Covenanters

and
The American Revolution:

A Historical and Doctrinal Record of the Struggles
Of The Reformed Presbyterian Church in America
With its Reasons for Reorganizing a Presbytery
After the National Revolution.

Part 2: Historical, from Ref. Principles Exhibited, Pt. 1, Bk. 2, Ch. 3.

Items outlined in first part of history:

1.

Mr. Craighead led Covenanters in renewing the Covenants in Pennsylvania in 1743.

2. Mr. Cuthbertson came from Scotland to Pennsylvania in 1751/1752.
3.
4

. Mr. Linn and Mr. Dobbin came from Ireland to supply Covenanters with ministry and to

Mr. Craighead departed to Virginia, and then to North Carolina.

join Mr. Cuthbertson as a Presbytery in 1774.

5. American independence is declared and the Revolutionary war commences.

In that era, educational institutions of America were in an infant state, the people were
less disposed to order and regulation in the Church, and were characterized by a more-
than-usual susceptibility to enthusiasm.

One good principle or hope which flourished among Christians, though not well
qualified, was the desire for unity among God’s people.

The model of civil or political organization, with a general government of limited laws
and functions uniting smaller organizations retaining the freedom to exercise their own
particular laws, was unprofitably attempted in an ecclesiastical context.

The Associate Presbyterians and Reformed Presbyterians in America attempted a similar
coalescence, effecting further division and disappointment among God’s people: Many
devoted Covenanters were left without pastors and regular public worship.

10. The authors of this history also explained the origin of the Associate Church, its internal

conflicts, the conflict between the Associate and R.P. churches, and how the series of
published interchanges with the R.P. Church tended to drive the Associate Presbyterians
into further steps of error as they resisted the Biblical principles of the Reformed
Presbyterians.

The section from “Reformation Principles Exhibited” continues:



The controversial writers of the secession do, indeed, sometimes disclaim the doctrine of
passive obedience, and admit that it is lawful to resist usurpers and tyrants. Sometimes they
plead for no more allegiance to the national government than what is implied in resignation to
God’s Providence, while we are suffering for our correction. But in their arguments they
uniformly, and indeed necessarily, contradict these maxims. They deny that there is any
difference, as to lawfulness, between one government and another—“The fact of possessing
power constitutes right. There is no distinction between submission, for fear of wrath, to an
unlawful ruler, and obedience, for conscience sake, to legitimate authority. Nebuchadnezzar
was the worst of tyrants. Nero was one of the most brutal and infamous men that ever
possessed power. Both Nebuchadnezzar the tyrant, and Nero the bloody persecutor and
monster of iniquity, were the ordinance of God. And even unto them obedience was due, for
conscience sake, as unto legitimate authority. Every man who is in power, is commissioned as
God’s own deputy.” Such are the arguments of the seceder disputants. In order to preserve
consistency, they were led to maintain the following sentiments, and, as a Church, to embody
them in their ecclesiastical standards:—

* Divine Revelation is not the rule by which men are to act in the formation of their
civil constitutions and laws.

» Jesus Christ does not, as mediator, govern the world. His authority is confined to
the Church.

* Nations, as such, are not bound to acknowledge Christ, or his religion. Magistrates
have nothing to do with Christianity.

* The Redeemer has not purchased temporal benefits for the saints.

* The world stands, not on purpose to exhibit the system of grace, but in order to
bring into being the children of Adam, that they might be punished by the curse of
the covenant of works.

* The world would have stood, and all the generations of men would have appeared
in it, even if there had been no redemption provided for sinners.

These general principles, and the practical application of them, carried the secession
churches daily further away from the reformed presbyterian standards. Happily, however, for
human society, experience shows that the doctrine of passive obedience to the powers that be,
is absurd. The British nation, not excepting even the Oxford professors, resisted the existing
authorities, under the reign of king James [VII/II], and established the Prince of Orange. The
seceders who were in America, also agreed to overturn the existing authorities, at the
commencement of the revolution. The very persons who vehemently opposed the Reformed
Presbytery for disowning the British government in the year 1774, joined in its destruction, in
the years which immediately succeeded. The Declaration of American Independence is a
national comment on that great principle for which covenanters uniformly contended: “we are



not bound to own, as God’s ordinance, every one, without exception, who may providentially
have power in his hands.”

Great national revolutions produce a current of popular opinion, which it requires firmness
of mind in any man to resist. The covenanters in America perceived with joy the United States
rising in a body, to resist the arm which had been uplifted for their oppression. Their
expectations of immediate advantage to the Church, however, were too sanguine. Their love of
liberty exceeded its due bounds. Many of them were carried away from their former
principles;' and, during the American war, the Reformed Presbytery was dissolved. The three
ministers already mentioned, joined with some ministers of the Associate Church in
communion, and formed that Society which now bears the name of the Associate Reformed
Church.

1 Records of the American Covenanters during this era might be expected to preserve their decisions about
matters like how to support the cause of the American Revolution, or what associations for military purpose
could or could not be embraced; but records during this era are scarce. Minutes of some dissenting
Presbyterians in western Pennsylvania begin in 1780, some years later. Minutes of the Reformed Presbytery
that had organized before then, and existed during the Revolution, are not known to exist. In July of 1777
when the British were making new attacks on the colonies, it is understood that many of the Covenanters
swore their commitment to the cause of the colonies. We have no record of an “explanatory declaration”
from the time, but just the note of John Cuthbertson’s diary: “9 miles to Ca. pax — swore all. to John pa. pr
ps 15 exc Jeremiah 4:1,2” and a footnote, “Swore fidelity to the state with others, after speaking of swearing
and prayer.” On the one hand, Cuthbertson and others were hoping that their commitment to the State of
Pennsylvania, would prove an agreeable commitment to be kept with a good conscience. At the same time,
he was departing from the better precedent of earlier Covenanters when it came to which oaths they were
willing to swear, and the reference to his teaching from Jer. 4.1,2 prompts the question: How did such
Covenanters conclude they should swear this oath when the word of God requires, “Thou shalt swear, the
LORD liveth, in truth, in judgment, and in righteousness; and the nations shall bless themselves in him, and
in him shall they glory.” The text of the oath tendered in Pennsylvania, was not merely a general
commitment to the cause of the colonies, but was worded as follows:

“I, ———, do swear (or affirm) that I renounce and refuse all allegiance to George the Third,
King of Great Britain, his heirs and successors, and that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to the
commonwealth of Pennsylvania as a free and independent state, and that I will not at any time do or cause to
be done any matter or thing that will be prejudicial or injurious to the freedom and independence thereof, as
declared by Congress; and also that I will discover and make known to some one justice of the peace of the
said state all treasons and traitorous conspiracies which I now know or hereafter shall know to be formed
against this or any of the United States of America.”

This oath had been adopted the previous month. The legal sanctions to enforce it included the
following: If any white male above the age of 18 would refuse or neglect to swear the oath, then he “shall
during the time of such neglect or refusal be incapable of holding any office or place of trust in this state,
serving on juries, suing for debts, electing or being elected, buying, selling or transferring any lands,
tenements or hereditaments, and shall be disarmed by the lieutenant or sub-lieutenants of the city or counties
respectively.”

Comparing this with the Oath of Allegiance to Charles II in the 1600s, we might see how again a
general duty of loyalty to government is pressed, and an occasion could be taken to explain the oath merely
in terms of the dangerous enemy renounced. In the Oath to Charles the supremacy of the Pope was
renounced, and it was pressed that this was the purpose of the oath. In the Oath of allegiance to the
commonwealth of Pennsylvania, the tyrant George the Third was renounced, which might be thought the
main purpose for most of those who swore. But in both cases, a contrary commitment to another authority
was involved, whose manner was to invade the prerogatives of Jesus Christ, and obstruct any steps for
national reformation along the lines of the Bible and formerly stated Reformation principles.



The union with the Reformed Presbytery was closed by the Associate Presbytery of New-
York, in the year 1780, upon the footing of ten articles which had been agreed to by the
Reformed Presbytery in the year 1779. The Associate Presbytery of Pennsylvania acceded to
this union, upon the bases of six articles, nearly of the same signification with the ten already
referred to. The union was completed in the year 1782, after having been five years in
agitation. A party of the seceders dissenting from this union, and appealing to the Associate
Synod in Scotland, continued upon their former ground, retaining the name and the power of
the Associate Presbytery of Pennsylvania. These articles of union contain many valuable
concessions to the Reformed Presbytery, and, considered in connexion with the present state of
affairs in the United States, approached the Reformation Testimony.

The practice of seceders and the whole nation, during the contest for throwing off the
British yoke, determined the point, that in some cases it is lawful to disown the constituted civil
authorities. This was an explicit declaration, that Christians are not under obligations to submit
to every civil ruler who providentially possess power; that in some cases the constituted
authorities are not the ordinance of God. It was a full concession to the Reformed Presbyterian
Church of the great principle, in relation to a constitution of civil government, “it is not the fact
that it does exist, but its moral character, that determines whether it be the ordinance of God or
not.” » The union seceders forsook the secession testimony in other very important principles.
The sixth, of the ten articles of union, declares, that the administration of the kingdom of
Providence is committed to the Mediator; and that the Church has the sanctified use of that and
every common benefit, through the grace of Christ. The seventh declares, that divine revelation
is the rule by which magistrates ought to be regulated. And the eighth admits that a people
may, by their own voluntary deed, make a religious test, essential to the very being of a
magistrate among them. The ninth article pledges both parties, when united, to adhere to the
standards compiled by the Westminster Assembly. In one of the six additional articles
covenanting is termed an important duty, and it is referred to the future deliberations of the
whole body. These articles are certainly agreeable to the principles of the Reformed
Presbyterian Church, and even they who disapproved of the union, were happy in hearing
Seceders make such declarations.

When Messrs. Cuthbertson, Linn, and Dobbin, joined in the Associate Reformed connexion,
there remained in America but one minister, Mr. Martin, professing to teach the whole doctrine
of the reformation. Mr. Martin had arrived in South Carolina, from Ireland, in 1773. Although
he professed the most cordial attachment to reformation principles, he did not long possess the
confidence of those who were intimately acquainted with his conduct. He continued,
nevertheless, for some time to administer ordinances. Several individuals and societies were
scattered through the different States, like sheep without a shepherd, who refused to join with
the Seceders, and chose to wait upon God, in the private ordinances of his grace, rather than
recede from their covenanted testimony. They disapproved of the union, and considered their
former ministers as guilty of apostacy. The presbyterian system, they believed to be of divine



appointment; and it was directly contrary to its spirit to leave a Church, without assigning any
reason for it, and especially, without having a reason to assign. » The ministers who embraced
the union from the Reformed Presbytery, declared, that they still remained attached to
reformation principles—that if they were still in Britain or Ireland, they would continue with
their former connexions. They broke off from a confessedly pure communion, without
consulting their former brethren in the ministry, or conferring on the important subject with
their sister judicatories in Europe. They had vowed to support the unity of the Church, and
pursue no divisive courses; and yet, under pretence of repairing a breach which they had no
hand in making, they, in spite of their profession, and their vows, made a new schism, by their
own voluntary act. It was also believed by the Covenanters, that the parties who formed the
union wanted unanimity. The Seceders, notwithstanding their concessions to the Reformed
Presbytery in the articles of union, still courted the friendship of the Secession Church, and
even declared, however inconsistently, their approbation of its testimony. The ministers
formerly belonging to the Reformed Presbytery, still professed to approve of their own former
testimony against that of the Secession Church. It was expected that a union of such discordant
materials would not prove beneficial to the Reformed Presbyterian cause. There was little
prospect that three ministers who had already betrayed one cause, could influence a powerful
majority, who exhibited already a dislike to the principles of the covenanted reformation.

A great part of the Church joined their ministers in the schism, from their former connexion,
to unite in a new body with Seceders, who had also irregularly departed from their former
ecclesiastical brethren. Those who did not join, turned their attention again toward Europe, and
called for ministerial assistance. This could not be immediately obtained. The Reformed
Presbyteries in Europe were not able to supply the demand for ministerial services at home, and
did not find it convenient to send any missionaries to America.

The Church was in danger of becoming entirely extinct, in America, about four years after
the defection took place, which contributed to the organization of the Associate Reformed
body. Mr. Martin, in Carolina, had more than once fallen into intemperance, and his services
were no longer acceptable to the people. They now are reduced, throughout the continent, to
the state in which they were before they had any organized congregations. They are reduced to
their private fellowship meetings. They did not, however, despair, even at their lowest state.
They expected, and received help. The Rev. James Reid* was sent as a missionary, by the
Reformed Presbytery of Scotland, to examine the state of affairs in the United States; and after
having traveled from Carolina to New-York, and remained several months in America, he
returned to Europe in the summer of 1790. The Presbytery then determined to use means for
reorganizing a Church in the States of America. Mr. M‘Garragh was ordained by the Reformed
Presbytery of Ireland for the Church in America, and arrived in South-Carolina about the year
1791. The Rev. William King was commissioned with instructions to join Mr. M‘Garragh, and,

2 James Reid, who later authored the “Memoirs of the Westminster Divines,” orig. pub. Paisley, 1811.



as a Committee of the Reformed Presbytery of Scotland, these gentlemen were empowered
judicially to manage the concerns of the Reformed Presbyterian Church in America.

= === === = Supplement: Excerpt from a Letter of John Cuthbertson, 1789 ========

In a published letter of John Cuthbertson to his nephew Mr. John Bourns of Antietam, an observation is
made reflecting on his disappointment with the direction the Associate Reformed Synod had taken, and
expectations which were growing among Covenanters in America:

“Very Dear Nephew:—I have nothing new to inform you of unless of the death of Mrs.
Talbot, my wife’s sister, who, after five or six months’ sore affliction, departed this transitory
life July 7th, was decently interred on the 9th.... Our coalescence with the Seceders, I
apprehend, is almost at an end. Mr. L. can inform you hereof. Was told that the Covenanters in
the north of Ireland, at a late meeting of their Presbytery had appointed a minister to come over
here. Should divine Providence favor this, I expect the true Covenanting cause might again lift
up the head in this western world. I wrote Mr. McMillan at Glasgow the other week. I had
some thoughts about coming back to see you, but fear inability.” etc. etc.

Discussion Questions:

Q. 1. Do all of the writers of the Secession, at all times, inculcate passive obedience and submission to
usurpers and tyrants?

A. No, some will admit that it may be lawful to resist usurpers and tyrants. Generally they
acknowledged this was lawful in the case of Charles II and James VII, even if they would not
acknowledge it in regard to Nero.

Q. 2. Did the position of the Seceders about government lead to doctrinal error relating to the Gospel?

A. For some it did. Six points are mentioned as adopted among some later Seceders in response to
the questions their church struggled over relating to magistracy. One relates to the purpose why
the world now stands. Another relates to a hypothetical question about the world’s standing if
no redemption had been provided for sinners. Some of these points may be unique to the New-
Light Burgher Seceders. The origin of this party may be traced to controversy in 1799, less
than a decade before Reformation Principles Exhibited.

Q. 3. In the era of the American Revolution, did the Seceders in America consider the British monarch
entitled to their respect as the ordinance of God?

A. No. They “also agreed to overturn the existing authorities, at the commencement of the
revolution.”

Q. 4. In what sense did the US Declaration of Independence offer a positive “national comment” on the
principles for which Covenanters contended?

A. In effect, it was to say, “we are not bound to own, as God’s ordinance, every one, without
exception, who may providentially have power in his hands.” Many sermons were preached by
mainline Presbyterians, congregationalists, and others, now giving credit to the R.P. doctrine of
Magistracy and explanation of Romans 13. See “The Pulpit of the American Revolution”
edited by Thornton, and “Political Sermons of the American Founding Era,” edited by Sandoz.



Q. 5. What happened to the Reformed Presbytery in America during the American war?
A. It was dissolved.
Q. 6. In what year was the Associate Reformed Synod union completed?

A. It was completed in 1782. But Covenanters in America had already lost the help of their

ministers two years earlier, when the initial merger with the Associate Presbytery of New-York
took place.

Q. 7. Who was the only minister remaining in America still professing to teach the whole doctrine of
the reformation?

A. Mr. Martin in South Carolina, who had arrived there from Ireland in 1773.

Q. 8. Did the ministers of the Associate Reformed Synod, who had respectively come from the
Reformed Presbytery and Associate Presbyteries, now find thorough agreement in a new system of
doctrine, with no diverging sentiments in favor of their old distinctive principles?

A. No, they still had attachment to some of their old principles, inclining to approve the testimony
of one former church rather than the other. Mr. Cuthbertson’s disposition that way is published.

Q. 9. What minister was sent from Scotland as a missionary to give temporary assistance to the
Covenanters in America?

A. James Reid, about the year 1790.
Q. 10. What other ministers were ordained and sent to assist the Covenanters in America?

A. Mr. M’Garragh, about the year 1791; and William King shortly after.



