
 

 

 

 

FAITH COMES THROUGH HEARING, AND HEARING THROUGH THE WORD OF 

CHRIST: 

THE CENTRALITY OF SCRIPTURE IN THE EARLY PRESBYTERIAN MISSIONS TO 

KOREA (1884-1910) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BY 

JAMES RUTHERFORD 

 

 

VANCOUVER, BRITISH COLUMBIA 

May 2, 2017 

 

 

 



Rutherford 2 

 

What makes a church grow like wildfire, expand from one baptized believer to 39,384 

baptized and over 70,000 undergoing catechism 16 years later?
1
 What makes such a church 

endure, and grow, through the next 100 years? If the missionaries who first ministered in Korea, 

where this phenomenal explosion of Protestantism occurred, are reliable guides, it was the 

centrality of Scripture in everything the church did.
2
 Later commentators identify the coming 

together of many factors, including two wars that destabilized the country;
3
 yet the Apostle Paul 

identifies the sine qua non of evangelism, of missions, as the Word of Christ preached by His 

people (Romans 10:17). If any local church testifies to this truth, it is the Korean church. To 

whatever degree the endurance and growth of the Protestant Church in Korea can be attributed to 

the role God’s Word played, Scripture was at least necessary for the growth of the Korean 

church and emerged as the preeminent, distinguishing feature of Korean Protestantism. In this 

paper I intend to argue that the Presbyterian Church in Korea (PCK), the first presbytery of 

which was constituted in 1907, was a profoundly Bible centred (bibliocentric) church, founded 

on Scripture and built up with Scripture at its core. This bibliocentric nature is amply seen in 

three early eras of the church, extending from 1832 to 1910. Though the first Presbyterian 

missionaries entered the country in 1884, a foundation was laid for these Presbyterian missions 

as early as 1832. Including these early Protestant endeavours, we can see the vital role of the 

Bible in the Presbyterian mission by looking, firstly, at the invaluable contribution of 6 

Protestants working outside of Korea from 1832-1887; secondly, at the Bible in the endeavours 

                                                 
1
 The number of communicants is given by Shearer, the number of catechumens by Historical Sketch of the 

s in Korea (1909). Roy E. Shearer, Wildfire: Church Growth in Korea, Church Growth Series (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1966), 224–225; Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 6th 

revised. (Philadelphia: The Women’s Foreign ary Society of the Presbyterian Church, 1909), 32, accessed February 

8, 2017, http://commons.ptsem.edu/id/historicalsketch00pres_0. 
2
 Shearer, Wildfire: Church Growth in Korea, 54–55; Yong Kyu Park, “Korean Presbyterianism and 

Biblical Authority: The Role of Scripture in the Shaping of Korean Presbyterianism, 1918-1953” (Doctoral 

Dissertation, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 1991), 78. 
3
 E.g.,Shearer, Wildfire: Church Growth in Korea. Shearer acknowledges the significance of Scripture in 

addition to the many socio-political factors involved, e.g., Ibid., 55. 
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of the Presbyterian missionaries in Korea from 1884-1910; and thirdly, at the Bible in the Korean 

church itself from 1874-1910. 

 

The Bible in the Protestant Pre-Evangelism of Korea (1832-1887) 

The story of the Protestant evangelization of Korea begins in 1832, with a ship from the 

East India Company taking up anchor in Basil’s bay at the mouth of the River Kūm on the 23
rd

 

of July.
4
 Aboard this ship was a protestant chaplain named Karl Gūtzlaff; brief contact made 

with the local Korean magistrates allowed Gūtzlaff to send a Chinese Bible and some tracts to 

the king and to distribute Bibles and tracts to the peoples along the coastal villages over a period 

of two weeks.
5
 Though they were told to depart after this short time, Gūtzlaff was confident that 

the Lord would make something of this meager effort, writing in his journal, “Can the divine 

truth, disseminated in Korea, be lost? This I believe not: there will be some fruits in the 

appointed time of the Lord.”
6
 Though the appointed time was yet decades away, Gūtzlaff’s 

confidence would not prove to be in vain.  

 

Gūtzlaff was, apparently, the first Protestant to see the missionary value of Korea, yet he 

was not the last. During the following 40 years, 4 more men would find the opportunity to 

distribute the word of God to the Korean people. After 22 years, the door was opened again for a 

Protestant to introduce the Scriptures to the Korean people. In August of 1854, 3 British ships 

                                                 
4
 In a footnote, Sung Choi notes that two Protestants accidently came to be in Korea before this, in the 17

th
 

century, but it is unknown whether they made any attempt to preach the Gospel. Catholicism had already had a 

presence in Korea for some time. Catholics in Korea faced significant persecution. Sung Choi, “John Ross ( 1842-

1915) and the Korean Protestant Church: The First Korean Bible and Its Relation to the Protestant Origins in Korea” 

(Doctoral Dissertation, University of Edinburgh, 1992), 32, accessed February 8, 2017, 

https://www.era.lib.ed.ac.uk/handle/1842/7382.  
5
 Ibid., 33–34; L. George Paik, The History of Protestant s in Korea: 1832-1910, 3rd ed., A Series of 

Reprints of Western Books on Korea 6 (Seoul: Yonsei University Press, 1980), 44–46. 
6
 Quoted in Paik, The History, 46. 
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arrived in Pusan Harbour. During the short stay, the commander of the expedition, J.M. Tronson, 

confirmed with the Koreans he encountered that they had the ability to read Japanese and 

proceeded to present them with Japanese Bibles and prayer-books; Tronson’s own account 

records the Koreans’ grateful reception of the gifts.
7
  10 years after this, a severe persecution of 

Korean Catholics would open another door to the so-called ‘hermit kingdom.’ 

In 1865, two Korean Catholics managed to escape the persecutions in Korea and fled to 

Chefoo, China. Here, they were introduced to a representative of the National Bible Society of 

Scotland, Alexander Williamson. Williamson learned much about the Catholic Church in Korea 

from these two, but what affected him most was their lack of knowledge of Scripture. A Welsh 

missionary, Robert Jermain Thomas, was present at this time and was resolved to return with 

these two Koreans, pledging to Williamson “to act gratuitously as the Society’s agent during the 

journey.”
8
 For two and a half months, Thomas distributed the Bible and tracts in Chinese. 

Though Thomas safely returned from this first missionary endeavour, he would later become the 

first Protestant martyr in Korea, dying as part of the General Sherman incident the following 

year.
9
 Despite this sad end, Thomas’s legacy would endure and testify to the Lord’s hand at work 

in these early years: in 1893, when Samuel A. Moffett formed a catechumen class, he found 

there a man who testified to receiving a bible from Thomas before he died.
10

 In the two years 

following Thomas’s death, two more efforts were made to distribute Bibles and books to the 

Korean people.  

                                                 
7
 Choi, “John Ross,” 36–37. 

8
 Quoted in Paik, The History, 49. 

9
 The General Sherman, an American ship, became mired in mud up the Taetong river, near Pyongyang. It 

was burned and the entire crew was slaughtered. Choi, “John Ross,” 38–39; Paik, The History, 48–51. 
10

 Choi, “John Ross,” 39; Paik, The History, 50–51. Clark writes that “several men were brought into the 

Church” through Thomas’s work distributing Bibles in the time between the grounding of the General Sherman and 

his death. Charles Allen Clark, “The Korean Church and the Nevius Methods” (Doctoral Dissertation, The 

University of Chicago, 1929), 70. 
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In 1867, Alexander Williamson, who had been instrumental in Thomas’s first mission, 

made his way to the Korean Gate on the border of Manchuria and there sold various books to 

Koreans.
11

 Then, in 1868, a Presbyterian, Dr. Calvin M. Mateer, took the opportunity to 

distribute Bibles in Chinese to various coastal villages while the ship he was aboard awaited a 

response from Seoul.
12

 In all the trips, Koreans receiving Bibles from the missionaries risked 

decapitation, yet they received them gladly.
13

 And the risk appears to have been worth it, as 

Moffett’s experience in 1893 demonstrates.  

 

Of these six men who undertook early on the task of distributing the Bible to the Korean 

people, none had the time or resources to translate the Bible into the Korean language, relying 

instead upon Chinese and Japanese translations. This task of translating the Bible into Korean 

Han’gūl script was first undertaken by a Scottish Presbyterian working in Manchuria, John Ross. 

Ross began distributing Christian materials to Koreans in 1874, when he first visited the Korean 

gate, and would begin his work of translation two years later.
14

 The events by which Ross was 

able to translate the Bible into Korean are sometimes described as “providential,” seeming 

accidents;
15

 yet through these fortunate occurrences, the first long-term missionaries to arrive in 

Korea in1884 found a field ripe for the harvest. Ross and his companion John MacIntyre began 

to translate the New Testament in 1876, when he visited the Korean Gate on the border of 

Manchuria and Korea and was able to hire a Korean man to teach him the language.
16

 Beginning 

with this man, who later converted to Christianity,
17

 and through various other converts coming 

                                                 
11

 Paik, The History, 51. 
12

 Ibid., 56. 
13

 According to the accounts of Robert Thomas, cited in Ibid., 49. 
14

 Choi, “John Ross,” 84–85. 
15

 Ibid., 97; Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 14. 
16

 Choi, “John Ross,” 69. 
17

 Paik, The History, 52. 
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to seek instruction and baptism, Ross was able to acquire the necessary linguistic abilities to 

translate the Bible into Korean.
18

 

The script he chose to translate into, Han’gul, was not that of the intelligentsia but of the 

common people, in fact, it was called “ōnmun,” dirty or vulgar. First used by women in the royal 

family and by aristocratic families, Han’gul then came to be the language of the lower echelons 

of Korean society during the 17th century.
19

 The Northern dialect Ross chose for his translation 

was understandable to Koreans from all areas of the nation.
20

 Handy and Choi both emphasize 

the impact that this translation had on Protestant evangelization of Korea: to translate into the 

common language “was a kind of ‘revolution’ that ran counter to the social structure,”
21

 and 

provided “young converts a New Testament to read and from which to share the gospel.”
22

 

Though a final edition was not finished until 1887, by 1880 the whole New Testament had been 

translated and was being distributed throughout Korea.
23

 From 1882-1887, copies of Luke, the 

rest of the Gospels, Acts, and even entire New Testaments “found their way into Korean 

homes”;
24

 more than 15,960 copies of Scripture were circulated between 1883 and 1886.
25

 

Though later missionaries were not satisfied with this translation,
26

 the impact Ross had was 

                                                 
18

 From his experience with the Korean language, Ross produced the first introduction to Korean for 

foreigners, Korean Primer (1877). Choi, “John Ross,” 97, 101, 118. 
19

 Ibid., 10–11. 
20

 Ibid., 104. 
21

 Ibid., 99. 
22

 Wesley Handy, “Correlating the Nevius Method with Church Planting Movements: Early Korean 

Revivals as a Case Study,” Eleutheria 2, no. 1 (February 1, 2012): 14, 

http://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/eleu/vol2/iss1/3. 
23

 Ibid.; Choi, “John Ross,” 118; Alan Neely, “Moffett, Samuel Austin,” ed. Gerald H. Anderson, 

Biographical Dictionary of Christian s (New York: Macmillan, 1998), 577. 
24

 Sung Chun, “Schism and Unity in the Protestant Churches of Korea” (Doctoral Dissertation, Yale 

University, 1955), 29. 
25

 Choi, “John Ross,” 236. 
26

 E.g., S. L. Roberts, “Fifty Years of Christian Training in Korea,” in The Fiftieth Anniversary Celebration 

of the Korea  of the Presbyterian Church in the U. S. A. June 30-July 3, 1934 (Seoul: Y. M. C. A. Press, 1934), 104. 
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massive.
27

 Among the Koreans living in Northern Manchuria, Ross and his companions found 75 

(or 85) people ready for baptism that had only heard the Gospel through propagated literature.
28

 

The Northwest of Korea, where Ross had been most influential, saw the fastest church growth.
29

 

And when long-term Presbyterian missionaries finally entered the country in 1884, Horace G. 

Underwood found forty-three men ready for baptism that had been converted and instructed by 

Koreans sent out from Ross.
30

  

 

The Bible in the Presbyterian Missions to Korea (1884-1910) 

Despite the hostility foreigners faced in Korea until 1882 and the threat to Koreans who 

confessed the Christian faith, who gave information to foreigners or received Christian literature, 

the Bible and tracts had made their way into Korea for 62 years in three languages.
31

 During 

these years, those Koreans who read the Bibles had only a few of Ross’s converts to instruct 

them. Many read these books and received the seed of the Gospel; when long-term Presbyterian 

missionaries from the Northern Presbyterian Church in America (PCUSA) finally arrived at the 

end of 1884, they found a field ripe for the harvest.
32

  

                                                 
27

 Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 6; Choi, “John Ross,” 

236, 367; Chun, “Schism,” 28; Handy, “Correlating the Nevius Method,” 14; Jean-Jacques Bauswein, Lukas 

Vischer, and International Reformed Center John Knox, eds., The Reformed Family Worldwide: A Survey of 

Reformed Churches, Theological Schools, and International Organizations (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 

1999), 28; Neely, “Moffett, Samuel Austin,” 577. 
28

 “75” is the number of one of Ross’s companions, James Webster, written within a year of the endeavour; 

“85” is provided by Ross and Historical Sketch. Paik, The History, 53; Board of Foreign Missions of the 

Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the Missions in Korea, 14. 
29

 Choi, “John Ross,” 283. 
30

 Handy, “Correlating the Nevius Method,” 14; Chun, “Schism,” 31. 
31

 S.L. Roberts writes that the Bible was proscribed in the early days of the mission, requiring caution to 

even mention it. Roberts, “Fifty Years of Christian Training,” 104. 
32

 Four Presbyterian denominations worked together in Korea: the first to arrive was the Northern 

Presbyterian Church in America (PCUSA); followed by the Presbyterian Church of Victoria, Australia (1889); and 

later by the Southern Presbyterian Church in America (PCUS - 1891) and the Canadian Presbyterian Church (1898). 

Together with the Koreans, these missions formed The Presbyterian Church in Korea. Board of Foreign s of the 
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The propagation of the Bible laid a strong foundation for these later missionaries, but the 

Bible’s prominent role in the evangelization of Korea did not end here. The first missionary to be 

stationed in Korea was the physician Horace N. Allen, who earned great favour in the eyes of the 

Korean government after saving the life of the king’s nephew.
33

 In the following months, early in 

1885, J.W. Heron, his wife, and H.G. Underwood joined Allen in Korea. These early years of the 

mission required caution, so their focus was on medicine and teaching literature.
34

 In the years 

following, many more missionaries joined them. The missionaries entering Korea through the 

Northern and Southern Presbyterian Churches in America (PCUSA, PCUS) were young 

graduates of the conservative theological seminaries McCormick, Princeton, and Union. With a 

few exceptions,
35

 they brought a very high view of Scripture and its function in missions.
36

 Their 

commitment to the inerrancy and centrality of Scripture in the life of the church left its mark 

upon the Koreans to whom they ministered—who were described 50 years later by a missionary 

as “pre-eminently a Bible believing and Bible loving church”
37

—and the methods by which the 

missionaries conducted their ministry. 50 years after the Presbyterian mission began, S.L. 

Roberts wrote concerning the impact that biblicism had on the missionaries’ methods, 

 

A knowledge of the Word of God is the foundation of the Christian training that has been 

given. It is to the pages of God’s revelation in Scripture that we go to find the soul 

nourishment and instruction that are needed. With a sincere conviction that the Scriptures 

                                                                                                                                                             
Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 16. Because of their greater presence, most of the accounts 

below relate to the American Presbyterian Churches, especially the PCUSA. 
33

 Ibid., 14–15. 
34

 Ibid., 15. 
35

 Comments from the missionaries demonstrate awareness early on of some missionaries bringing with 

them a modernist persuasion, but their number was very few. Charles Allen Clark, “Fifty Years of  Organization 

Principles and Practice,” in The Fitieth Anniversary Celebration of the Korea  of the Presbyterian Church in the U. 

S. A. June 30-July 3, 1934 (Seoul: Y. M. C. A. Press, 1934), 56; Park, “Korean Presbyterianism,” 122. 
36

 Park, “Korean Presbyterianism,” 41–45, 70. 
37

  Clark, “Fifty Years of ,” 57. 
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of the Old and New Testaments are the Word of God, the unorganized training, as well as 

that organized in church and school, in training class and Institute, has been Bible-

centred. In other words, we have sought to feed the people with God’s Word, not man’s. 

The growth and strength acquired are due to this fact.
38

 

 

25 years earlier, Samuel A. Moffett expressed a similar sentiment about the Bible and the 

PCUSA mission’s methods, 

 

[T]he one great God-given means for the evangelization of a people is His own Word, 

and … the emphasis which has been placed upon the teaching and preaching of the Word 

of God has brought God's own blessing upon the work in Korea. The one great 

commanding feature of the work in Korea has been the position, the supreme position, 

the perhaps almost unparalleled position given to instruction in the Scriptures as the very 

Word of God and the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth.
39

 

 

This commitment to Scripture as the chief means to reach the Korean people expressed itself in 

the missionaries’ continuing endeavours to make the Bible and Christian literature available to 

everyone and their adaption of the Nevius Method for missions work.  

 

 John Ross finished the final edition of his translation of the Bible in 1886 or 1887, and it 

continued in circulation for some time, but the missionaries in Korea were dissatisfied with his 

                                                 
38

 Roberts, “Fifty Years of Christian Training,” 104–105. 
39

 quoted in, Park, “Korean Presbyterianism,” 87. 
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work and began working on a new translation soon after their arrival.
40

 This new translation of 

the New Testament was finished in 1900, and the whole Bible was finished 10 years later, 

though published in 1911.
41

 This new translation of the whole Bible was not their only 

endeavour to make the Scriptures available: in 1907 the Presbyterian hymn book and New 

Testament were also translated for the blind into tactile Han’gūl (developed in 1894).
42

 To 

distribute the published Bibles, the mission employed colporteurs and biblewomen.
43

 The 

labours of the latter blossomed at times into city churches—one lady’s band of listeners coming 

to occupy a building seating 1,000 people.
44

 Though giving more attention to the work of 

biblewomen deployed by the British and Foreign Bible Society, Christine S. Chang documents 

extensive intentional training of biblewomen by the Presbyterian Church in Korea in 1907 and 

1910.
45

 Thus the Presbyterian missionaries’ biblicism was worked out in their efforts to make the 

Bible accessible; but, more significantly, it was worked out in their adaptation and employment 

of the Nevius Method of missions, with its strong Bible focus. 

 

  After six years of the Presbyterian mission in Korea, a seasoned missionary from China 

visited Seoul and endowed the younger missionaries with his missionary method.
46

 The so-called 

Nevius Method, the method brought by John Livingston Nevius, is often considered to have had 

                                                 
40

 Choi argues at length that the rejection of Ross’s translation was unjustified: those in Korea, using it, 

found it intelligible. He concludes that it was rejected before 1890 without a fair trial. Choi, “John Ross,” 156, 161–

163. 
41

 Ibid., 156; Chun, “Schism,” 30. 
42

 Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 25. 
43

 Choi, “John Ross,” 236; Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in 

Korea, 19. 
44

 Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 27. 
45

 Christine Sungjin Chang, “Hidden but Real: The Vital Contribution of Biblewomen to the Rapid Growth 

of Korean Protestantism, 1892–1945,” Women’s History Review 17, no. 4 (September 1, 2008): 581. 
46

 Nevius’s method is identified with the idea of three self, building a native church that is self-sustaining, 

self-governed, and self-propagating.  Though this fits his method, the idea of these three “self”s first appeared in the 

writings of Henry Venn and Rufus Anderson. Handy, “Correlating the Nevius Method,” 4. 
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a significant role in the growth of the Korean church.
47

 Arising out of his own experience in 

China, Nevius’s method sought to establish local churches that had indigenous leadership, were 

grounded in the Bible, and were free from the corrupting influences of money pouring in from 

other countries. Charles Allen Clark has famously summarized the method in 9 points (later 

adding a 10
th

),
48

 but what concerns us here is the core of this method.  Though it has been 

thought that the core of the Nevius Method are the ideas of self-support, self-government, and 

self-propagation that it promotes,
49

 many scholars identify the centrality of the Bible, with a 

system of Bible classes, as the core of Nevius’s method.
50

 

 The Bible classes particularly exerted a great influence on the Korean church. Initially, in 

the Presbyterian Northern Mission Rules and By-laws of 1891,
51

  there was a system of Bible 

classes legislated to train teachers and agents for the Korean churches.
52

 Attendance, except for 

under special circumstances, was by invitation only.
53

 The stated object of the classes was “to fit 

the various agents for their work, and especially to prepare natives to become self-supporting 

                                                 
47

 Shearer, though arguing for a great many factors in the growth of the Korean church, acknowledges the 

Nevius Method’s importance to the missionaries’ policy and its influence on growth, though he agrees with Chun 

that the principle of self-support was at various times a hindrance. Choi argues that the Korean mission did not grow 

through the Nevius Method and that it was employed in a limited fashion. If it is allowed that the Korean 

missionaries adopted Nevius’s method in general but adapted it to their particular situation, the objections he 

proffers lose their weight. The relationship between growth and the Nevius Method was probably more organic than 

linearly causal, for Shearer writes that the methods involved in the Nevius Method became necessary as the church 

grew. Furthermore, the missionaries adopted the principles to some extent immediately, but introduced the Bible 

class for all believers at a later date. Shearer, Wildfire: Church Growth in Korea, 18, 122, 187–188 194–195; Choi, 

“John Ross,” 299–325; Chun, “Schism,” 56–72.  
48

 A summary of Clark’s nine points are provided by Choi. Choi, “John Ross,” 290–291; Handy, 

“Correlating the Nevius Method,” 7. 
49

 Park, “Korean Presbyterianism,” 80–81. 
50

 Harvie M Conn, “Studies in the Theology of the Korean Presbyterian Church Part 1 An Historical 

Outline,” The Westminster Theological Journal 29, no. 1 (November 1966): 29; Neely, “Moffett, Samuel Austin,” 

465; Park, “Korean Presbyterianism,” 81–83. Cf. Dae Young Ryu, “The Origin and Characteristics of Evangelical 

Protestantism in Korea at the Turn of the Twentieth Century,” Church History 77, no. 2 (2008): 392–393. 
51

 These rules and by-laws are provided as the second appendix of Choi, “John Ross.” 
52

 The document defines agents in this way, “Native agents shall be ‘Leaders’, Elders, Deacons, 

‘Helpers’, Bible Women, Licentiates, Evangelists and Pastors” (section B.I). Ibid., 378. 
53

 Section D.V, reproduced in Ibid., 381–382.  
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teachers of others without removing them from their various callings.”
54

 Roberts records that in 

1892, it was decided “to have separate classes in various districts instead of one central one”;
55

 in 

the following years, the classes were expanded to all the constituents of the churches.
56

 People 

would travel great distances on foot, sometimes 150 miles, to attend these classes. In later years, 

attendees numbered in the thousands.
57

 With the Bible as the textbook, these classes would meet 

for weeks on end (from four days to four weeks in length) and would involve evangelistic 

meetings in the evening.
58

 Clark records that the teaching was accompanied with the impetus to 

share what one had learned with friends, thus involving an immediate call to propagate the 

knowledge of Scripture taught therein.
59

 The results, according to both the missionaries involved 

and later chroniclers, were outstanding: Herbert Blair wrote, “Of all the providential leadings of 

the Korean church, none has been more fruitful than the development of the Bible Class 

System”; Roberts, “One of the most widely used and successful methods of Christian training in 

Korea has been the Bible Class System”; and Shearer: 

 

By 1909, in the area of the Northern Presbyterian Mission, there were about eight 

hundred classes held with an aggregate attendance of 50,000 or twice the number of 

communicant membership. The effect of this intensive and extensive study of the Bible 

cannot be overemphasized.
60

 

 

                                                 
54

 Section D.III, Ibid., 381. 
55

 Roberts, “Fifty Years of Christian Training,” 108. 
56

 Ibid., 104.  
57

 Ibid., 108; Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 18. 
58

 Board of Foreign s of the Presbyterian Church, Historical Sketch of the s in Korea, 18; H. E. Blair, “Fifty 

Years of Development of the Korean Church,” in The Fitieth Anniversary Celebration of the Korea  of the 

Presbyterian Church in the U. S. A. June 30-July 3, 1934 (Seoul: Y. M. C. A. Press, 1934), 120–121. 
59

 Clark, “Fifty Years of ,” 50. 
60

 Blair, “Fifty Years of Development,” 120; Roberts, “Fifty Years of Christian Training,” 108; Shearer, 

Wildfire: Church Growth in Korea, 55. 
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The Nevius Method, with its centre in the Bible and the Bible class system, led to a Korean 

church that Blair described as “absolutely true and loyal to God’s Word.”
61

 The biblicism seen in 

the missionaries and their methods was apparently passed on to the Koreans who learned from 

them, for it is clearly seen in the church that emerged as the Peninsula was evangelized.   

 

The Bible in the Korean Presbyterian Church (1884-1910) 

From the first disciples of John Ross to the founding of the Presbyterian Church in Korea 

in 1907, the Bible has played a central role in the training and the work of the native Korean 

church.  Armed with newly translated segments of the NT, converts of Ross spread throughout 

the Korean Valleys in Northern Manchuria and throughout Korea with a zeal to spread the Word. 

The result was the beginning of the Korean church: the pioneer of the Korean church, Suh Sang-

Yoon, returned with the Scriptures to start a Christian group in his home village between 1883 

and early in 1884, before the first Presbyterian missionaries arrived later that year. Between 1882 

and 1887, parts of the New Testament found their way into thousands of Korean homes, with 

15,960 copies spread about by Sang-Yoon and two compatriots.
62

 

Though they are criticized on this point, the missionaries in Korea fostered a strong 

biblicism in the native leadership of the church by their attempts to raise up leaders according to 

the Scriptures. The missionaries in Korea have been criticized for the simple but strict approach 

they adopted towards training leaders:
63

 they did not encourage broad theological training but 

                                                 
61

 Quoted in, Park, “Korean Presbyterianism,” 74–75. Cf. Blair, “Fifty Years of Development,” 119–120; 

Park, “Korean Presbyterianism,” 89–90. 
62

 Bauswein, Vischer, and International Reformed Center John Knox, The Reformed Family Worldwide, 

295; Handy, “Correlating the Nevius Method,” 14; Choi, “John Ross,” 236; Samuel Hugh Moffett, “Korea,” ed. 

Donald K. McKim and David F. Wright, Encyclopedia of the Reformed Faith (Louisville; Edinburgh: 

Westminster/John Knox Press; Saint Andrew Press, 1992), 210. 
63

 Chun, “Schism,” 59, 61–62, 64. 
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such training as would fit Korean ministers for biblically faithful ministry at the level of those to 

whom they would be ministering, and they fostered high views of Scripture consistent with their 

own.
64

 They have also been criticized for their slowness in training such leaders.
65

 Formal 

theological training, provided by a theological school, only began in 1903, with seven men 

graduating in 1907.
66

 Whether or not their approach was adequate for the task facing them—

providing native leaders for an exploding number of churches—they managed to pass on their 

high views of Scripture to these seven men through their education in Pyongyang and many 

other leaders through the more informal Bible classes and Bible institutes, resulting in leaders 

who preached Scripture, diligently studied their Bibles, and even memorized whole books of the 

Bible.
67

 With this foundation in place, when the PCK was founded in 1907, its official stance, 

leadership, and members were saturated in the Scriptures.  

Officially, the PCK adopted a Presbyterian Creed drafted in India in 1904, the first article 

of which stated, “The Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments are the Word of God, the only 

infallible rule of faith and duty.”
68

 Though this article does not explicitly state a doctrine of full 

inerrancy, it was interpreted in that manner—the text being changed later in1932 to say “exact 

and inerrant.”
69

 Though the Presbyterian missionaries in Korea were not unanimous in their 

views of Scripture, some adopting a more modernist position, the prevalent position was 

Biblicism—affirming the inerrancy and absolute authority of Scripture in every area. Many of 

these missionaries formed, with native presbyters, the first presbytery. The first elected 
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moderator of this presbytery was Samuel Moffett, who also had a high view of Scripture.
70

 We 

have already seen that the leaders trained informally through the Bible classes received a 

bibliocentric education; the seven graduates from the Presbyterian Theological Seminary in 

Pyongyang also received this education, though at a more intense level.
71

 The members of the 

church themselves, having been taught by native and foreign ministers of this persuasion, earned 

themselves a reputation for their adherence and love for the Word. As a testimony of this, the 

1909 book Historical Sketch reports, 

  

The zeal of Korean Christians for Bible study is astonishing. The Sunday morning service 

is usually devoted to it, and every Christian is present. Other classes for men and women 

of the city are held at stated times, with hundreds in attendance. Every January a class is 

held for country men only. Last year there were 900 present, coming from long distances 

at their own expense, and when the allotted time had expired, fifty men insisted on 

staying two weeks longer for further instruction. The classes for country women are 

almost as largely attended. In addition to the work in the city, missionaries conduct such 

classes in central places throughout the circuits.
72

 

 

Looking back 82 years later, Park agrees, writing that Korea “has the distinction of being a 

Bible-centered Church to a degree that can scarcely be found in any other part of the world.” 
73

 

Herbert Blair summarized well the bibliocentrism of the whole Korean church from its early day 

when he wrote in 1934, “Bible study has been magnified in the Korean Church. The Bible has 
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been ever at the side of leaders and followers alike. The Bible has been a passion with many 

pastors and teachers.”
74

 

 

 From the foundation laid by pioneering Protestant missionaries in the early 19
th

 century 

through the first three years of the PCK, the Bible has had a prominent place in the life and work 

of the Koreans and those ministering the Gospel to them; it provided the foundation for the 

church and became its core. Those who engaged in the missions work and later commentators 

are agreed that the Bible had a unique and central role in the emergence and life of the PCK. We 

have seen this in the work of the pioneering Protestant missionaries, who laid the foundation for 

the church with the propagation of Scripture; in the later Presbyterian missionaries, who 

endeavoured to make the Word of God known to the Korean people; and in the church that 

quickly emerged from these endeavours. In the founding and life of the PCK, Paul’s words in 

Romans 10:17 are clearly evidenced:  “faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word 

of Christ.” Though only God knows the extent of the Scriptures contribution to the growth and 

endurance of this church, its influence is indubitably imprinted on the history of the Presbyterian 

mission and the native church that resulted.  
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