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An Article on John Knox.
by
WILLIAM LEE
(From the Schaff Herzog
“Encyclopaedia of Religious Knowledge.”1894 edition)

 KNOX, John, the Scottish reformer; b. 1505; d. Nov. 24, 1572; was the son of William Knox, a small landed proprietor of fair, though not distinguished, descent, in the county of Lanark. His mother’s name was Sinclair; and his birthplace (Works, edited by D. Laing, vol. vi. p. 16) appears to have been, not Gifford village, as usually represented, but a suburb of the town of Haddington, known as Giffordgate. It was likewise in Haddington that he received the elements of a liberal education. Haddington early enjoyed the advantage of possessing an excellent grammar‑school,—one of those schools originally monastic, and due to the public spirit, which, at least as regards education, animated the Scottish Church even antecedently to the Reformation. In these schools, if not, except in rare instances, Greek, at least the Latin language was taught, along with the more ordinary branches of popular instruction. The schools of Aberdeen, Perth, Stirling, Dumbarton, Killearn, and Haddington, are particularly mentioned in contemporary writings, as, in the beginning of the sixteenth century, celebrated for the skill of their masters, and the attainments of the often numerous pupils, including sons of the principal nobility and gentry,who were educated within their walls.
    From Haddington school he appears to have proceeded to the University of Glasgow, then not so well equipped as it has since become, being, in the words of its distinguished principal, John Major, “parum dotatum, parumque celebrem,” and chiefly adorned by the presidency of a man who was one of the greatest scholars of his times. How long Knox retrained at college is uncertain. His name occurs among the Incorporati in the Annales of Glasgow College for 1522. It is not to be found in any subsequent year, either in the Glasgow registers, or in those of the other Scottish  universities. He may have been a student, however, without matriculating. Knox certainly never made any pretence to be such a scholar as his contemporaries George Buchanan or Alesius; nor is there evidence that he even graduated. That he was a fair Latinist, and accustomed to study, appears, however, from the fact, which seems to be well attested, of his familiarity with the writings of Augustine and Jerome. He acquired the Greek and Hebrew languages after middle life, probably when on the Continent. Knox is said to have been ordained to the priesthood before the year 1530. The fact of his ordination is admitted both by friends and foes; but neither for the date of this event, nor for almost any other incident in the reformer’s career, between his matriculation in Glasgow in 1522 and the time when he renounced the errors of Romanism, and professed his adherence to the Protestant faith, have we authentic evidence. The principal authority for the facts of his life at this period is an article in Beza’s Icones Virorum Illustrium (1530); but the details given in this curious series of contemporary biographies are not by any means always reliable. One fact, whatever its value, is ascertained. It appears, from evidence adduced by Mr. Laing, that in the year 1544 Knox had not yet divested himself of Romish orders; in so far, that, in his character of a priest, he signed a notarial instrument dated March 27 of that year, the original of which is still to be found in the Charter‑room at Tyninghame Castle. Up to this time, however, he seems to have employed himself in private tuition, rather than in parochial duties; and, at the moment when he last signed his name as a priest, he was probably already engaged in the office which he held for several years—as tutor or pedagogue in the family of Hugh Douglas of Longniddry, in East Lothian, with the further charge of the son of a neighboring gentleman, John Cockburn of Ormiston: both of them persons, who, like himself, had even at this time a leaning to the new doctrines.
    Knox was forty years of age when he first publicly professed the Protestant faith. His mind had in all probability been directed to that faith for some time before the change was avowed. According to Calderwood, Thomas Guillaume, a native of East Lothian, and provincial of the order of Blackfriars, was the first “to give Mr. Knox a taste of the truth.” Beza attributes his original change of opinion to the study in St. Andrews, in early manhood, of the writings of Augustine and Jerome. But the immediate instrument of his actual conversion was the equally learned and amiable George Wishart, who, after a period of banishment, returned to his native country in 1544, to perish, in the following year, at the stake, as the last and most illustrious of the victims of Cardinal Beaton. Among other places where he preached the Reformed doctrines in these years, Wishart had come to East Lothian, and there made Knox’s acquaintance. The attachment which the latter formed for the person as for the doctrine of Wishart, must, notwithstanding his mature years, be described as of the nature of a youthful enthusiasm. He followed him everywhere, and constituted himself his body‑guard, bearing, it is said, a two‑edged sword, that he might be prepared to defend him against the cardinal’s emissaries, then known to be seeking Wishart’s life. And, on the night of the martyr’s apprehension, he was hardly restrained from sharing his captivity, and consequently, in all probability, his fate. The terms of Wishart’s remonstrance are well known: “Nay, return to your bairns (pupils). One is sufficient for a sacrifice.”
    His first call to the Protestant ministry took place at St. Andrews, a picturesque city, rich in ecclesiastical traditions from the Culdee period, which was throughout his life intimately associated with the reformer’s career. There appears to have been no regular ordination. Of course, he was already ordained as a priest in the Church of Rome. But imposition of hands, and other forms in constituting the ministerial character, were (as appears from the Book of Policy for the Church of Scotland, which he afterwards assisted to draw up, and at all events sanctioned) not regarded by Knox as at most of more than secondary importance. A graphic account of the whole proceedings connected with his call to the ministry, together with a report of his first sermon in St. Andrews, will be found in Knox’s History of the Reformation.
    At this time he was residing in the Castle of St. Andrews. After Beaton’s death, this stronghold became a place of refuge for many of the Protestants. Along with his pupils, the sons of the lauds of Longniddry and Ormiston, already mentioned, he passed there some comparatively peaceful months. His repose was rudely interrupted by the investiture and capitulation of the castle in the end of July, 1517, succeeded, as regarded Knox and some of the rest of the refugees, by imprisonment in the French galleys. He now spent no less than nineteen months as a galley-slave, amongst hardships and miseries which are said to have permanently injured his health, and which he never cared to refer to, so painful was the recollection. “How long I continued prisoner,” he said in a sermon preached in St. Andrews, in 1569, “what torments I sustained in the galleys, and what were the sobs of my heart, is now no time to recite.” He adds, however, that he always continued to hope for a return to his native country. In the History (vol. i. p. 228), the same confidence of a return is referred to as never having forsaken him; and he gives a curious testimony to the fact, by mentioning how, on one occasion, “lying betwixt Dundee and St. Andrews, the second time that the galleys returned to Scotland the said John [Knox] being so extremely sick that few hoped his life, Maister [afterwards Sir] James [Balfour, one of his fellow‑prisoners] willed him to look to the land, and asked if he knew it. Who answered, “Yes, I know it well; for I see the steeple of that place where God first in public opened my mouth to his glory; and I am fully persuaded, how weak soever I now appear, that I shall not depart this life, till that my tongue shall glorify his godly name in the same place.”’
    On his release, which took place early in 1549, through (as is supposed) the mediation of Edward VI., Knox found that, in the existing state of the country, he could be of little use in his beloved Scotland. For nearly ten years we accordingly find him submitting to voluntary exile, like so many of the worthiest of his countrymen in those troublous times. All these years, however, he devoted himself to ministerial labors in connection with the Reformed Church. His first sphere of duty was provided for him in England, as a minister of the English Church. For a full account of this period (extending over about five years) of the life of Knox, the reader must be referred to Dr. Lorimer’s work, mentioned below. That the father of the Presbyterian Church of Scotland should have been from 1549 to 1554 a minister of the Church of England will appear the less remarkable, when it is remembered, that, during the whole reign of Edward VI., the Church of England was in a transition state; some of its most marked peculiarities (which Knox himself and others in Scotland and abroad afterwards objected to) being then in abeyance, or at least not insisted upon as terms of communion. Thus, the Prayer‑Book was not obligatory, neither was kneeling at the communion. Episcopal government was of course acknowledged; but Knox, when himself offered, in the year 1552, the bishopric of Rochester, declined the preferment, on the same grounds on which he afterwards objected to the re‑introduction of Episcopacy into Scotland. The offices he held in the Church of England are roughly indicated in the History, which says, “He was first appointed preacher to Berwick, then to Newcastle ; and last he was called to London and to the southern parts of England, where he remained till the death of Edward VI.” (Works, I. p. 280). From other sources it appears that in 1551 he was appointed one of the six chaplains in ordinary to the king; and that in this capacity he had submitted to him, and, after revisal, joined the other chaplains in sanctioning, “The Articles concerning an Uniformity in Religion” of 1552, which became the basis of the “Thirty‑nine Articles” of the Church of England.
    From England, at the death of Edward, Knox proceeded to the Continent, travelling for a time from place to place in some uncertainty. In September, 1554, having reached Geneva, where he saw Calvin, he accepted a call to the English Church at Frankfurt. At Frankfurt controversies in connection with vestments, ceremonies, and the use of the English Prayer‑Book, met him, and, notwithstanding the great moderation which he showed from first to last, led, in March, 1555, to his resignation of his charge. On this subject the reader is referred to his treatise, reprinted in Laing’s edition of Knox’s works, entitled A Brief Narrative of the Troubles which arose at Frankfurt (1551). From Frankfurt, Knox passed a second time to Geneva, where he was at once invited to become minister of the English Church; and to that charge he was formally elected in December, 1556, on his return from a visit which he paid to Scotland on the occasion of his first marriage. The church in which he preached at Geneva was called the “Temple de Notre Dame la Neuve,” and had been granted, at Calvin’s solicitation, for the use of the English and Italian congregations, by the municipal authorities of that city. Knox continued to officiate in Geneva till January, 1559, when he finally left for Scotland.
    He arrived in Edinburgh on the 2nd of May of that year. The time was a critical one; but the life of Knox from this period belongs to the history of his country, and only those particulars need be noticed which have a strictly personal interest.
    When the Reformed religion was, in 1560, formally ratified by law in Scotland, Knox was appointed minister of the Church of St. Giles, then the great parish church of Edinburgh. He was at this time a man of fifty‑five years, and in the full vigor of his powers, as appears abundantly in the style of his History of the Reformation,—a work which appears to have been begun about 1559, and completed in the course of the next five or six years. The History, if sometimes rough and even coarse in language, and not always defensible in temper and spirit, is written with a force and vigor not surpassed by any of his other writings: of all of which it may here be said, that, whatever their faults, they are works of true genius, and well worthy in their character, upon the whole, of the great leader and statesman who wrote them. At the very beginning of his labors as minister of Edinburgh, he had  the misfortune to lose his much‑loved wife, Marjory Bowes, then only in her twenty‑seventh or twenty-eighth year. She was the daughter of Richard Bowes, captain of Norham Castle, and a scion of a family of distinction in Northumberland. He had Secured her affections during his early ministry at Berwick, and had returned from Geneva in 1555 to marry her. In 1563 Knox made a second marriage, which was greatly talked of at the time, not so much for the difference of rank, as the disparity in age, between the parties, but which, notwithstanding these circumstances, appears to have been a happy one. The young lady was Margaret Stewart, daughter of Andrew Lord Stewart of Ochiltree. At this time our reformer lived not only a very laborious life,—being much engrossed with the public affairs of the nascent church, and at the same time devoted to his work as °h parish minister, to say nothing of his continual, and perhaps, in his position, unavoidable controversies, more or less personal, with the ecclesiastical and political factions of the day, whom he regarded as his own and his country’s enemies,—but a life not without its social and family enjoyments. He had a fair stipend of four hundred merks scots, equal to about forty‑four pounds of English money of that day, and the value of which may be computed when it is stated that the amount was considerably higher than that of the salaries of the judges of the Court of Session in Scotland, and not much lower than those of the English judges of the same times. Then he had a good house, which was provided and kept in repair by the municipality,—a house previously occupied by the abbot of Dunfermline. The house is still preserved, with little change, and forms a memorial—hitherto the only memorial—of the great reformer in the scene of so many of his labors. From his will, too, it appears that he had sometimes as much as a hogshead of wine in his cellar. Nor was he, with all his severity and even fierceness of temper, a man indisposed in those days to exchange friendly and kindly relations with his neighbors, many of whom, in every rank, were among his intimate friends, or to give way, when the occasion fitted (perhaps even sometimes when it did not fit), to mirth and humor, of which, as of other traits of his character, his writings furnish abundant evidence.
    An interesting description of Knox’s appearance, and especially of his style as a preacher, in his later years, is furnished in the Diary of James Melville (Bannatyne Club, 1829, pp. 26, 33). Melville was at the time a student in St. Andrews, and the period he refers to is the year 1571, when Knox, for his personal security, had, not for the first time in his life, taken refuge in that city. “Of all the benefits I had that year” (writes Melville) “was the coming of that most notable prophet and apostle of our nation, Mr. John Knox, to St. Andrews, who, by the faction of the queen occupying the castle and town of Edinburgh, was compelled to remove therefrom, with a number of the best, and chose to come to St. Andrews. . . . Mr. Knox would sometimes come in, and repose him in our college‑yard, and call us scholars unto him, and bless us, and exhort us to know God and his work in our country, and stand by the good cause; to use our time well, and learn the good instructions, and follow the good example, of our masters. . . He was very weak. I saw him every day of his doctrine go hulie and fear, with a furring of martriks about his neck, a staff in the one hand, and good godly Richard Ballantyne, his servant, holding up the other oxtar, from the abbey to the parish church, and by the said Richard and another servant lifted up to the pulpit, where he behoved to lean at his first entry; but or he had done with his sermon, he was so active and vigorous that he was like to ding that pulpit in blads and fly out of it.”
    John Knox died on Monday, the 24th of November, 1572, in the sixty‑seventh year of his age. He died as he had lived,‑full of faith, but always ready for conflict. He found a devoted nurse in his young wife; and all the noblest and best men of  Scotland hung about his house for tidings of the progress of his malady, in the vain hope of his being longer spared. Two brief estimates of his character, both of them contemporary, may be here added. One is found in the account of his last illness and death by his servant, Richard Ballantyne, who, after detailing the incidents of his last hours, says, “Of this manner departit this man of God, the lycht of Scotland, the comfort of the Kirke within the same, the mirrour of Godliness, and patrone and exemple to all trew ministeris, in puritie of lyfe, soundness in doctrine, and in bauldness in reproving of wicketness, and one that caired not the favore of men (how great soever they were) to reprove thair abuses and synes . . . . What dexteritie in teiching, bauldness in reproving, and hatred of wickedness was in him, my ignorant dulness is not able to declair.”
    But the highest testimony to the worth of a man not without faults was that pronounced at his grave in the churchyard of St. Giles by the Earl of Mortoun, the regent of Scotland, in the presence of an immense concourse, who had followed him to his last resting‑place: “ Here lyeth a man who in his life never feared the face of man, who hath been often threatened with dagge and dagger, but yet hath ended his dayes in peace and honour.”

LIT. —The Works of John Knox, collected and edited by David Laing in 6 vols., Edinburgh, printed for the Bannatyne Club, 1861 (a most learned, elaborate, and every way admirable edition, the labor of love of a man more competent than any other person to undertake such a national memorial). THOMAS McCRIE, D.D.: Life of John Knox, Edinburgh, 1811; F. BRANDES: John Knox, 1862; LORIMER: John Knox and the Church of England, Lond., 1875; [TAYLOR: John Knox, N.Y., 1885]. 

