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Ah. Beautiful St. Andrews, Scotland on an 
absolutely pristine, peaceful December morning 
in 2014.  
 
Whether it was a 
beautiful day or 
not on a certain 
day in the mid 
1500s, the events 
of the day were 

anything but peaceful. French warships had arrived, 
blockading the harbor and the castle, of which you see 
ruins here in this photo.  
 
St Andrews was the epicenter of religious life at the time and the site of multiple early 
Protestant martyrs’ deaths over two decades as the Reformation movement grew in 
Scotland. These deaths stoked the fires of conflict and in 1546, a band of Protestants 
stormed the castle, seized control, and unceremoniously dispatched the presiding 
archbishop. 
 
Those French warships had arrived to stop this Protestant rebellion. The turmoil 
continued over the next several years until a treaty was negotiated in 1560 between 
England and France, giving Scotland a unique opportunity to chart her own path forward 
politically and ecclesiastically. And so John Knox, towering figure of Scottish 
Presbyterianism, along with 5 other Johns wrote the Scots Confession in 4 days and put 
their mark on the Protestant Reformation.  
 
There is a definite Pauline quality to the Reformation era confessions. For one, they 
heavily draw upon the apostle Paul’s writings. But particularly with the Scots 
Confession, there is a sense of urgency characteristic of Paul, especially in a letter like 
2 Corinthians.  
 
The authors of the Scots confession knew that their fortunes tended to follow the 
political winds of the day, which could change at any time. Like Paul’s letters to 
churches for which the relationship was a bit strained, there is also a feistiness to the 
Scots Confession.  



It is the shortest of the Reformation confessions, perhaps because of the volatile 
circumstances leading up to its occasion, but the end result is a comparatively concise 
power-packed statement of Reformed theology. 
 
We pick up in the 6th chapter of 2 Corinthians where we left off 2 weeks ago. Paul has 
just finished talking about the great reconciling work of God in Christ and pleads with 
the Corinthians to be reconciled to God. Now is the time of salvation, Paul declared. 
Now, beginning in verse 3 he shifts gears somewhat and reaches into his bag of 
apostolic credibility and pulls out everything he’s got. It’s as if he’s saying, “here is my 
resume as an apostle of Jesus Christ. I am an open book.” He lays it all on the line.  
 
He catalogues everything he’s been through for the sake of the gospel: afflictions, 
hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights and 
hunger. His honor, reputation, and integrity have been brought into question not just by 
his opponents, but apparently from the very communities to which he had introduced 
the Gospel. The preface to the Scots Confession strikes a similar tone when the authors 
write, “Long have we thirsted, dear brethren, to have made known to the world the 
doctrine which we profess and for which we have suffered abuse and danger..that until 
this day we have had neither time nor opportunity to set forth our faith, as gladly we 
would have done.” In other words, we would have written this earlier if we weren’t too 
busy trying not to get burned at the stake! 
 
This list of Paul’s hardships reads to us like a list of virtues because we admire people 
who endure and persevere through difficult situations. But to the Corinthians, ironically, 
Paul’s suffering and hardship could be the very obstacles preventing them from 
embracing his leadership. This is what is so exasperating to him.  
 
What else would they expect when you follow a crucified Messiah? It isn’t in spite of my 
suffering, Paul would say, it is precisely because of it that I am uniquely authoritative 
when it comes to the way of Jesus. But it isn’t just the suffering. It’s the fact that, 
paradoxically, out of his hardships the fruit of the Spirit has grown, which he lists in 
verses 6-7. Purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness, genuine love, and truthful 
speech. Paul also lives in the tension of all of these other paradoxes in verses 8-10. 
Treated as imposters yet true; as unknown yet well known; as dying yet alive; punished 
yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet making many rich, as having 
nothing yet possessing everything. And it’s not because Paul was some kind of super-
Christian, it was the power of God at work. 
 
This is a point the Scots Confession makes absolutely clear from start to finish. We 
cannot save ourselves. We are utterly dependent upon God. Theologically speaking, 
there is no such thing as self-help. In a central chapter on election, the confession 
states that God, “by grace alone chose us in his Son Christ Jesus before the foundation 
of the world was laid. A few chapters later therefore, “The cause of good works, we 
confess, is not our free will, but the Spirit of the Lord Jesus, who dwells in our hearts by 
true faith, brings forth such works as God has prepared for us to walk in.” And a little 



further on, it is “not by our own power, but by the power of the Lord Jesus, apart from 
whom we can do nothing.” 
 
What I take from these kinds of statements is that as a creature made in the image of 
God, chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world was laid, out of whom God’s 
Spirit brings forth good works, my life at every moment and in every experience has 
everything to do with God. Nothing is off limits to the God whose heart has opened wide 
in sending us both the Son and the Spirit. 
 

This is my favorite photo on the internet right now. It’s of 
David, part of our extended family on Rachel’s side, 
walking this past week with his daughter Wren, for 
whom he and his wife Laura moved mountains to 
welcome home through adoption in recent months, 
who’s also wearing a dress picked out by my our 
daughter Lena. But the photo doesn’t tell the whole 
story. They also have a daughter named Margot who is 
now in heaven. In the caption to the photo, Laura 
writes, “3 years ago we gifted our fathers with news of 
an unexpected pregnancy. And today we get to 
celebrate having our Indian princess finally home. That 
David acknowledges he should be holding the hand of 

another Princess as well, that he carries sadness for missing Margot alongside gratitude 
for having Wren doesn’t make him unappreciative of his situation, it makes him a great 
and sensitive father.”  
 
With their permission, I share this because to me their journey has so poignantly 
exemplified the kind of spiritual authority Paul is claiming in 2 Corinthians. It’s as Old 
Testament scholar Ellen Davis describes; “The one who complains to God, pleads with 
God, rails at God, does not let God off the hook for a minute —she is at last admitted to a 
mystery. She passes through a door that only pain will open, and is thus qualified to speak 
of God in a way that others, whom we generally call more fortunate, cannot speak.” 
 
Even in the midst of unspeakable loss and the deepest lament, I have watched their 
hearts simultaneously make space for hope, love and joy. Not either/or. Both/and. 
 
It’s the tension Paul describes in this passage. And as children of God, we too will 
experience the tension of the new creation brushing against the passing of the old. And 
God has given us hearts with enough space to both grieve and celebrate at the same 
time, to share both joy and sorrow, to laugh and to cry.  
In so doing we reflect the vastness of God our Maker’s heart which at every moment 
simultaneously knows the joy of creation, the anguish of the cross, and the hope of 
resurrection and new creation.  
 
In Paul’s plea to the Corinthians and the Scots Confession we are invited to a life of 
complete abandon unto God our creator, “to whom alone we must cleave, whom alone 



we must serve, whom only we must worship, and in whom alone we put our trust.” Paul 
spoke frankly to the Corinthians and wrote, “Our heart is wide open to you. In return, 
open wide your hearts also.”  
 
That is our charge as well. God’s heart is open wide to us this day. God has not held 
back God’s very self from us. May we open wide our hearts to this God who is present 
to and with us in the very fullness of our life.  
 
Amen. 
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