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Introduction


It is likely that John Knox was born in Haddington, probably in 1514. It was during his childhood that Martin Luther sprang to prominence, his ideas being appropriated to justify attempts at social revolution in Germany. The association of religious reform and revolution was later reflected in events as they unfolded in Scotland. Against this background of growing European turmoil, Knox was ordained priest sometime in the late 1530’s. The details of his conversion to Protestantism are not known.


The Martyrdom of George Wishart in St Andrews in 1546 had a profound effect on Knox and may have precipitated a choice: should he follow Wishart’s example, or work at a safer distance to further the ends of Protestantism?


Following the murder of Cardinal Beaton, Knox was captured in St Andrews Castle by the French and taken as a galley slave. On his freedom, he made his way to England. For the next six years he moved between England, Dieppe, Geneva and Frankfurt.


Knox was happy in Geneva. He heard Calvin’s sermons in the sublime austerity of St Pierre’s Cathedral, began to study Hebrew and Greek, worked at translation for what would come to be known as the Geneva Bible, wrote and published. In the settled peace of Geneva he saw how Protestant reformation might be fulfilled. In dialogue with John Calvin, he set the question of whether the people of God had the right to depose idolatrous monarchs.


In Dieppe he had worked on The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women. It is difficult for us to come to terms with his tirade against ‘that monster in nature… a woman clad in the habit of a man’. But Knox’s target was Mary I of England, that ‘cursed Jezebel’ and her persecution of Protestants who were being ‘consumed in the fire’. Knox argued that it was a duty to depose such female monarchs. He was supported in his extreme position neither by Calvin nor other leading reformers.


His stay in Frankfurt was disastrous, marked by vicious in-fighting with Protestant immigrants from England over the Second Book of Common Prayer. Finally, his expulsion from the city was engineered on the grounds of his regicidal ideas.


On a visit to Scotland in 1555-56 Knox visited influential house-holds, taking Bible study and conducting the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper in private. He was arguing that no compromise was possible with the Church of Rome. A decisive break was necessary. It was on such a mission that he visited John Erskine at the House of Dun near Montrose, in Angus. The momentum for change was gathering. It would become unstoppable.


He finally returned to Scotland in 1559 where, on the day after a sermon at St John’s Kirk in Perth on 11th May, in effect, revolution broke out across the Central Lowlands. Knox had preached on idolatry, attacking the Roman Catholic Mass on the grounds that transubstantiation had no scriptural authority. Knox’s notion of idolatry would be defined in The First Book of Discipline: ‘By idolatry, we understand the Mass, invocation of saints, adoration of images, and the keeping and retaining of the same; and, finally, all honouring of God not contained in his holy word.’
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