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The Constitution of the Associate-Reformed Synod In America Considered, Disowned, and
Testified Against, As Inconsistent with the Reformation-Constitution of Britain and Ireland,

By authority Of the Reformed Presbytery in Scotland.  1787.

HE Reformed Presbytery, having received at different times, through various channels,
some intelligence of an Ecclesiastical Union being formed between their Brethren in the

Ministry in America, and some Members of the Associate Synod; were at last put in possession
of full information of that matter by a Copy of the Terms of their Union, transmitted to them
from a member of the new association by authority, bearing the title of The Constitution of the
Associate-Reformed Synod.—On receipt of this new performance, the presbytery ordered it to
be read, paragraph by paragraph, by their clerk in the face of the meeting, after which the mind
of all  the members was taken with respect to the soundness of the terms of their union as
expressed therein, when it appeared that the happiest unanimity prevailed through the whole
court; that, this recent union, whereby the parties had raised themselves to the dignity of a
synod, was so far from being a laudable attainment towards the healing of breaches, upon the
only justifiable ground of truth, that, in their brethren it was a manifest relinquishment, in many
respects, of the noble cause on behalf of which, they, in connection with this presbytery, had
formerly displayed a banner; and that therefore this new performance, instead of meeting their
approbation,  was  considered  by  them  as  the  messenger  of  heavy  tidings,  conveying  the
disagreeable  information  of  an  union  which  had  involved  in  apostacy  their  brethren,  with
whom they  wished  and  even  hoped  to  have  lived  and  died  in  the  bond  of  truth.—►The
presbytery next deliberated what now became their own duty in relation to this unexpected
event, when they agreed, that something should be done by them in condemnation of a measure
so much to be deplored,  to  which they were the more prompted,  in  regard,  that  they had
received several Letters from private Christians in America, complaining of the defection of
their ministers from the testimony formerly espoused by them, upon a coalescence taking place
between them and some Seceding Ministers,  and requesting advice from them, as  to  their
present duty, in such a trying juncture: For this purpose the presbytery nominated a committee
of their number, with instructions and powers, to meet and draw up a paper expressive of their
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sentiments about the union, and to transmit copies thereof to their quondam [former] brethren
and these private Christians in America, for their consideration.

The several members of the committee as nominated by the presbytery accordingly met,
and, after prayer to God for direction, entered upon the serious consideration of the important
business committed to them.

It is with the deepest regret, that the committee find themselves laid under the disagreeable
necessity of appearing against the conduct of their brethren; but when the defence of truth calls
them  out,  no  tie  whatsoever  must  be  allowed  to  counteract  the  superior  obligation  of
faithfulness, they therefore cannot be blamed in using Christian freedom with their brethren on
this mournful occasion.

The committee cannot help being of the opinion, that it would have been nothing more than
consonant to the laws of ecclesiastical society, for their brethren to have acknowledged and
consulted with the mother church at home, previous to their adopting a measure, which, as
themselves  in  synod  declare,1 finally  dissolves  all  church-fellowship  with  her,  except  the
church here shall explicitly own their new constitution in company with their friends of the
secession.  The  committee  would  not  be  inattentive  to  the  peculiar  embarrassments  their
brethren might be in, arising from the commotions of America, at the commencement of the
union; but they cannot allow that there is sufficient force in this to justify a deed of the kind,
concerted and finished altogether independent of the church at home; did practices of this kind
become general, all social connection would be at an end. ► Changes in religion made by
churches, especially those which affect the general interests of the gospel and the common
bond of union in the catholick body, ought to be cautiously proceeded in.  They are sorry to
think, that while their brethren have neglected the church here, they seem to have been carried
on  in  the  completion  of  this  union  under  the  influence  of  their  new  friends;  as,  in  the
inconsistent jumble of principles emitted by the synod (if first principles they may be allowed
to have) there are to be seen various traces of a seceding pen, and the cause of truth, formerly in
controversy  betwixt  the  parties,  is  in  a  great  measure  yielded  up.   The  appellation—The
Associate-Reformed  Synod,—by  which  they  have  distinguished  themselves  as  a  church,
resigns the honors of the day to the seceding body, and seems to indicate a predilection for their
testimony, in point of reformation-principles, before the testimony they had solemnly espoused:
if the thing comprehended under the name had been right, the title of the court, with more
propriety would have read, The Reformed-Associate Synod, as ’tis certain there was a standing
testimony for the reformation cause, long before the associated seceders were heard of.

This new synod, in the summary view they have established of their constitutional doctrinal
principles,  have  thought  proper  to  arrange  them  under  eight  distinct  articles,  which  the
committee will examine in order.  In general it may be remarked, that the expressions of the

1 See page 27th of the constitution of the Associate-Reformed Synod when treating on the subject of 
rules.



synod  are  laid  in  such  ambiguous
forms,  and  there  are  so  numerous
apparent  inconsistencies  running
through  these  articles,  that  it  is  no
easy  task  to  form  an  idea  of  their
genuine  meaning:  this  duplicity  of
expression may have arisen from the
different characters of the constituent
members of the synod, as composed
of  persons  formerly  holding  jarring
principles,  and who have not,  either
one or all of the parties, so far as we
are told, expressly renounced to one
another  their  old  principles,  but  the
whole  impelled  from  a  fondness  to
become members of the same church,
have  conceived  their  terms  of
coalescence  after  such  sort  as  to
offend  none,  while,  alas!  precious
truth falls to the ground thereby.

The first article sets out with the declared resolution of the synod to adhere “to the system
of  truth  laid  down  in  the  holy  scriptures,  and  exhibited  in  the  confession  of  faith,  and
catechisms larger and shorter” &c.  If this article had ended in agreeableness to its beginning,
little objection could have been made thereto, but the progress and conclusion of it stain the
beauty of the whole: the synod immediately say, “This declaration does not, however, extend to
the following sections of the confession of faith, which define the powers of civil government
in relation to religion, viz. chap. 20. sect. 4.  chap. 23, sect. 3.  chap. 31. sct. 2. these sections
are  reserved for  a  candid  discussion  on some future  occasion,  as  God may be  pleased  to
direct.”2  The synod are the best judges of their own reasons for making this exemption of these

2 For  the  sake  of  comparison,  we  may  note  the  terms  in  which  the  Synod  of  Philadelphia  (mainline
Presbyterians)  received  the  Confession  of  Faith  in  1736.   This  was  matter  of  objection  to  Alexander
Craighead in  1743 when he published his  “Reasons” for  receding from this  organization.   When some
ministers  had  scruples  against  parts  of  our  Confession,  the  Synod  declared,  “the  said  Confession  and
Catechisms to be the Confession of their Faith, except only some Clauses in the 20th and 23d Chapters;
concerning which Clauses the Synod do unanimously declare, that they do not receive those Articles in any
such Sense as to suppose the civil Magistrate hath a controuling Power over Synods with respect to the
Exercise  of  their  ministerial  Authorities,  or  Power to  persecute  any for  their  Religion,  or  in  any Sense
contrary to the Protestant Succession to the Throne of Great Britain.”  They stated that they except these
clauses from what they received.  They stated what sense they did not receive.  They did not define what
sense  they  did  receive.   Later  Presbyterians  in  America  have  generally  opposed or  revised  these  same
sections.  The RPCNA Synod, does not directly reject any section of chapter 20 in the Confession; but like
the old Synod of Philadelphia, tells us what they do not receive in chapter 23 (and 31 like the A.R. Synod,)

Q. 1. What did the Reformed Presbytery of Scotland do with
the  copy  of  the  terms  of  union  in  the  Associate
Reformed Synod, when they received it from one of its
members in America?

Q. 2. What was the unanimous conclusion of the members
of their presbytery as to this new basis of union?

Q. 3. Beside the simple receipt of this new constitution, as
coming from the Associate Reformed Synod, what other
reason  moved  the  Presbytery  to  write  something  in
condemnation of this new measure, and to make copies
thereof available to others?

Q. 4. What motivation persuaded the Reformed Presbytery
of Scotland that they should appear against the conduct
of their brethren, and use Christian freedom with them
about their offense?

Q. 5. Before considering the articles of the new Synod, what
point  of  order  does  the  Presbytery  lay  before  their
former brethren as having been neglected?

Q.  6.  In  considering  the  eight  articles  of  the  American
Synod,  what  does  the  Scottish  Presbytery  notice  as  a
general defect throughout?



passages out  of  their  general  acknowledgment  of  the confession of  faith,  but  the passages
themselves are all those parts of that excellent standard which define the powers of magistrates
about religion and the church of God.  The defectiveness of the adopting act of the synod is no
dark evidence that they are not of the same faith with our zealous reformers, else why refer it
for future discussion on this important subject? ► While they have not avowed their sentiments
on this head, the synod are liable to the charge of being deficient in fundamentals: there is
reason to fear they may have caught the epidemic infection of the age, an evil that seems to
rage violently in their own country, that civil government is conversant about secular affairs
only.  With whatever class of professors this synod may be conjoined, they have no title to be
accounted the followers of the reformed church of Britain and Ireland; a consent given by our
brethren  in  synod  to  this  exception  involves  them  in  deep  apostacy  from  their  former
profession, and throws a slur upon the heroic contendings and sufferings of our pious ancestors
for the purity of the divine ordinance of civil government, and the principle upon which they
acted in endeavoring to extend reformation, namely, that the revelation of the moral law in the
word  of  God,  wherever  it  obtains,  obliges  all  nations  to  conform  thereto  in  their  civil
establishments; and that therefore when there is a contradiction and opposition to this law in the
constitution of magistracy there is a contradiction and opposition to the ordinance of God’s
precept, and so the constitutional deed does not oblige the inhabitants in a subjection thereto for
conscience sake, as to God’s ordinance.—►The synod plead a right to adjust the circumstances
of public worship, and ecclesiastical policy to the situation in which providence may place
them.  If this respects the outward circumstances of worship as to time and place only, there can
be  no  ground  of  contest  here,  a  power  of  this  kind  never  was  denied  in  the  covenanted
churches; but there is reason to apprehend something more is couched under the expression, as
the synod have warily adopted the directory for public worship with a general reserve: did they
speak out their sentiments more fully the world would know them better.  As to ecclesiastical
policy:  The policy ordained by the glorious head of the church is invariably fixed by him to
remain the same in all times and places; nor can there be any thing so very uncommon in the
state of the church of Christ in America as to warrant this new synod to claim peculiar powers
to  themselves,  in  adjusting  the  circumstances  of  her  worship  and  government.—►The
conclusion of this article grants a liberty to every member of synod to call in question, and
dispute the truth of any article of their received confession of faith in open synod, provided it
be managed with a becoming decorum.  If a member of court shall be found to deviate from the
received  faith  and  practice  of  the  church,  it  becomes  the  immediate  duty  of  the  court  to
endeavor to convince the conscience of the offender and to restore him again to the truth: but
judicial permission granted to a member to introduce and dispute in open court his heretical
opinions,  or  to  form objections  to  all  the  articles  of  revealed religion without  holding the
objector liable to censure, is not only highly dangerous, but it is utterly irreconcilable to the
notion of first or received principles in a church.  ►  The moment Paul saw Peter to deviate

without offering more Biblical propositions in the place of the original clauses or sections.—JTK.



from the truth of the gospel, he withstood him to the face, because he was to be blamed.   The
indulgence the synod have bestowed upon any of their members,  is  homogenious with the
liberty they have taken to themselves in referring the excepted articles of the confession of faith
to a future discussion, which, if ever it take place, may either effectuate their dissolution, or
produce an act of mutual forbearance indulging one another in their respective opinions.  The
indulgence granted to their members and the liberty assumed to themselves, go very far to
pronounce that either there is nothing certain in religion, or that the synod have no positive
system of faith delivered to them, for which in duty they are bound earnestly to contend against
all opposition from within and from without.

In article second the synod “declare their hearty approbation of the earnest contending for
the  truth,  and magnanimous sufferings  in  its  defence by which their  pious  ancestors  were
enabled  to  distinguish  themselves  in  the  two  last  centuries.”  This  declaration  cannot  be
understood in a sense more extensive than the act of synod adopting the reformation standards,
but it is well known, the ordinance of civil government according to God’s word, as defined in
the excepted articles of the confession of faith, was one, and a very particular one too, of the
great truths for which our ancestors in the last century pled and died: the synod therefore might
have been so plain as to have set aside this also, and told the world they would consider of this
head of suffering again, but for the present they had not made up their mind about it.  ► They
further declare their “affectionate remembrance of the national covenant of Scotland, and of the
solemn league and covenant of Scotland, England, and Ireland, as well intended engagements
to support the cause of civil and religious liberty.”  Here the synod profess a regard for our
solemn covenants,  but  this  profession of  our  brethren is  lame,  in  as  much as  they do not
explicitly own the moral obligation of these national transactions upon themselves in their own
persons; though the descendants of such as vowed: Their language upon this point is rather
shuffling; nor does their foot-note amend the matter greatly.  No change of place can annul the
obligation of an oath to Jehovah consisting of moral duties upon the person or persons who
have sworn it, of which kind our solemn covenants are; and if they are of this nature where can
be the objection against professing and holding out the same covenants, as to the spirit and
substance of them, (mutatis mutandis) to the people of America, to be accepted and sworn by
them in their respective places and stations, any more than to those Isles? ► Moral duties are
the  same all  the  world  over,  and professors  of  religion in  America  are  as  much bound to
worship  God after  the  manner  pointed  out  in  his  own word,  to  support  the  purity  of  the
ordinances of the ministry and magistracy, to love and perform all good offices to one another,
to strengthen their hands mutually in the ways of the Lord, and to exert  an active zealous
opposition against idolatry, heresy, and vice as the church in our own lands; but these were the
great objects of our solemn covenants, why not then bring the people of America under the
same obligations in entering into a church capacity without delaying the work to an uncertain
future period? Had the synod felt in their consciences the obligation of the duty of explicit
covenanting,  as they profess to have done,  why did they not proceed to testify this in the



performance of the duty itself, as a mean of cementing their union, of building up the kingdom
of Christ among them, and of evidencing their cordial approbation of the covenanting conduct
of our pious ancestors in their noble struggle for civil and religious liberty? ► The synod hold
themselves bound by the divine authority to practice all  the moral  duties contained in our
solemn covenants, according to their circumstances:  Here again the reader is left at a loss, they
have not told us what moral duties comport with their circumstances and what not, though it is
pretty evident that this limitation is intended to restrict the duties in these covenants, which
renders their affectionate remembrance of them as deficient as their acceptance of the other
reformation standards.  They also declare their “intention to carry with them all the judicial
testimonies  against  defection from the faith  once delivered to  the saints,  which have been
emitted in the present age by their brethren in Britain, as far as these testimonies serve to
display  the  truth,  and  comport  with  the  circumstances  of  their  church.”  Most  of  the
approbations and disapprobations of this synod, as also their resolutions to drop or prosecute
the testimonies and confessions of the
church in Britain, are qualified from
their  own  circumstances,  which,  in
how  far  they  differ  from  the
circumstances  of  the  church  here,
they have not told the world. ► To us
it appears an inscrutable mystery, that
a testimony displayed for the truth in
Britain  will  not  comport  with  the
circumstances  of  the  church  in
America, or in any place of the world:
It  has  long been the unhappiness  of
professors  of  religion in  Britain and
Ireland  to  be  divided  in  sentiment
amongst  themselves,  which  hath
given  birth  to  opposite  testimonies;
but  for  any  thing  the  synod  have
declared  here,  no  person  can  learn
what  testimony  of  the  church  in
Britain they wish to support amongst
themselves in America.  This general
and doubtful plan of things, however,
seems to be the great hinge on which
the conjunctions turns.

Q. 7.  On what  topic  do the members  of  the American
Synod allow themselves an undefined liberty which is
to be discussed on a future occasion?

Q. 8. If the members of the American synod have “caught
the epidemic infection of the age” which rages in their
country,  they  may be  understood as  sympathetic  to
what doctrinal outlook?

Q. 9. What national obligation becomes the duty of those
nations especially where the word of God comes and
is embraced by the inhabitants of that nation?

Q. 10. How does the Scottish Presbytery disagree with
the  American  Synod  about  the  opportunity  for
doctrinal discussion in the church courts?

Q.  11.  Why  does  the  second  article  of  the  Synod,
declaring  approval  for  the  contendings  of  previous
generations,  not  appear  fully  authentic  to  the
Presbytery in Scotland?

Q.  12.  Why does  the  Presbytery  in  Scotland  see  it  as
obliging for the American Synod to be more plainly
and  thoroughly  committed  to  the  reformation
covenants of Britain?

Q.  13.  Did  the  Synod  in  America  state  any  particular
reason why none of the testimonies for truth displayed
in Britain would comport with the circumstances of
the church in America?


