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1. What does it mean to be Presbyterian? 

a. How would you define what it means to be “Presbyterian”? 

i. Holding to Calvinism or Reformed theology? 

ii. The Westminster Confession of Faith? 

iii. A presbyterian form of church government? 

b. A working definition of Presbyterianism: a branch of the Protestant church whose 

heritage is rooted in the Scottish-Irish Reformation. 

c. American Presbyterianism has taken on an identity of its own. 

i. There are segments of Presbyterianism that are and have remained direct 

transplants of certain Scottish segments. 

ii. However, American Presbyterianism has grown with its own distinctions. 

iii. Although our churches are founded in Christ and rooted in the Scriptures, this 

does not mean that they are not affected by its environment. 

1. American Presbyterianism has been shaped by the unique history and 

circumstances of the United States. 

2. It has evolved with the political identity of the country. 

3. It has adapted, changed, and reacted with the philosophical climate. 

2. Why study church history? 

a. Reasons people give for not studying church history: 

i. Shouldn’t we just study the Bible instead of the history of Christianity? 

ii. Shouldn’t we live in the present and create our own meaning? 

iii. Does history even have any bearing upon our lives today? 

b. Reasons to study church history: 

i. It is biblical. 

1. Psalm 78 

2. Proverbs tells us to seek after wisdom; there is wisdom in looking at the 

past. 

3. 1 Corinthians 10:11 

4. Hebrews 11 

ii. Church history is “family history”. 

1. We are not the only or first Christians to live, but we continue the 

lineage of those before us. 
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2. Our doctrine of the covenant emphasizes the one people of God. 

3. We are studying our family heritage and our forefathers in the faith. 

4. We gain a wider and greater perspective, understanding, and 

appreciation for what we confess. 

iii. To better understand the Scriptures and its truth. 

1. We are not the first ones to have or interpret the Bible! 

2. Many of those before us have already done great work; we stand on the 

shoulders of giants. 

3. How have those before us handled certain passages?  How have they 

dealt with certain ideas? 

4. To reject the ideas and history of those before us is to be prideful. 

5. We still must study on our own, but we must also “give a vote to the 

dead.” 

iv. To learn from the past. 

1. Many of the issues that we deal with today in our churches have a 

historical precedent. 

2. How did those before us handle certain issues? 

3. What happened when the church allowed certain ideas or practices to 

gain hold? 

v. To encourage humility. 

1. Church history is not all glorious.  Sometimes it is filled with wrong ideas 

and practices. 

2. We must remember that it is the history of sinners who are only 

reckoned as saints by the blood of Christ. 

c. How do we study church history in a profitable way? 

i. We look at the people, the issues, and the context. 

ii. We analyze them and see how they apply today… 

iii. …because history tends to repeat itself. 

d. So, let’s see how we got here as an American Presbyterian church… 

 

Next week…the Westminster Assembly 


