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John Knox: The 500th Anniversary of His Birth
From Body Guard and Galley Slave to the Liberator of Scotland

Knox was soon arrested and sentenced to a slow
death as a galley slave chained on a French battle
ship. Two years later and near death Knox was
thrown off the ship in England. Amazingly he was
nursed back to health. Because of Knox’s great gifts
in preaching and teaching the Bible, he was hired as
personal chaplain to the King of England.

St. Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh
where John Knox began the liberation of Scotland

This year we celebrate the 500th anniversay of the birth

of John Knox, one of the greatest liberators of nations in
human history. Unlike that of Caesar or Charlemagne,
this simple peasant’s birth on the outskirts of Edinburgh
was so obscure that we do not know the exact day or
place of his birth. Yet this lion of the faith, armed
only with his newly translated Geneva Bible, liberated
Scotland from centuries of tyranny and corruption
and laid the foundation for all liberty loving nations
for centuries. How did he do it?
It was a time of danger and terror. As a young man
John Knox was mentored by George Wishart, one of
the bravest missionaries of the 16th Century. Knox
chose to be his bodyguard. As they traveled and
preached throughout Scotland the corrupt Bishop
Beaton plotted Wishart’s death and even sent an
assassin to hunt him down. Finally, in 1546, Wishart
was captured and sentenced to be burned at the stake
in St. Andrews. Knox saw his closest friend cremated
alive in front of the Bishop’s bedroom in the courtyard
of his palace.

But with the death of the young Protestant King Edward,
his sister, Bloody Mary Tudor, murdered her way to
the throne of England. She ordered hundreds of true
believers to be burned at the stake and drove thousands
more to the continent. Knox escaped to Germany and
Switzerland where he pastored an English church in
Geneva near John Calvin’s school of discipleship.
John Calvin was, arguably, the greatest biblical thinker
since the Apostle Paul. These years with Calvin
prepared Knox for his calling to bring revival to
Scotland.
John Knox and several other scholars from England
completed the translation of the Geneva Bible into
modern English in 1558. In that same year Bloody
Mary died. The protestant Queen Elizabeth took the
throne of England and she permitted the Geneva Bible
to be imported. This one act changed the course of
English history.
John Knox returned to his native Scotland in 1559
after 14 years of exile. He immediately began to preach
the liberating gospel in a country still dominated by
a tyrannical queen and massive church corruption.
Within a few years most of the Scots were converted
to Christ. They were acknowledging God’s Word as
Truth and the Lord Himself as the only True Sovereign
of the church and the nation.
Knox is a witness to the transforming power of the
life of one man committed to living out the truths of
Scripture. He lived without compromise in a world
dominated by tyranny and religious oppression.
Like a one man army, he taught the Scots to read the
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Word every day to their children and to stand on
these truths of Scripture without compromise.

British Isles ended in 1688 with the overthrow of
James ll and the adoption of the “English Bill of Rights.”

Facing death at every turn, Knox stood against the
secular and religious tyrants of his day. He was the
first of the great Reformers to break with the Old
Roman Catholic interpretation of Romans 13: 1-8.
Most believers for 1,000 years had been taught by
kings and prelates to remain passive and tolerate
heresy, persecution and even the murder and rape of
their families, all in the name of obedience to the
“Higher Powers.” John Knox - long before John
Locke or Thomas Jefferson - articulated the rights of
the people to replace their rulers if they flagrantly
disobeyed God and tormented their people.
Never did Knox advocate anarchy or assassination
against civil authorities, as was practiced in the
French Revolution. But he was clear in stating that
all authority to govern at any level of life - whether as
a father in the home, as a pastor in a church or as a
civil ruler - was always a conditional authority based
upon a leader’s implicit covenant (agreement) with
God and with the people.

The Scottish people had long been considered ignorant
peasants and the laughing stock of Europe. After Knox,
they then became the driving force for the missionary
movement to bring true liberty under God to the world.
They produced great theologians, pastors, social
reformers and entrepreneurs. Millions of Scots and
Scots Irish people immigrated to America and became
the heart of America’s drive for independence and
freedom.

John Knox lived for 40 years with chronic kidney failure
from his days as a galley slave. Frail and barely able
to ascend the steps to his pulpit at St. Giles Cathedral,
he continued to powerfully expound the Word of God.
He preached with such power that the soon to be
dethroned queen of Scotland, after hearing him teach
said, “I am more afraid of the prayers of John Knox
than of an army of 10,000.” Knox continued to labor
until his death at age 72.
For the next century, the Scots fought for liberty
under God against the wicked tyranny and heresy
of the “divine right” Stuart monarchs of England.
Largely because of their courageous stand for
religious conscience, tens of thousands of Scottish
believers, especially pastors, were martyred, drawn
and quartered and their women were drowned in the
sea. The power of monarchs to control the religious
conscience or faith of the people throughout the

The secret of Knox’s success in freeing a nation from
tyranny stands in stark contrast to the brutal conquerors
through the centuries. This “ordinary” man was first
converted by the grace of God through faith in Jesus
Christ. He then set himself to study and live out the
entire council of God (ll Timothy 3:16) in the Bible
for all of life, both in the church and in the culture,
including government. He then proclaimed these
truths, believing through prayer, that God could
transform an entire nation of semi-barbarians into
godly citizens of His Kingdom.
Now centuries later, technology has changed and the
players on the world scene have changed. Most people
see little hope for restoring America or any nation to
its Christian roots. But what is seldom understood is
that the way to liberate nations never changes. No power
on earth, no high tech spying or terrorist intimidation
can stop God from sovereignly drawing entire nations
back to Himself and to freedom. With faith in God’s
redeeming power, Knox was able to proclaim Scotland’s
liberation even while chained to a French galley as a
slave. He looked out the port hole of the ship as he
saw his beloved Scotland and prayed, “God give me
Scotland or I die!”
The life of John Knox gives us great hope that we too
can see a rebirth of liberty. Now, 500 years after his
birth his words still ring true, “One man with God is
always a majority.”
-Dr. Marshall Foster
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