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This paper was written with the intention of being delivered in open lodge, with part of it delivered after opening in the Second 

Degree, and part after opening in the Third Degree. Those who have not yet taken these degrees who do not wish to spoil their 

masonic journey should refrain from reading on.



The Furniture of the Lodge 
(Opening in all three degrees) 

 

 

In the lecture which explains the first tracing board we find that the interior of the lodge is 

composed of ornaments, furniture and jewels. The part that describes the furniture is as 

follows:- 

 

 

‘...the furniture of the lodge consists of the volume of the sacred law, the square and the 

compasses. The sacred writings are to rule and govern our faith and on them we obligate 

our candidates for freemasonry, so are the square and compasses when united to regulate 

our lives and actions. The sacred writings are derived from God to man in general 

because the almighty has been pleased to reveal more if his divine will in that holy book 

than he has by any other means. The compasses belong to the Grand Master in particular 

because being the instrument chiefly made use of in the formation of all architectural 

plans and designs, they are appropriated to the Grand Master as emblems of his dignity, 

he being the chief head and ruler of the craft and the members of the craft, being obligated 

within the square are consequently bound to act thereon’. 

 

 

In examining the furniture of the lodge we must first look at each part separately. The 

volume of the sacred law or the first of the three great lights of freemasonry is not of 

necessity the holy bible. It may be the Pentateuch or the first five books of the Old 

Testament, it may be the Koran or it may be the sacred writings of some particular region, 

culture or religion. The one thing common to all lodges is that the sacred writings affirm 

for its members a belief in a divine and Supreme Being. 

 

But let us consider the Volume of the Sacred Law as we see it in our lodge. It must, of 

necessity, be the holy bible and it must be the King James Version and no other. If a 

different  VSL  is used  for  a  particular  candidate  it  must be  placed  on  the south side 

of the bible. Not on top, in front of, or at any other position. In places like Singapore there 

can be as many as seven different sacred writings. 

 

No mason needs to be told the place of honour which the bible has in freemasonry. It is the 

great light of the lodge, the centre, the source and symbol of the truth that freemasonry is 

trying to teach. Upon the altar, supporting the square and compasses, it shines, at one a 

kindly light to lead and a holy law to command. No lodge can transact its business; much 

less initiate a candidate into its mysteries, unless the bible is open upon its altar. 

 

Whilst masonry is not a religion, in the sense that it is one religion among many, it is none 

the less religious in its spirit and purpose: not simply a code of ethics, but a system of 

moral mysticism. Its teaching transfigured by the truth which lies behind all the sects and 

religions and yet it is peculiar to none. It seeks to develop moral and spiritual life, to purify 

thought, to refine and exalt character. In short, to build men and make them brothers and 

builders; and to that end it takes the bible as its guide, prophet and friend. 



The history of the bible in the life and symbolism of freemasonry is a very interesting 

story. If we go back towards the middle ages, masonry was not only Christian but a 

distinctly Roman Catholic institution, for then our brethren were Christians toiling in the 

service of the church, the Catholic Church, at that time being the only one apart from a 

few heroic sects which were considered heretical. The masons guilds of the time were 

intensely religious, each having its own patron saint and each its own festival days. 

 

The oldest document of the craft, the Halliwell manuscript, dated 1390, is not only 

Christian but definitely Roman Catholic. Halliwell, its discoverer, maintained that it was 

written by a priest, opening as it does with an invocation to the trinity and the Virgin Mary 

and even includes the proper way to celebrate mass, and all this was in order to instruct 

members of the masonic craft in religious practice. 

 

It  must  be remembered  that  in  those  days  as  well  as  in the same church today – it 

was the church and not the bible that  was  the supreme authority in matters of religion and 

in the main freemasons were loyal churchmen throughout the cathedral building period. 

 

With the advent of the reformation the whole situation changed. For a large section of the 

church the sceptre of religious authority passed from the church to the bible and this fact is 

also reflected in the history of freemasonry. 

 

But whilst masonry is protestant in spirit and principle it remained predominantly 

Christian and continued so until a much later date. 

 

Naturally in the lodge, as in the protestant church, the bible became supreme although it 

did not become known as the great light until the so-called revival in 1717 and it did not 

exist as the great light for a very long time. In 1760 it became known as one of the three 

great lights of freemasonry. 

 

Freemasonry, to put it simply and plainly, rests upon the faith  which  finds  its  deepest, 

clearest,  sanest utterance in  the  bible – faith  in God, the master builder of the universe  

and  the  father of humanity, by whose grace we live and in whose  wise  will  is our peace 

and hope. Men do not believe in God because they have proved him; they are always 

trying to prove him because they cannot help believing in him.  

 

The bible does not argue; it opens the window and lets in the light.   

 

(The lodge is then opened in the second degree) 

 

In referring to the square we have one of the most important and significant symbols in 

freemasonry. It is represented in the lodges in a number of different ways. It is, first and 

foremost, one of the three great lights of freemasonry. It is one of the working tools of the 

second degree and is also one of the movable jewels of the lodge. It is virtually the first 

thing the candidate sees when he is restored to the blessing of material light because it is 

worn by the master as an emblem of his office. 

 



But the square is, as far as freemasonry is concerned, of great antiquity. In  1830  an 

architect  while  building a bridge  in  limerick  in Ireland, found under the foundations a  

brass  square  on  which  was  engraved  the  following description: 

 

‘I will strive to live with love and care, upon the level – by the square’ – and the date 1517. 

 

We can, however go back much further. In 1500 BC a drawing made at Thebes clearly 

illustrates a carpenter’s square. In Chinese writings from the 24th to the 7th BC we find 

references to the square and level as emblems of moral integrity. Confucius in 500 BC 

refers to transgressing the limits of the square and compasses, the level and marking line 

figuratively to their lives, if they would walk in the straight and even paths of virtue. 

Aristotle and Shakespeare also refer to the moral aspects of the square. 

 

Although the square is of very simple design it is the only design that is not fashioned by 

nature. It is fashioned only by men and from this simple design comes all other 

geometrical designs. 

 

The square, however, is applied in freemasonry in a number of different ways. Firstly it is, 

or was, used by the operative masons to bring rude matter into due form and secondly as a 

vehicle of moral instruction as explained in the lecture on the working tools of a 

Fellowcraft freemason. It is also the implement on which a candidate is permitted to enter 

a Fellowcraft lodge and the implement by which the junior warden must prove himself 

before the lodge is opened in the 2nd degree
.
 

 

The square is the only instrument which can be deemed universal. A square is always 

right—angled and consequently every object be it stone, wood, iron, brick or any other 

material when tried by the square, will fit with  its  fellow  which has  already  being  tried  

and brought  to  perfection  by  the same instrument. Hence every mason, tried by the 

square, will be able to take his place in the great brotherhood composed of other men who 

have also being perfected by the same instrument. 

 

(Lodge is then opened in the 3rd degree) 

 

The third part of the furniture of the lodge is also the third great light in masonry and, like 

the square, has its own distinctive uses. Apart from being the jewel worn by the Grand 

Master it is also a working tool of the 3rd degree. 

 

The compasses have a highly special significance and one that has been recognised for 

many thousands of years and to which freemasons attach the greatest importance. 

 

In  an  Anglo-Saxon  manuscript  dated  about the year 1000 is a picture of the deity 

holding in one hand a pair of compasses and in the other a set of scales, both of them being  

symbols  of  the  creation  of  the  world. 

 

In 1790, William Blake painted his famous picture ‘The Ancient of Days’, a painting 

which depicts the deity circumscribing the limits of the universe. 

 



A verse from Milton’s ‘paradise lost’ shows God as the Supreme Geometer and is referred 

to here: 

 

      “then stayed the fervid wheels, and in his hand 

       he took the golden compasses prepared 

       in God’s eternal store to circumscribe 

       this universe and all created things. 

       one foot he centred, and the other turned 

       round through the vast profundity obscure, 

       and said ‘thus far extend, thus far thy bounds, 

       this be thy just circumference, o world!’ ” 

 

But the compasses, as applied to freemasonry, are rarely seen except in combination with 

the square and in this respect they have a special significance. The Chinese, many   BC, 

used this emblem to suggest order, regularity and propriety and it is this emblem which 

today is most closely related to freemasonry. The square and compasses, when united are 

not only to regulate our lives and actions but admonishes us to square our actions and to 

keep them within due bounds. This emblem is the jewel which is worn also by the Deputy 

Grand Master and Assistant Grand Masters both present and past. 

 

It was quite common in the 17th and 18th centuries to find this emblem in connection with 

trade announcements and on trade cards in order to influence business but this practice 

was eventually stopped by the Grand Lodge of England. There is also a record of an 

extraordinary court case in America when an appeal by a flour manufacturer to use it as a 

trademark was defeated on the basis that it was considered a masonic emblem. 

 

Finally  brethren, when we contemplate the furniture of the  lodge we are aware of  two 

things; firstly, the masonic emblem and secondly the volume of the sacred law; the one 

reminding us of our duty to our craft, ourselves and our brethren, the other reminding us of 

our duty to God. 

 

Milford Eyres, Grand Chaplain 

November 1985 (updated July 2008)       

 

 


