
Just along the coast from Edinburgh by the Firth of Forth, is the village

of Prestonpans. It was here in September 1745 that the forces of the

English Parliament suffered a serious defeat at the hands of the forces

of Bonny Prince Charlie. A senior officer in command of the English troops

was killed in that battle—his name was Colonel James Gardiner.

Gardiner was born in 1688, the year that King William arrived from

Holland to take the throne of England. Gardiner’s father died fighting for

the king in Germany and, though his mother was a fine Christian, James

grew up to be wild and reckless. He fought his first duel at the age of eight,

for which he bore a scar for life, and at fourteen was an ensign in a Scottish

regiment fighting in Holland. Five years later he was present at the Battle of

Ramilles in the War of the Spanish Succession. It is said that in combat he

fought like a man possessed and in this battle Gardiner rushed forward

with the colours, uttering oaths and curses that made his comrades wince.

A musket ball entered his mouth and came out of his neck within an inch of

his vertebrae. He lay on the field all night and only by a miracle he survived.

From the age of nineteen to thirty Gardiner was, in his own words, ‘wild,

thoughtless and wretched.’ Eventually he was assigned to diplomatic

service, and in the French court he was known as ‘a happy rake’. But he was

not happy and claimed that at times he even envied a dog.

In July 1719, at the age of thirty-two, Gardiner had spent a Sunday

evening in cheap entertainment, and planned a midnight meeting with a

married woman. At 11 o’clock he was waiting for his liaison and idly turned

the pages of The Christian Soldier or Heaven Taken by Storm by the

Puritan Thomas Watson. Suddenly he saw a blaze of light and had a vision

of the cross; he heard the words: ‘O sinner! Did I suffer this for thee, and are

these the returns?’

For three months Gardiner was under a terrible conviction of sin,

knowing himself to be worthy of hell and seeing himself as a monster in the

light of Calvary. Then, one day in October 1719, James Gardiner read, in

the King James Authorized Version, the words of the apostle Paul in

Romans 3:25–26 explaining the significance of the death of Christ:

‘Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his

blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that are past,

through the forbearance of God; to declare, I say, at this time his

Introduction

The Divine Substitute  7

Divine Substitute v. 5 footnotes.qxp  18/10/07  11:34  Page 7



righteousness: that he might be just, and the justifier of him which believeth

in Jesus.’

Immediately his life was transformed. Gardiner became an excellent

officer and would spend two hours with God every morning, however early

the army had to be on the move. By June 1743 he was in command of a

regiment of dragoons and wrote home to his wife: ‘Let me die wherever it

shall please God, or whenever it shall be. I am sure I shall go to the

mansions of eternal glory and enjoy my God and my Redeemer in heaven

for ever.’ That day came on Saturday 21 September 1745 on the field of the

disastrous defeat of the English at Prestonpans.1

What was so powerful about those verses that they transformed the life

of this tough soldier? What is it about these verses that has proved a source

of such confidence and comfort to generations of Christians before and

after? The view of Christ’s death found in that passage in Romans 3 is the

particular focus of this book, considered from both biblical and historical

perspectives.
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1 Philip Doddridge, The Life of Colonel James Gardiner (Allman and Sons, n.d.).
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