assembly”11 

(emphasis ours). Green further 
stated: “Institutions established or 
conducted mainly by associations or 
individuals … [have been] carried on 
in concert with members of the Pres-
byterian denomination.”12

In 1810, The American Board of 
Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM) was founded by New Eng-
land Congregationalists. By 1812, it 
had become an independent, self-
perpetuating board. The minutes of 
the 1812 General Assembly of the 
PCUSA record that the ABCFM sent 
an official communication inviting 
the Presbyterian Church to form “an 
institution similar to theirs, between 
which and them [sic] may be such 
a co-operation as shall promote the 
great object of missions amongst un-
evangelized nations.”13

Instead of agreeing to start a 
General Assembly-controlled foreign 
missions board at that time, as the 
letter urged, the Clerk was instruct-
ed to send a reply. It stated in part: 
“That as the churches under the care 
of the Assembly rejoice in the Foreign 
Missions, organized and about to be 
organized by the American Board of 
Commissioners [ABCFM], so, as op-
portunity favours, they ought to aid 
them, as they have in a measure al-
ready aided them by contributions to 
their funds, and by every other facil-
ity which they could offer to so com-
mendable an undertaking.”14

The letter further stated that “the 
business of foreign missions may 
probably be best managed under 
the direction of a single Board,” and 
that the General Assembly planned 
presently to decline operating such 
missions due to its limited resources 
and “inasmuch as the [General As-
sembly] committee are informed that 
[independent] missionary societies 
have lately been instituted in several 
places within the bounds of the Pres-
byterian church, which make foreign 
missions a particular object of their 
attention.”15

A few years later, the General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church 

did officially work in cooperation 
with other Reformed churches in 
forming a foreign missions agency. 
Ashbel Green writes: “In 1818, the 
General Assembly adopted measures 
which resulted in the establishment 
of the United Foreign Missionary So-
ciety [UFMS].”16 The 1819 General 
Assembly stated: “The Society shall 
be composed of the Presbyterian, 
Reformed Dutch, and Associate Re-
formed Churches, and all others who 
may choose to join them” (emphasis 
ours). “The business of the Society 
shall be conducted by a Board … to 
be annually chosen by the Society. 
They have power to enact their own 
bylaws.”17

It appears that few restrictions 
were placed on the Board of the 
UFMS. It was to “present their an-
nual report to the highest judicatory 
of the three denominations, for their 
information” (emphasis ours). Also, 
any individual who donated “not 
less than one hundred dollars, shall 
be a director for life, and entitled to 
a seat and vote in the Board of Man-
agers.”18

Control and influence was not 
confined just to the judicatories of 
these three church denominations. 
The main restriction was that the 
Society was free to change its Con-
stitution by a two-thirds vote, but 
any changes required the approval 
of the highest bodies of the three 
denominations.19 Missionaries also 
were received from other groups. 
Annual reports of the UFMS state 
that a number of the missionaries 
were New England Congregational-
ists.20

Even while the UFMS was in ex-
istence, a number of notable Presby-
terians were on the Board of the 
ABCFM. A few of these included Ash-
bel Green and Samuel Miller (the sec-
ond professor at Princeton Seminary).21

But, the UFMS was short-lived. 
In just a few years, its work was 
turned over to the ABCFM, the in-
dependent group first commended 
by the Presbyterian Church in 1812. 
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The minutes of the General Assembly 
of 1826 recorded: “Resolved, That 
the General Assembly do consent to 
the amalgamation of the American 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions and the United Foreign 
Missionary Society.” The Assembly 
then commended the ABCFM to its 
members for their support.22

    
Home Missions

The line between foreign and 
home missions was often blurred 
in those days. This is easy to un-
derstand, since so much missionary 
work was being done in unsettled 
areas of the North American con-
tinent as Americans began to push 
westward. Also, many Indian tribes 
resided within the official borders 
of the States, yet their tribal gover-
nance, culture, religion and so forth, 
were quite “foreign” to the experi-
ence and faith of the missionaries 
coming from settled areas.

However, the need for a dis - 
tinct effort for home missions soon 
emerged. Charles Hodge’s nephew, 
the Rev. J. Aspinwall Hodge, writes: 
“In May of that year [1822] dele-
gates of ten of these local societies in 
New York State, belonging to the 
Presbyterian and the Dutch Re-
formed churches, were consolidated, 
forming the ‘United Domestic Mis-
sionary Society of New York’ [UDMS]. 
It was not a denominational institu-
tion…”23 (emphasis ours).

There was wide support for 
this independent agency in various 
forms. In 1825, the Presbytery of 
Cayuga (New York), instructed its 
secretary, William M. Adams, to 
communicate with the UDMS that 
the Presbytery had officially “Re-
solved, That this Presbytery form 
themselves, and they do hereby 
form themselves into a Missionary 
Society, auxiliary to the United Do-
mestic Missionary Society” (empha-
sis ours). The resolution continued 
with details of plans to raise money 
in the Presbyterian churches, and 

work to appoint missionaries to 
needy areas. The resolution con-
cluded: “Resolved, That the Secre-
tary [of the Presbytery] be, and he 
hereby is directed to transmit to the 
Parent Society [UDMS] a copy of 
our proceedings hitherto.”24

N. Coe, Stated Clerk of the Onei-
da, NY, Presbytery, was directed to 
communicate to the UDMS “That 
the Presbytery cordially approve 
of the plan of the United Domestic 
Missionary Society … and that the 
stated clerk be directed to write to 
the Corresponding Secretary of that 
Society, and to request that … an 
agent, or agents, may be sent as soon 
as convenient.”25

The Presbytery of New-York, 
communicated through M. Bruen 
(Moderator) and John Goldsmith 
(Clerk): “Resolved, that the Presby-
tery of New-York do hereby express 
their approbation of the proceedings 
of the United Domestic Missionary 
Society, in the aid they have granted 
to infant Churches, and their efforts 
to send the Gospel to the destitute 
within our bounds; and that hav-

ing dissolved their [the Presbytery’s] 
Missionary Society, they do recom-
mend the United Domestic Mission-
ary Society to the general patronage 
of the Church under their [the Pres-
bytery’s] care.”26

A large number of similar com-
munications are available in the ar-
chives of the Presbyterian Church 
and these missionary societies.

J. Aspinwall Hodge, in his his-
torical account mentioned above, 
continues: “In 1825 a circular was 
published by its [the UDMS’s] Exec-
utive Committee, at the request of a 
meeting of Ministers held in Boston, 
calling a meeting of Congregational, 
Presbyterian and Dutch Reformed 
churches, to be held in the Brick 
Presbyterian Church, New York, 
to form a National Domestic Mis-
sionary Society. Drs. Alexander and 
Miller of the Princeton Seminary en-
dorsed the plan.”27

In 1826, the American Home 
Missionary Society (AHMS) was 
founded, involving the merging of 
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This glossary is being provided as a handy reference as the names of these organizations appear 
throughout the article. Some organizations which are mentioned briefly are not included here.

•   American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM): Formed in 1810 by 
New England Congregationalists. It was an independent agency and received the commen-
dation of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America in 1812. The Presbyterian 
Church gave various levels of support to it throughout much of the nineteenth century.

•   American Home Missionary Society (AHMS): Founded in 1826, it involved the merger of 
the United Domestic Missionary Society (UDMS) and other societies, including quite a few 
Congregationalists. It had “no responsibility to any judicatory of the Presbyterian Church.” It 
was strongly supported for a time by the Presbyterian Church, as it helped in the supply and 
support of pastors and aid to struggling churches.

•   The Board of Foreign Missions (BFM) of the Presbyterian Church in the United States 
of America (PCUSA): The General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church (Old School) estab-
lished this Board in 1838. It was an official agency of the General Assembly.

•   The Independent Board for Presbyterian Foreign Missions (IBPFM): Founded in 1933 by 
those who opposed Modernism in the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church 
in the United States of America.

•   United Domestic Missionary Society (UDMS): An independent agency, founded in 1822, 
which was the result of a merger of several smaller Reformed missionary societies.

•   United Foreign Missionary Society (UFMS): Formed in 1818 by the PCUSA, the Dutch 
Reformed Church, the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church, “and all others who may 
choose to join them.” Its structure included a limited control by the General Assembly of 
the PCUSA and the other two denominations, but operated independently in many regards.
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several smaller societies. Ashbel 
Green writes that three-quarters of 
the members were not Presbyterian 
and it bore “no responsibility to 
any judicatory of the Presbyterian 
Church.” However, he continues that 
it “had in its connexion [sic] many 
estimable members of the Presby-
terian Church, was instrumental in 
building up and supplying with pas-
tors, no inconsiderable number of 
feeble congregations in this church, 
and that, on this account, it for a 
time received the countenance of the 
General Assembly.”28 

George P. Hays, Moderator of 
the 96th General Assembly in 1884, 
relates that the AHMS had been 
formed to represent Congregational-
ists and Presbyterians. “Large num-
bers of its directors were leading 
Presbyterian ministers and laymen. 
They believed in the sincerity of the 
zeal of that society, and the possi-
bility of a joint work being carried 
on through it by the two denomina-
tions.”29

The support and countenance of 
independent agencies was very com-
mon in the Presbyterian Church. An 
example is contained in the Minutes 
of the 1812 General Assembly: “The 
continuance of Missionary Societies 
formerly established, with the for-
mation of others embracing in their 
plans missions both foreign and 
domestic, the increased number of 
societies for distributing Bibles and 
Religious Tracts, and for the educa-
tion of poor children, manifest an 
active and growing zeal for extend-
ing the boundaries of the Mediator’s 
kingdom, and diffusing the light of 
the glorious gospel of the blessed 
God.”30 These “societies” mentioned 
were virtually all independent agen-
cies, and included many Presbyte-
rian ministers and elders on their 
boards.

The Move to General Assembly- 
Controlled Boards and Agencies

All were not happy with the var-
ious methods by which Presbyterians 
had been conducting their missions, 
education and benevolent works. 
Some works were carried on by pres-
byteries or synods, some by the Gen-
eral Assembly, and others through 
independent agencies.

George Hays writes: “Year af-
ter year this question of denomi-
national missionary societies was 
carefully debated in the General As-
sembly, with the predominance of 
view sometimes on the one side and 

sometimes on the other. Committees 
of conference were appointed from 
the General Assembly to meet with 
committees from undenominational 
mission societies; but no plan could 
be finally agreed upon which was ac-
ceptable to all parties.”31

In 1831, an overture was pre-
sented suggesting that the General 
Assembly organize its own foreign 
missions agency, and a committee 
was formed to investigate the feasi-
bility of doing this. The report of this 
committee was adopted by the As-
sembly. It stated: “That while the As-
sembly would express no opinion in 
relation to the principles contained 
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appear throughout the article. Some individuals mentioned briefly, or who have been 
identified in previous installments, are not included here.

•   Archibald Alexander: Old School Presbyterian minister and President of Hampden-Sydney 
College. When the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church established Princeton 
Theological Seminary in 1812, Alexander was unanimously called to be its first professor. He 
taught there until his death in 1851, and was considered a pillar of Biblical orthodoxy. He 
was a member of the independent American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 
(ABCFM) until near the time of his death.

•   Ashbel Green: Pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, he went on to 
become the President of Princeton College (now Princeton University). He was a founding 
member and second president of the Pennsylvania Bible Society, an independent agency. 
He served as a member of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, and 
later as a member of the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A. 
He wrote a history of the missions outreach of the Presbyterian Church, commissioned by 
the Old School General Assembly of 1838.

•   Charles Hodge: Old School Princeton Seminary theologian and professor, known for his 
three-volume Systematic Theology, which is still widely used in seminaries today. He also 
wrote an oft-used volume on Presbyterian polity (government), and a number of essays on 
various points of doctrine and application of Biblical principles to current issues. Several of 
his family went on to become Presbyterian theologians in their own right.

•   J. Aspinwall Hodge: Nephew of Charles Hodge, who wrote What Is Presbyterian Law as 
Defined by the Church Courts?

•   Jacob J. Janeway: Succeeded Ashbel Green as pastor of the Second Presbyterian Church 
in Philadelphia. Janeway held membership on the boards of several independent agencies. 
At the end of his life he was President of the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A. (Old School)

•   Samuel Miller: An Old School minister and the second professor of Princeton Theological 
Seminary, arriving a year after it was established. A pillar in the Presbyterian Church of the 
19th century, he defended, and was a member of, independent agencies.

•   James Henley Thornwell: Theologian and professor at Columbia Seminary in South Caro-
lina, Thornwell was an Old School Presbyterian. When the Presbyterian Church split at the 
beginning of the Civil War, he helped in the founding of the Presbyterian Church in the Con-
federate States of America. Shortly before this division, he and Charles Hodge had a debate 
on the floor of the General Assembly over whether it was Biblical for the General Assembly 
to establish its own mission board. Thornwell was against such agencies.

GLOSSARY OF INDIVIDUALS:



in the Report, they cordially recom-
mended the [independent] American 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions to the affection and pa-
tronage of their Churches.”32

The Presbyterian Church divid-
ed into Old School and New School 
General Assemblies in 1837 — a divi-
sion which lasted just over three de-
cades. This major disruption brought 
immediate changes relating to these 
questions. The New School General 
Assembly continued its support of 
the ABCFM. But, the Old School As-
sembly immediately “reorganized” a 
Board of Foreign Missions under the 
control of its General Assembly. We 
do not have space within the scope 
of this discussion to examine all of 
the points which led to this division, 
but it is enough to say that the Old 
School adhered more consistently 
to the system of doctrine and polity 
taught in the Westminster Standards.

Some have sought to show that 
those who carried on the work of 
The Independent Board for Pres-
byterian Foreign Missions through 
the decades must have been more in 
sympathy with New School Presby-
terianism, because that group main-
tained much of its work through in-
dependent agencies. However, such 
assessments draw an inaccurate cor-
relation between what took place in 
the 1830s and the developments of 
the 1930s.

Old School Presbyterianism and 
General Assembly Boards

Also less than accurate is the 
popular assumption that the ma-
jority of Old School Presbyterians 
believed that General Assembly-op-
erated boards were the only means 
sanctioned by the Scriptures and that 
“control” of the church’s ministries 
must be in the hands of the General 
Assembly, as the highest judicatory 
of the Church. 

The church throughout its his-
tory had many men who did indeed 
prefer the General Assembly orga-

nizing its own works of missions, ed-
ucation and benevolence. In fact, the 
General Assembly’s establishment 
of Princeton Theological Seminary 
in 1812 as an official church agency 
proved to be a great blessing to the 
Christian church for well over 100 
years. However, it was an action tak-
en by the General Assembly in 1929 
that destroyed Princeton as a faithful 
institution.

The Old School men were greatly 
influenced by their experiences with 
societies and agencies which were 
comprised of members of various 
denominations. The most significant 
concern which developed was that 
the cooperative missionary efforts 
sometimes left compromising situa-
tions as churches were established on 
the frontier. Sometimes new congre-
gations, which had been nurtured by 
Presbyterian missionaries, became 
Congregational churches due to the 
influence of other missionaries under 
the same missionary society.

Charles Hodge commented: “Is 
it wonderful that Presbyterians and 
Episcopalians should decline com-
mitting their candidates to the care 
of Congregationalists or Baptists? Or 
that they should be uneasy at seeing 
their churches supplied with minis-
ters by a society in which some other 
denomination than their own, has an 
equal or controlling influence?”33

Another practice which many 
found objectionable was that some 
of the independent societies gave 
voting membership privileges to those 
who merely gave a certain amount 
of money. Even the General Assem-
bly had approved such a procedure 
when the UFMS was founded in 
1818.

The dangers of this should be ev-
ident to all. Hodge commented con-
cerning this: “What security is there 
that they shall be even professors of 
religion, much less that they approve 
of the doctrine and discipline of the 
Presbyterian Church?”34 James Hen-
ley Thornwell, the eminent South-
ern theologian, compared this prac-

tice to “the sin of Simon Magus, 
for which he met the rebuke of the 
Apostle” (see Acts 8:9-24).35 It is of 
interest that this Biblical account is 
responsible for the introduction of 
the word “simony” into the English 
language, which means “the buying 
or selling of a church office or eccle-
siastical preferment”36

To show that his objections did 
not apply equally to all independent 
agencies, Hodge wrote: “It will be 
seen that few of our arguments have 
any bearing on the American Board 
of Commissioners for Foreign Mis-
sions. We cheerfully admit that our 
objections to this institution are far 
less strong, and that they do not in-
terfere with our entertaining for it 
the highest respect and confidence.” 
Hodge continues that as long as this 
independent board did not seek to 
usurp power belonging to the Gen-
eral Assembly, “we are sure it will 
have the prayers, the confidence, and 
support of the churches.”37

It is interesting that the very ob-
jections the founders of The Inde-
pendent Board had concerning the 
Board of Foreign Missions of the 
PCUSA, were the same ones that 
Hodge found to some of the inde-
pendent works. In both cases, it was 
felt that a political “machine,” with 
undue influence on the Church, had 
come into being.

Hodge wrote: “We are aware 
that many who some years ago 
cheerfully voted to recommend the 
[independent] Home Missionary So-
ciety would not do so now, simply 
because they believe that that soci-
ety has, under the management of 
its present secretary, become a great 
party engine, and is operating in a 
manner most unfriendly to the best 
interests of the Church. This, again, 
is a very different thing from op-
position to that institution founded 
on the assumption that a voluntary 
society has no right to engage in the 
work of missions.”38 J. Aspinwall 
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Hodge concurred, stating that “the 
Home Missionary Society, under the 
management of its secretary, has be-
come a great party engine, operat-
ing most unfavorably for the peace, 
union, and purity of the Church.”39

The Hodges’ concern here was 
that independent agencies not usurp 
the church’s God-given oversight of 
its ministers and churches. They and 
others believed that if God had given 
the church a work to do, the admin-
istration of those works, in the most 
efficient manner, should be under-
stood to be included.

Not all Old School ministers 
were of the same mind. Thornwell 
opposed all mission boards — PAR-
TICULARLY General Assembly-
controlled boards. He stated: “We 
are fully satisfied that the system of 
Boards and permanent Agencies falls 
very far short of the spirit of our 
Constitution, and, so far from be-
ing a blessing, will in the end prove 
a deplorable calamity unless speedily 
abandoned.”40 He continued: “We 
believe that the system in its essen-
tial principles is directly subversive 
of the Constitution of our Church, 
unknown to the Word of God, and 
unsupported by any arguments of 
expediency or necessity which can 
commend it to the understanding of 
a Christian man.”41 Thornwell be-
lieved the establishment of perma-
nent boards by the General Assem-
bly was “subversive of the Form of 
Government embodied in the Con-
stitution of our own Church. They 
involve a practical renunciation of 
Presbyterianism.”42 He further held 
that these boards constituted a new 
class of church courts and usurped 
the authority of sessions, presbyter-
ies and synods.43

The deacons of the various 
churches, he decared, should handle 
all of the many things involved with 

sending a missionary to a distant lo-
cation. If it should become more than 
the deacons could handle, he believed 
secular businesses should be paid to 
handle these temporal affairs.44

Hodge and Thornwell had a de-
bate concerning this on the floor of 
the Old School General Assembly in 
1860. Hodge believed Thornwell to 
be more restrictive in his views than 
were the Scriptures. He stated his 
belief that “… all the attributes and 
prerogatives of power in the Church 
arise from the indwelling of the Spir-
it, and where He dwells there is the 
Church, with authority to do its own 
work in the best way; and as He does 
not dwell in the clergy exclusively, 
therefore the power is not confined 
to the clergy; but the Church may in 
her discretion adopt such modes or 
agencies to carry out the commands 
of Christ as she deems best. She must 
be free. She must breathe. The pow-
er of the Church is where the Holy 
Ghost is; but in externals He has 
given her discretion.…”45

Both of these men had a con-
siderable portion of delegates who 
espoused their respective views. In 
fact a protest was issued by a num-
ber of delegates to the form in which 
the Old School General Assembly 
Boards were operated.

Charles Hodge and 
Mission Agencies

Charles Hodge is often regarded 
as the preeminent authority on any-
thing dealing with Presbyterianism. 
Many have stated without further 
elaboration, that Hodge supported 
boards es tablished under the control 
of the General Assembly. However, 
presented with this statement alone, 
many have made the incorrect as-
sumption that he believed this to be 
the ONLY way Presbyterians could 
conduct their mission works and 
that other structures were inherently 
wrong.

Hodge himself did not hesitate 
to make sure that none would make 

this mistake. He 
stated: “We have 
never been op-
posed to the exis-
tence of voluntary 
societies. While we 
have had our de-
cided preference 

for ecclesiastical organizations, we 
have felt perfectly willing that those 
who differed from us should take 
their own course in doing the work 
of the Lord. Believing that there was 
a large part of the Church who 
would not co-operate with the 
Boards of the General Assembly, we 
have rejoiced that they had institu-
tions through which their energies 
might be exerted in doing good.”46 

He further set forth his convic-
tion that there should be liberty in 
the matter. He wrote: “We concede 
that either plan [independent or 
General Assembly-controlled agen-
cies] is allowable, the question is, 
which, all things considered, ought 
to be preferred?”47

He continued: “That Churches 
and Individuals are at liberty to de-
cide this question for themselves is 
almost universally admitted. This is 
the ground which we have always 
taken (See Biblical Repertory for July 
1835, p. 480, also for July 1836). 
Dr. [Samuel] Miller [of Princeton 
Seminary] in his Letters to Presby-
terians takes the same ground. And 
it is known to our readers that the 
Board of Missions officially and by 
its leading friends and officers on the 
floor of the Assembly have assumed 
the same position. In an address to 
the churches signed by Dr. Green as 
president of the Board, and by its 
two secretaries, it is said, ‘We are 
not only willing but anxious that the 
churches should be left to their own 
unbiased and deliberate choice of the 
particular channel through which 
their charities should flow forth to 
bless the perishing: nay more, that 
the God of all grace may give to the 
poor a heart to pray, and to the rich 
a disposition to contribute liberally 
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to either of these missionary Boards 
according to the decided preference 
of every donor (See Christian Advo-
cate, vol. 7, p. 138).”48

Indeed, a number of Old School 
congregations did support mission-
aries serving under independent 
agencies. One such example is John 
Leighton Wilson, of South Carolina, 
who served under the ABCFM. He 
received most of his support from 
Old School churches.49

Although Hodge believed that 
missions work and education were 
preferably to be conducted by Gen-
eral Assembly boards, he taught that 
some areas of ministry were BEST 
handled by independent agencies. 
He writes: “There are then some of 
the most important of all the means 
for evangelizing, which can be em-
ployed by the Church in her orga-
nized capacity only. There are others 
as to which the people of God are at 
liberty to act either as an organized 
ecclesiastical society, or in voluntary 
combinations for some specific ob-
ject. There can be no doubt that for 
some purposes, such as the distribu-
tion of the Scriptures for example, 
the latter is the preferable method. 
With regard to other there can, we 
think, be as little doubt that the 
ecclesiastical method is to be pre-
ferred.”50

He continues: “Wherever the 
field of operation is common to dif-
ferent denominations, and the prop-
er means for its cultivation are also 
the same for all, there is an obvious 
reason why all should unite. These 
conditions  meet with regard to the 
Bible and Tract Societies, and in 
many important respects in regard 
to Sunday-school Unions. There 
are other cases in which voluntary 
societies of a denominational char-
acter may be either indispensible or 
highly desirable.”51 Hodge continues 
that it is his “opinion” that General 
Assembly-controlled agencies are the 
“decided preference” in educating 
ministers and in missions.52 He con-
cluded his discussion by stating that 

his writing was only done to defend 
General Assembly-controlled agen-
cies against those who were totally 
against them. He concluded: “We 
are, therefore, not to be considered 
as aggressors in this business.”53

Shortly before the Old School/
New School Division, Old School 
ministers such as Archibald Alex-
ander and Samuel Miller (Princeton 
Seminary’s first and second profes-
sors, respectively), were “Corporate 
Members” of the ABCFM. Archibald 
Alexander remained a member of the 
Board till near the time of his death in 
1851 — long after the establishment 
of the Board of Foreign Missions 
by the General Assembly. Charles 
Hodge was an honorary member, as 
was Old School leader Jacob J. Jane-
way.54 A minister had to contribute at 
least $50.00 to become an Honorary 
member. Hodge and Janeway, like-
wise, appeared in this list a number 
of years after the Board of Foreign 
Missions was established in the Pres-
byterian Church. It should be noted 
that Janeway, at the time of his death 
was both an honorary member of the 
ABCFM and the President of the of-
ficial Board of Foreign Missions.55 
Those who try to make General 
Assembly-controlled agencies a Scrip-
tural principle, or at least an invio-
lable plank of Old School Presbyte-
rianism and the Princeton Seminary 
tradition, are faced with the insur-
mountable problem that the evidence 
does not support their claim.

The Work of Missions Following 
the Reunification of the Old 
School and New School 
General Assemblies

In 1869, the Old School and 
New School General Assemblies re-
united on the basis of the Westmin-
ster Standards. Much has been writ-
ten as to how this reunion actually 
caused a general decline in adher-
ence to the Standards and helped to 
usher in the rise of apostasy in the 
following decades.

However, even in the latter de-
cades of the nineteenth century, the 
combined Church did not hold to 
the exclusivity of General Assembly-
controlled agencies. Attorney Mur-
ray Forst Thompson, mentioned 
earlier, wrote a most informative 
pamphlet, shortly after the forma-
tion of The Independent Board, en-
titled: “Have the Organizers of The 
Independent Board for Presbyterian 
Foreign Missions Violated the Law 
of the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A.?”

Among other things, his re-
search showed that “in 1869, at 
the time of the reunion of the New 
School and Old School branches 
of the Presbyterian Church in the 
U.S.A., the Old School possessed 
a Board of Foreign Missions. The 
New School had been using as its 
agency the [independent] Ameri-
can Board of Commissioners for 
Foreign Missions [the PCUSA had 
sent missionaries out under this in-
dependent board for decades before 
the division between the Old School 
and the New School in 1837. The 
Dutch Reformed Church sent mis-
sionaries under the ABCFM until it 
withdrew in 1857]. Before merging, 
the Old School and New School as-
semblies adopted concurrent reso-
lutions. These were not adopted 
as covenants since the basis of the 
reunion was simply the Standards. 
Nevertheless the resolutions pos-
sess a tremendous moral force and 
indicate the view taken regarding 
freedom in Christian service. Reso-
lution 6 reads as follows: ‘There 
should be one set of committees or 
Boards for Home and Foreign Mis-
sions, and the other religious en-
terprises of the Church; which the 
Churches should be encouraged to 
sustain, though free to cast their 
contributions into other channels if 
they desire to do so.’ ([Presbyterian] 
Digest, 1930, Vol. II, p. 38.) (Italics 
are ours [Thompson’s].)”56
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Thompson continues: “A sig-
nificant passage also occurs in the 
report of the Joint Committee on 
Foreign Missions, appointed by the 
Assemblies of 1869, reporting to the 
United Assembly of 1870, which re-
port was adopted by the Assembly 
and is found on pages 44-46 of the 
Minutes of 1870. After expressing 
the hope that missionaries of the 
American Board would serve under 
the Presbyterian Board, the Report 
continued, ‘Especially is it to be 
kept in mind, that these brethren 
and sisters are, first of all, mission-
aries of Christ; that their relations 
to Him are personal and direct; and 
that, unquestionably, the liberty and 
responsibility are their own, of de-
ciding in what relations to Boards 
and Churches they will spend their 
consecrated lives. Equally free and 
responsible directly to Christ are 
all Christian people, in deciding 
through what agencies they will 
do their share of His work of Mis-
sions.’”57

So, Who Is Right?

This brief look at the historical 
record shows that the discussion of 
the best way to organize and carry 
out the work of missions, education 
and benevolence was a matter of 
very serious consideration and delib-
eration for much of the history of the 
church. Highly venerated fathers of 
the church did not always agree on 
these matters.

Charles Hodge sought to answer 
those who opposed ALL General As-
sembly-controlled boards as a matter 
of principle or even conscience. He 
specifically stated that he was answer-
ing the following actual criticisms 
which had been publicly stated in op-
position to the concept of General As-
sembly boards: “By conducting all 

her concerns ecclesi-
astically, the judica-
tories of the church 
would be loaded with 
an amount of prop-
erty and of secular 
business, which would 
endanger her spiritu-
ally.” “The concen-
tration, therefore, in 
these courts, of so 
much ecclesiastical 
and pecuniary pow-
er, is both inexpedient and perilous.” 
“Suppose that in addition to this (its 
ecclesiastical authority) the Assem-
bly possesses the property and pecu-
niary patronage of the whole Church, 
and how tremendous must be the 
power of this judicatory.” “Who 
would not fear before this Assem-
bly?”58

Many of these concerns, which 
Charles Hodge and some of his Old 
School contemporaries in the mid-
1800s did not see as valid, had in fact 
come to be realized in the Presbyte-
rian Church in the 1920s and 1930s. 
By 1934, the General Assembly of 
the Presbyterian Church had become 
so powerful, and so arrogant, that it 
stated that an independent board that 
had Presbyterian ministers and elders 
as board members and missionaries 
“subverts the whole system of Presby-
terian Church Government, and sub-
jects its officers and members to the 
discipline of the church.… The very 
existence of such a Board or agency is 
illegal and subversive of the authority 
of the Constitution of the Presbyterian 
Church in the United States of Ameri-
ca — 1934 (pp. 82-98).”59 A very tell-
ing observation appeared in the midst 
of this statement, which reveals what 
perhaps should be seen as the main 
reason for the quick and decisive at-
tack on The Independent Board. The 
men of the General Assembly stated: 
“[An independent board] will thereby 
divert the missionary offerings of our 
churches from the channels which the 
Presbyterian Church has made for 
them.” 

The 1934 General Assembly also 
adopted a statement called “Studies 
in the Constitution.” It stated that: 
“A church member or an individual 
church that will not give to promote 
the officially authorized missionary 
program of the Presbyterian Church 
is in exactly the same position with 
reference to the Constitution of the 
Church as a church member that 
would refuse to take part in the cel-
ebration of the Lord’s Supper.…”60

An all-powerful General As-
sembly had developed. The men 
of The Independent Board and the 
Bible Presbyterian Church rightly 
saw, as Dr. MacRae stated, that the 
courts of the church have no au-
thority to legislate and hold sway 
of power by the hand of powerful 
administrators (board officials) and 
those unduly influenced by them, 
due to their control of the mission-
ary’s livelihood. The very criticisms 
which James Henley Thornwell had 
of official Church boards, nearly a 
century before, had come to pass. 

14 Redeeming the Time  |  Summer 2014 www.rttpublications.org

THE Independent 
Board …
Continued from page 13

The 1813 Annual Report of the inde-
pendent American Board of Commis-
sioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM) 
lists such Presbyterian notables as the 
Revs. Ashbel Green and Samuel Miller 
as members of the Board. Note that 
Princeton Seminary professor Miller 
was chosen to preach at the next an-
nual meeting of the Board. Note also 
that the Hon. John Jay, the first Chief 
Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, an 
Episcopalian, was also a board mem-
ber from New York.



He stated: “…these institutions be-
come so intolerably arrogant in the 
exercise of their unlawful dominion, 
that they speak of the true judicato-
ries of the Church as their auxilia-
ries.”61

The one fact that rises above all 
of the points of discussion held over 
many years concerning this subject is 
that all of these godly men desired to 
have Christian work conducted for 
the glory of God, in the most Scrip-
tural and efficient way possible. A 
man of God, who knows the Scrip-
tures, will undoubtedly see good 
points from those who held varying 
views on how these ministries should 
best be conducted. It is also to be 
noted that many of these views were 
adopted not so much because it was 
felt the Bible directly required them, 
but because they were considered the 
best safeguards against the abuses of 
Biblical principles witnessed at these 
particular times in church history. 

Comparisons made between most 
of the missionary societies of the 
nineteenth century and The Indepen-
dent Board are not valid on several 
fronts. Whereas many of these soci-
eties were interdenominational (in-
cluding members who were Presby-
terian, Congregational, Reformed, 
and even Episcopal), The Indepen-
dent Board, in its Charter, declared 
that it was exclusively Presbyterian.

Whereas many of these nine-
teenth century societies added vot-
ing members merely by the amount 
of money donated, The Independent 
Board was from its inception oper-
ated under the guidance of a self-per-
petuating board. Members have al-
ways been elected by the body based 
on spiritual qualifications. Very sel-
dom do the Board members have 
any idea what a particular individual 
donates when he is nominated and 
elected to the Board.

Although Charles Hodge and 
other great Presbyterian leaders pre-
ferred General Assembly-controlled 
boards, in no small part because of 
the abuses they saw in the AHMS of 

the 1830s, none should be misled to 
believe that this was a push for cen-
tralized power. Hodge was a great 
champion of the fact that Presby-
terianism has a church government 
of ordained leaders, but at the same 
time places great power in the hands 
of the laymen of the church.

It is a sad truth that even the 
best methods, based most solidly on 
Biblical principles, can be perverted 
by the inherent sinfulness of man. 
John Witherspoon, the convener 
of the first General Assembly of the 
PCUSA in 1789, was also a signer of 
the United States Declaration of In-
dependence. Witherspoon delivered a 
sermon in Princeton, NJ, on May 17, 
1776, in which he wisely warned his 
fellow countrymen: “Nothing is more 
certain than that a general profligacy 
and corruption of manners make a 
people ripe for destruction. A good 
form of government may hold the 
rotten materials together for some 
time, but beyond a certain pitch, even 
the best constitution will be ineffectu-
al, and slavery must ensue.” Wither-
spoon’s warning can easily be applied 
to the conducting of church govern-
ment and missionary enterprises.

Charles Hodge also stood against 
those who tried to make every de-
tail of church government a matter 
of right or wrong. He wrote: “De-
prive the Church of discretionary 
freedom to adapt her principles to 

the exigency of cases as they arise, 
and you tie her, hand and foot. The 
Church cannot submit to it; it will 
not submit to it.”62 In other words, 
tradition and historical precedence 
may be given great weight, but it is 
just as wrong to make discretionary 
details into matters on the level with 
Biblical truth, as it is to violate clear 
Biblical teaching. Many organiza-
tions have lost sight of this, to their 
great detriment.

Although both the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church and the Bible 
Presbyterian Church have used both 
independent agencies and ones ema-
nating from the church courts, the 
Bible Presbyterian Church has over-
whelmingly conducted its ministries 
through the method of annually ap-
proving independent works which 
are faithful to the Word of God.

This has allowed the Church to 
do its real work of overseeing the 
churches and ministers within its ju-
risdiction as to their spiritual health 
and adherence to the Word of God. 
By merely approving — or disap-
proving — independent agencies, 
the spiritual courts of the church 
are saved from handling the logisti-
cal matters and from enacting vari-
ous forms of unauthorized “legisla-
tion.” This also allows the liberty 
inherent to Presbyterianism for men 
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Frelinghuysen (later President of Rutgers College) are listed as members.



of like mind to conduct ministries in 
which the Lord has led them. The 
independent agencies of course must 
maintain and defend their own tes-
timonies, but their operation in no 
way interferes with the Biblical duty 
of the presbyteries to ordain and 
oversee its ministers. We believe that 
independent agencies are perfectly 
in accord with the truths of God’s 
Word, and in no way violate the fun-
damental principles of Presbyterian 
church government.                      •

To be continued in the fall 2014 
issue of Redeeming the Time.
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