PRESBYTERY OF NORTHERN CALIFORNIA 2009 ANIMUS IMPONENTIS CONFERENCE
Dr. John Fesko- Lecture 2   SYSTEM SUBSCRIPTION
It is a privilege and an honor to be here with you this evening to be able to bring a lecture that has been titled “System Subscription.”  And, that is of course basically the way in which officers of the church  - the elders and the ministers – subscribe to the confession of faith and the catechisms of our denomination.  

I want to begin with a famous quote from Shakespeare:  “What is in a name?  A rose by any other name is still a rose.”  Well, often system subscription, I think, has been associated with liberalism.  It has been called “loose subscription” or “good faith subscription” or a number of other different types of names that have tried to in some way contrast it with what might be called “strict subscription” or “full subscription.”  And, in fact, I think that a number of things that I have read over the years have shown that some people are of the opinion that system subscription inevitably leads to some form of liberalism or doctrinal demise in a number of different church settings throughout the history at least of the Presbyterian church.  But, what I want us to understand, at least as it pertains to confession subscription in general, is that I think it is no one particular form of subscription that might necessarily lead to doctrinal demise in the church, but ultimately it is simply unbelief – unbelief coupled with deceit.  You could make subscription as tight and as high and as rigorous as you want and all it takes is a person just has to lie.  I think oftentimes in our own setting we don’t appreciate that enough because we often take for granted the idea that we can trust the men sitting next to us in presbytery, but one of the things that I think that we can all see in liberalism is that liberals typically don’t have any problem lying or changing meanings of words.  Nevertheless, with that brief comment aside, what I want us to do is I want us to see this evening in this lecture that old school subscription, old school confession subscription is ultimately system subscription; in other words, if we look at this evening the views of Hodge, of Warfield, of Machen, of Murray, of Thornwell and others, we will find that what they held to and what indeed the OPC has historically held to is what is now called, at least here, system subscription.  And, so, what I want us to do is we will explore this thesis briefly by just looking very quickly at the history of confession subscription.  And, so, we will look at strict or full subscription, system subscription, and contrast the two.  That is the first thing that we want to do – briefly cover the history of confession subscription.

Secondly is we also want to take into account theory and practice.  Oftentimes in this discussion what happens is that people ill look at, say, the statements of Hodge or the statements of Warfield or Murray on the nature of confession subscription, the way in which the officer adopts the confession of faith and the catechisms as his own, but what is not done is that those statements that they have written about confession subscription are then not compared with what they actually do in practice.  In other words, it’s one thing to subscribe to the confession and to describe how that’s done, but then on the other hand, what do they do in practice?  I think a parallel example that we could draw from this is that it’s often assumed that Calvin is a one book man.  And, everybody looks at Calvin’s Institutes and thinks that is the definitive statement of Calvin’s theology. And, in one sense it certainly is, but one of the things in Calvin’s studies that they tell you is that not only do you have to explore the institutes, but you also have to see if it’s a particular passage, let’s say  he’s quoting Galatians, well then you want to look at his Galatians commentary.  Not only do you want to look at his Galatians commentary, but then you want to look at his sermons on Galatians to see how it is that he holds one particular view, not just in the institutes, but how it works out in his commentaries, how it works out in his sermons, and then you’d even want to explore other things such as his letters, and does he ever quote that passage of Scripture in his letters.  So, in this sense if we look not only at the theory of system subscription but also how it works out in practice, hopefully by seeing theory and practice together, we can get a full orb picture of how this works in terms of system subscription.  

And, then, of course we will look and see how this all relates to the animus imponentis.  When I heard how many people were going to be in attendance tonight, I thought – Wow!  Maybe it’s the Latin title that drew everybody and maybe we should return to preaching in Latin because maybe that would just really, you know, burst our churches at the seams.  Nevertheless – we will look at a brief history of confession subscription, then confession subscription in theory and practice and then third, of course, the animus imponentis.

Now, historically, the reformed church has observed two basic approaches to confession subscription, and I will try to keep the Latin to a minimum.  The first is what is known as quia subscription, which can be translated simply by the word “because.”  So that what would happen is that a church would write a confession of faith and the minister would say we subscribe to this confession because we believe it is biblical. Because we believe it is Biblical.  In other words, we think that this is an absolutely faithful exposition of the doctrines that are found in the Scriptures – quia – or because.  The Scottish General Assembly, for example, in 1647 required all ministers to subscribe to the Westminster Standards without qualification.  In other words, you took the entire Westminster Standards as a whole – no qualification, no exceptions – and that is what the Scottish General Assembly required in 1647.  So, you have that one view on the one side here:  quia or because it is Biblical.  

On the other hand, on the other side of the spectrum, you have another term that is called quatentus,  which can be translated as insofar as.  So, in other words, you had one group saying  we subscribe to the confession because we believe it is Biblical, on the other side of the spectrum you have another group saying no, we will only subscribe to a confession only insofar as it is Biblical.  So, in other words you have, if you will, for lack of a better description, you have the right and left wings, which I guess I should say the right and left wings, right?  Okay.  And, in fact, in the Dutch Reform Church, which had a quatentus  view or an insofar as view, it led ultimately to a denominational split because a number of ministers said well, you can make somewhat doctrinal Swiss cheese out of this if you can just kind of opt out of whatever phrases and statements you want in a particular confession.    So, given these two approaches, it seems that there is either an all or nothing proposition.  I mean, you either take it all or you get to pick and choose – maybe a salad bar view, if you will.  But, yet, it was told school Presbyterianism that offered a middle ground, something in-between all the way and something in-between just picking and choosing.  It was Samuel Miller in 1833 who asked the following question:  he said, how is this public subscription or assent to the confession of faith to be understood?  It is to be considered as precluding all variety of opinion whatsoever, as to the mode of explaining the doctrines of the confession?  Is it the design of the subscription to secure entire and perfect uniformity in the manner of construing every minute article as to censure and exclude every possible diversity of exposition on any point?  To expect such perfect uniformity among 2,000 ministers of the gospel is a chimera.  It never was or can be realized and to attempt to enforce such a principle would be worse than useless.  So, notice what Samuel Miller is saying – if I can maybe condense it into a popular analogy or popular saying that I’ve heard of Presbyterianism when I was looking from the Baptist world into the Presbyterian world, when I was in seminary I heard this.  You get three Presbyterians in a room and you get four opinions – right?  And, that perhaps goes to the bottom of what Samuel Miller is observing here.  He says “to expect absolute perfect uniformity among 2,000 ministers (obviously a few more than we have in the OPC, but nevertheless) is impossible.”  There has got to be some diversity of opinion. There have got to be some exceptions where a minister will say, well, that’s not quite the way that I would want to say that or that, perhaps, is not something at all that I agree with.  So, in other words, virtually all American Presbyterians have acknowledged that candidates or that ministers and elders will take some exception to the standards.  Some exception.  And, so it was Charles Hodge who argued essentially for what is I think a mediating position between full subscription or because it is Biblical and the quantentus or only insofar as.  In other words, all or pick and choose.  Hodge says that the “confession may contain many propositions by way of argument or inference or which lie entirely outside the system and which may be omitted and yet leave the system in its integrity.”  So he says here essentially that here is the system – which we will get to this in a minute – but just at least for now understand that the system is not some sort of boiled down set of truths, it is not trying to reduce it to some sort of evangelical basic belief or some sort of core Calvinistic belief.  Rather, the system is the entirety of the standards – the confession and the catechisms.  And, Hodge says that there are some things that you can pull out of the system that will still leave the system intact.  Now, maybe this is just me and the simplicity of my thinking, but anybody ever play Jenga?  You’ve got the big, huge tower of wood blocks and you have it stacked up there and everybody takes a turn and what you have to try to do is see if you can wiggle out a little block without having the tower collapse.  So, what Hodge is saying here, and I guess maybe this is not the best analogy – I don’t know – my wife is always telling me that my analogies are sometimes a bit heavy on the cheese, if you will, you know.  That’s at least putting it kindly.  My wife is my toughest critic, right?  Which is good- which is good.  And, she always does it, you know, in the confines of our home – praise God.  Nevertheless, what Hodge is saying here is he’s saying you can do a theological Jenga, if you will, with the confession.  There are some statements, some ideas in there that you can pull out and the tower stays up and it doesn’t fall.  But, then, there are, of course, other pieces of the tower that if you pull it out the whole thing is going to come crumbling down.  All right?  So then, Hodge answered the question which obviously comes up.  You say, well wait a minute, doesn’t this mean that the system is some sort of nebulous kind of body of doctrine that nobody really understands what it is?  And he says, essentially, of course not!   Now, this maybe certainly said something to the doctrinal knowledge of his own day, but he said, you  know, he says ask anybody what the Calvinistic system of doctrine is – whether you submit that question to 100 Romanists, to 100 Lutherans, or to 100 members of the Church of England or to 100 skeptics.  He says they could all tell you what the Calvinistic system of doctrine is.  In one sense, you certainly see this in some of the literature of the day. You read Moby Dick, for example, and there are references to Augustine, there are references to Calvinism, and those types of things in there.  But, the point is this:  He says that it is no secret as to what the reformed system of doctrine is – at least historically speaking.  So, Hodge goes on to say this – he says the principle that the adoption of the confession of faith implies the adoption of all the propositions contained therein is not only contrary to the plain historical meaning of the words which the candidate is required to use, and to the mind of the church in imposing a profession of faith, but the principle is impracticable.  It cannot be carried out without working the certain and immediate ruin of the church.  So, notice here what Hodge is saying, and this is key because I think that this will come up over the course of the weekend – and it is this:  That what Hodge is saying is that it’s not merely differing with the wording; in other words, he’s not just saying this is not merely something of semantics, but rather you can differ, according to Hodge, with propositions, entire propositions in the Westminster Standards.  And, he says, you have to allow for candidates or for ministers to differ even with propositions – in other words, make substantive exceptions or take substantive exceptions to the confession, he says because apart from doing so would lead the church to ruin.  Those are his words, his words.  Okay, well, if that’s what we see in theory, in other words if we have here full subscription on the one side where you basically have to adopt every single word, or on the other hand you have only insofar as which is kind of a pick and choose, if you will, instead in the middle you have old school Presbyterianism, especially coming there from Hodge and as we’ll see later on Warfield and Murray and Machen, they say no, there is a middle way. There is a third way that doesn’t require every single proposition, but on the other hand it doesn’t turn the standards into pick and choose whatever it is that you like.  So, how is it that we can see this?  Well, if that is the brief history of it, and observing here the third way from old school Presbyterianism, well, then what does this look like in terms of its practice?  If this is the theory, what does it look like in practice?

Well, Hodge – this is one of Hodge’s illustrations that he says here – and he says here, “our confession teaches the doctrine of original sin.  The doctrine is essential to the reformed or Calvinistic system.”  So, in terms of our Jenga tower, you pull this one out and the whole tower comes down.  “Any man who denies that doctrine thereby rejects the system taught in our confession and cannot with a good conscience say that he adopts it.  Original sin, however, is one thing.  The way in which it is accounted for is another.  Realists admit the doctrine, but unsatisfied with the principle of representative responsibility assume that humanity as a generic life acted and sinned in Adam and therefore that this sin is the act with its demerit and consequences of every man in whom that generic life is individualized.”  He says okay, here is the one position – realists – in a nutshell what that position is is that all of mankind was seminally present in Adam.  That is what Augustine taught.  It is otherwise known as mediate imputation:  That we sin because in some sense we are with Adam in the garden.  He says “others, accepting neither of these solutions, assert the fact of original sin; i.e. the sinfulness and condemnation of man at birth is to be accounted for in the general law of propagation.  Like begets like.”  Okay, so what he says is there’s another group that says, well, no the reason that we’re sinful is because we propagate sinfully – a sinful human being will propagate another sinful human being.  “Adam became sinful and hence all of his posterity are born in a state of sin or with a sinful nature.  Although these views are not equally scriptural, or equally in harmony with our confession, nevertheless they leave the doctrine intact and do not work a rejection of the system of which it is an essential part.”  So, notice what Hodge is saying.  And, if you remember, you read Hodge’s Systematic Theology, and he didn’t hold to mediate imputation – the idea that like begets like or the idea that we are seminally present in Adam – but rather he holds to immediate imputation – that Adam was our federal representative and that Adam’s sin was imputed to us, accredited to us.  So, notice what Hodge is saying here in terms of the theory and practice.  Remember, in his statement he said that a person could take exception with propositions.  Now, the Westminster Confession teaches both mediate and immediate imputation.  It says “Adam, being the root of all mankind, with this same act being imputed to his progeny.”  And, so, what he is saying is that somebody could say no, I don’t hold to immediate imputation.  I hold to mediate imputation – WGT Shedd, for example.  And, he says, the fact is that that still accounts for original sin.  Now, notice, this isn’t a semantic difference in doctrine.  That is a substantive doctrine to say, no, I hold to mediate imputation or I hold to immediate imputation.  So, in this sense, using Hodge’s explanation here as well as what he said in terms of the theory of subscribing to the confession of faith, a candidate can take issue with a proposition and even reject the proposition so long as it doesn’t harm the integrity of the system.  And, so, then, Hodge goes on to give several other examples.  He says “there are many propositions contained in the Westminster Confession which do not belong to the integrity of the Augustinian or reformed system.  A man may be a true Augustinian or Calvinist and not believe that the pope is the antichrist predicted by St. Paul or that the eighteenth chapter of Leviticus is still binding.”  Now, obviously, that’s in reference to the original 1647 edition, as it was adopted by American Presbyterians in 1789, they kind of erased that one regarding the pope as the antichrist, which Alan alluded to and mentioned in his lecture.  So, notice we have these elements here in terms of how Hodge gives these explanations.  This is just an example.

Now, what about Hodge’s actual practice himself?  In this particular case, it’s helpful to look at what Charles Hodge, Warfield and even JH Thornwell held to in particular in respect to the doctrine of creation.  As is well-known, Hodge and Warfield were known as what we would call proponents of theistic evolution.  Now, to be sure, they distinguished between the initial supernatural act of creation so that it was God creating ex nihilo and the subsequent providential evolutionary development of the creation.  So, it began with a divine act of God ex nihilo in creating the heavens and the earth, but then it was later followed by evolutionary providence.  Okay, so in that sense we know that they held those views.  But, what may not be known is that these views were not just advocated by them or even allowed by them.  In the Southern Presbyterian Church, Thornwell is one who in our own day is painted as an adherent to strict subscription.  However, historical evidence shows that his theory and his practice I think were virtually identical in terms of what he allowed to Hodge and Warfield.  So, how can we illustrate this?  Well, let’s take this following example.  Thornwell believed, as is recognized in the debates that Thornwell had with Hodge over the nature of church boards and whether or not the church had authority over these boards, etc – Thornwell believed that all churchly activities, whether inside or outside the church, were supposed to be under the authority of the church – at least in terms that we might understand, no parachurch ministries whatsoever, according to Thornwell.  All under the authority of the church.  So, that is the first fact to keep in mind.  Everything is under the authority of the church if it has to do with the church.  Secondly, Thornwell was editor of both The Southern Quarterly Review and The Southern Presbyterian Review.  He was the editor of these two theological journals.  Now, this is an important thing to keep in mind – Thornwell believed that he would be worthy of censure should he allow the opinions expressed in the journals that he edited to be subversive of any doctrine of the gospel.  Oftentimes, you find the little disclaimer in journals or magazines – “The views represented here are not necessarily the views of the editorial board” – and that is basically saying, you know, hey – if that guy says that, that’s him.  Go after him, not us.  Okay?  But, what Thornwell says is – no, not when it comes to the church.  When it comes to the church, the editors of any theological journal can and should be and must be held accountable for any view that is published under his editorial authority.  So, everything is under the authority of the church, Thornwell edited these two journals, and he himself believed that he was accountable to the church for anything that he published, anything that he believed was subversive to the gospel.  But, what is interesting is that under Thornwell’s oversight there were a number of articles that were published that advocated long geologic periods – the gap theory, for example – the idea that we may have had a day and then there would have been a long gap and then after that long gap, it could have been 10 years, 10,000 years, 10,000,000 years, then you had the second day.  Listen to this quote. This is an article titled “The Six Days of Creation,” it’s from the Southern Quarterly Review, Volume I, Issue I, in 1856.  This is under Thornwell’s editorship. He says “Indeed, we know of no rational way of accounting for the representation on  the 24-hour hypothesis.  But suppose the days to be infinite periods and then the explanation is easy and natural.”  Now, it’s interesting here, you know, that is like a little lightning bolt, if we were to let a lightning bolt go off in the room.  Typically, for example, with the framework view and the days of creation, that has historically been called the framework hypothesis, first set forth as a hypothesis.  Well, here, Thornwell publishes a statement that calls the 24-hour view, the 24-hour hypothesis.  Interesting.  Another statement here- now this one, remember, I am quoting the journal.  This is not me saying this, okay?  I am just the messenger.  All right?  “In the minds of all completely informed persons at the present day, after a long struggle for existence, the literal belief in the Judaical cosmogony it may now be said has died a natural death.”  Well, I know that there would be a lot of men here today who would say I beg to differ.  I would grant the point:  It has not died a natural death.  But, this comes again under Thornwell’s editorship, to which he could be held accountable for publishing any views subversive t the doctrines of the gospel.  

Now, in case, just in case we might think well, you know what, maybe Thornwell was just trying to scrape up whatever pieces he could get.  I mean, sometimes when you’re the editor, you’re like “boy, I’ve got a lot of space here, I need to fill it with something.”  Right?  Well, listen to what Thornwell says.  He says:  “I have a drawer full of essays which the kindness of friends has sent to me, but which no blindness of friendship can induce me to accept.  The necessity of giving pain to others and to persons whom I highly esteem is itself a great pain to me.”  So, beloved, it’s not that Thornwell was just trying to scrape together whatever he could find, but he specifically selected these essays as he thought that they were good scholarship.  He thought that they were fine.  And, moreover, he did not believe them to be destructive to the doctrines of the gospel.  Now, this is an important last point to note regarding Thornwell.  Unfortunately, a lot of this history is lost.  Why is it lost?  Well, in the published versions of Thornwell’s letters, and unfortunately I think Banner of Truth does this a lot with some of the historical stuff.  Banner of Truth will sand off the rough edges.  And, so, you look at Thornwell’s letters and you can find him, for example, in one spot talking about essays that have been submitted to the journal and then you see “******” and I searched that volume backwards and forwards trying to find out what do those asterisks mean?  I see them everywhere, but yet there is no editorial explanation.  Well, it wasn’t until I got a copy of the original letter from the Duke University archives, written in Thornwell’s own hand, that I thought, that’s what those asterisks are!  The editor has erased sections of his letters.  They have taken out portions of the letters and left them unpublished.  Now, ultimately we don’t know why.  I don’t know if they are Benjamin Palmer’s editorial elisions or if they are Banner of Truth’s editorial elisions, but nevertheless we have to recognize that sometimes in these published collections we have to ask, has this letter in any way been edited and in particular any references that I could find that were to say Thornwell publishing these essays or allowing these essays to be published were removed.  Which, then, when we pick them up and we are studying these things for ourselves and trying to figure out what did Thornwell believe about these things, we look and we say, well, there doesn’t seem to be any evidence here of Thornwell doing any such thing – until you go back and you look at the originals.  So, that is an important point to keep in mind.  But, notice here, you have Hodge, you have Warfield (which we’ll address in a minute) and you have Thornwell, perhaps not sharing the same views on the days of creation, but certainly either advocating them or allowing those views to be advocated and seeing that those views were in no way inimical to the doctrines of the gospel.  

Well, perhaps if we jump forward a little bit and we look at John Murray.  I think John Murray is esteemed by many if not most OPC ministers and elders as one who is a staunch defender of the reformed faith, as he certainly was.  But, what may not be known is that John Murray published a well-known list of exceptions that he took or that he believed that there problems, minor issues here and there, to the Westminster Standards.  Now, what is interesting here is that when I did some research on this I contacted his presbytery and there is absolutely no record of him ever taking any exceptions for his ordination.  The only exception that is on record for him taking is on exclusive psalmody.  So, what I am about to list you here is nothing that was ever brought before his presbytery.  Now, he says this concerning the shorter catechism:  “The catechism is the finest document produced by the Westminster Assembly and it is the most perfect document of its kind in the history of the church.”  Terrific.  Then, he goes on to write “its definition of effectual calling, however, is distinctly defective and not in accord with scriptural teaching.”  Okay?  Covenant of works – everyone knows that Murray rejected the term “covenant of works.”  He says “the term ‘covenant of works’ to designate the Adamic administration is not an accurate designation.  If the term ‘covenant’ is used the designation in the shorter catechism ‘covenant of life’ is preferable.”  Now, he certainly says I prefer “covenant of life” but if you read that chapter in Volume II of his collected works, where he talks about the Adamic administration, we will see that he says no, there wasn’t a covenant there.  So, in this sense, I have been told well, this was just a semantic exception.  I want to say – no, it doesn’t seem to be a semantic exception, it seems to be a substantive exception.  Either there is or there is not a covenant between Adam and God, and Murray takes the position, no, there was not a covenant.  So, he calls it the Adamic Administration.  Testament. Testament.  What about that one?  He says this, “it is said that the covenant of grace is frequently set forth in the Scripture by the name of a testament.  The term frequently reflects the position taken by the divines in interpreting the terms for the covenant, but it is very questionable if more than Hebrews 9:16 and 17 could be cited in support of the proposition concerned and so frequently is scarcely warranted.”  He says, basically, you can’t say it is frequently referred to as a testament and maybe only one place, at that – maybe.  But, he says the term frequently is scarcely warranted.  In terms of the doctrine of the church, he says “The confession states its doctrine of the church in terms of the distinction ‘visible and invisible church’ (chapter 25).  While the distinction between visibility and invisibility will have to be maintained, yet the distinction is that of the aspect from which the church is to be viewed.  For that reason, as well as others, biblical study will scarcely warrant the definition: ‘The visible church consists of all those throughout the world that profess the true religion.’  The church as visible may not be defined in terms of a mere profession.”  So here, he thought that the definition of the visible church in the Westminster Confession 25-2 was scarcely warranted by the Scriptures.  In terms of the doctrine of providence, “oversight and inadequate statement” is what he calls it.  “Providence is properly stated to be all inclusive, but when we read that by the same providence he ordered them all things to fall out according to the nature of second causes, either necessarily, freely or contingently, there is surely a slip here.  Not all things come to pass by operation of second causes. And, this is clearly stated in the next section where we read that God is free to work without means at his pleasure.”  Original sin:  “An important omission occurs when with reference to our first parents and their sin the confession says ‘they being the root of all mankind, the guilt of this sin was imputed.’  Something else is needed to ground the imputation of Adam’s sin to posterity, namely the representative headship of Adam.  This is an oversight.”  So, here Murray has these things, and there are others that he brings up in this essay.  

Now, don’t get me wrong.  We shouldn’t think that Murray is just simply taking and slicing and dicing the confessional standards of the church.  He’s not.  He says this, and listen to this and notice how much this coheres with what Hodge said and what we will later hear from Warfield, as well.  He says “it is with something of an apology that attention is drawn to these blemishes.”  So, notice Murray’s intention, he is saying I’m not here trying to, you know, turn this, make fun of the document or somehow dishonor it.  He says, but they serve to point up and confirm the observation made earlier that any amendment necessary does not affect the system of truth set forth in the confession, and they remind us of the imperfection that must attach itself to human composition so that we may never place human documents or pronouncements on par with the one supreme standard of our faith.  I think Murray’s point is exactly the same as Hodge.  We have to allow for exceptions to be taken, even to propositions of the standards.  He says, if we don’t, well, then, what we potentially are doing is elevating the confession to the same level as the Scriptures.  And, so, he says it reminds us that the confession is imperfect and can always use tweaking, or we need to have the space, if you will, the theological, the intellectual an the space for conscience for ministers to say, well, I take exception with this wording, or I take exception with this proposition and then, of course, it’s up to the presbyteries and even the denomination to decide whether or not the said exception or the said scruple, whatever it might be, somehow collapses the system of doctrine.  

If I were to summarize all of this, I think the words of BB Warfield do us well. He says this:  “Over-strictness demands and begets laxity in performance while a truly liberal but conservative formula binds all essentially sound men together against laxity.  In pleading for a liberal formula, therefore, we wish it distinctly understood that we do not plead either for a lax formula or much less for a lax administration of any formula within which an essential dishonesty lurks.”  So, I think he basically says if you’re over-strict we will get lazy, because all you have to say is do you agree with everything?  Yeah.  Okay, we’re done.  No more questions.  But, on the other hand, he says we don’t want to be lax either in our view of how we subscribe to it or lax in our administration of it, but rather again, it’s here in the middle where we have to exercise wisdom and judgment as we examine each candidate for ministry.  

So, I think we can summarize system subscription in the following points.


First of all, the Westminster Standards contain the system of doctrines taught in the Scriptures.  It is not a subset of the Standards, it’s not boiling the system down to some sort of basic evangelical truths.  Rather, it is the whole.


Secondly, ministers and candidates may take exception to propositions within the system so long as the system remains intact.  In other words, Hodge’s example, original sin must be affirmed and it cannot be denied without destroying the system, but a minister can take exception regarding mediate or immediate imputation and still affirm the system.  


Third, what we have to recognize is that there are some points in the system that might not impinge upon a person’s salvation, but still collapse the system.  For example, a minister who does not affirm infant baptism can still be saved, or at least a person wanting to be a minister can still be saved and say, I think infant baptism is incorrect.  But, to deny infant baptism compromises the system vis-à-vis subscribing to it as a minister.  So, in other words, a presbytery can say, I’m sorry, your denial of infant baptism collapses the system.  You pull that out and it all crumbles down.  

So, in this sense, if we keep those points in mind – first of all that the system is the entire standards; second of all, ministers can take exceptions of propositions within the system so long as it remains intact; third, just because it may not be pertinent to matters pertaining to one’s salvation doesn’t necessarily mean it does not collapse the system. 

But, then, fourth ultimately, system subscription, and this is the point I’ve been trying to make throughout, is that it is the middle ground between quia – because we believe it is Biblical – versus quatentus – insofar as we are going to get to pick and choose whatever we want.  

Now, there is a lingering question that usually arises. Namely, how do presbyteries determine when an exception is allowable.  Does not system subscription turn the standards into theological Swiss cheese?    Well, this is where the Latin rears its ugly head and we come to the animus imponentis.  And, I feel as though this in many senses is just review, because I think Professor Strange covered this in great detail, so I won’t belabor the point.  But, nevertheless, listen to how Charles Hodge explains the animus imponentis.  He says, “the two principles which by the common consent of all honest men determine the interpretation of oaths and professions of faith are first the plain historical meaning of the words and secondly the animus imponentis, that is the intention of the party imposing the oath or requiring the profession.”  So, notice those two points: The historical meaning and then what does the party imposing the oath mean by it?

Alan addressed those in great detail, but keep this in mind.  Remember: Everybody has an animus imponentis.  Everybody does. It’s not that some people do and some people don’t.  Everybody has a way of understanding how the confession is to be adopted.  Everybody has an understanding of how it is to be subscribed to.  Because if you don’t have a view, well, then, chances are you’re probably not going to be in the Presbyterian church, I would suspect.  So, everybody has an opinion on it. They may not call it by the label animus imponentis, but everybody holds onto a view.  

And, so, what this means, as Alan explained, is that in any section of the standards, the church must  take into account what the proposition has historically meant- whether biblically in the early church, in the immediate seventeenth century context in terms of when the confession was written, or in terms of how has the OPC understood that particular proposition or that particular section.  For example, concerning the early debates over premillennialism or the understanding of the OPC regarding the lengths of the days of creation.  Now, I know John  Muether will address this at length tomorrow, but briefly question 88 of the larger catechism clearly precludes premillennialism, but the OPC allows the view.  The OPC has never demanded that anyone holding to something other than a 6-24 hour view take an exception to the standards.  Another example, theonomy stands in contradiction to Westminster Confession 19-4; yet, the OPC allows the view.  Other smaller areas of common issues where the animus imponentis can be seen in practice, particularly in the OPC, is the use of wine in the Lord’s Supper, as Alan mentioned, exclusive psalmody or for example with Murray’s critique there of the use of the word “frequent” with the word “testament” or even for example many don’t realize this, but in Westminster Confession 19, it talks about “general equity.”  “General equity” is a technical term for natural law.  Here’s something that might surprise us, is that “natural law” and its related term “the light of nature” appear more frequently than the trinity in the Westminster Confession of Faith.  So, that is something that – we may not realize it –but the confession teaches natural law.  It teaches a form of natural theology, something that perhaps in present day may not be all that advocated, especially in the wake of Professor Van Til  and Vantillianism in general.  

So, those are just some of the areas that we can see where there is a diversity of views on a number of particular subjects.  


But, what we also have to keep in mind is that all presbyters and presbyteries have the obligation to take into account both of these elements; the element that Hodge raised, that is the original historical intent, as well as the historic understanding of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.  For a presbytery, for example, to act in isolation from the rest of the denomination, saying “not here” no matter what the rest of the church does, is akin to establishing a denomination within a denomination.  You don’t want that.  I mean, the whole idea of a denomination and adhering to a confession and the Westminster Standards is that we agree on all of this.  As Alan said, it’s a form of unity.  So, whether it’s individuals or presbyteries or what have you, to operate in such a fashion is potentially destructive to the peace and the purity of the church.  Now, if there is a matter where a presbyter or presbytery believes that the OPC’s collective understanding, whether formally or informally, is of a serious nature, then there are, of course, proper channels.  There are overtures to the General Assembly.  There are trials, bringing charges or, of course, there is also peaceable withdrawal.  But, what we have to recognize is this –and this is something that I haven’t mentioned much, but perhaps it’s important that I do mention it here- we have to remember that confession subscription is inherently a churchly matter.  It’s not one of personal preference.  And, it goes hand in hand with our mutual submission to our brothers.  


Now, by way of conclusion, let me just give a quote here from John Murray, as John Murray again, you’ll hear how much this coheres with what Hodge and Warfield have said on the subject.  He says “it seems to the present writer that to demand acceptance of every proposition in so extensive a series of documents would be incompatible with the avowal made in answer to the first question in the Formula of Subscription and comes dangerously close to the error of placing human documents on par with Holy Scripture.  Furthermore, the commitment of oneself to every proposition as the condition of exercising office in the church is hardly consistent with the liberty of judgment on certain points of doctrine, which has been characteristic of the reformed churches.”  So, notice, I once had as I presented similar material in another setting, I had someone come up to me and say, “all you’ve done is you’ve identified weaknesses in otherwise godly men.”  I said, “well, okay, that’s certainly a possibility.  Check the primary sources yourself.  See what conclusions you come to.  But, I do find it odd that all of these same godly men, whether it’s Samuel Miller, whether it’s Charles Hodge, whether it’s BB Warfield, JH Thornwell, Jay Gresham Machen, John Murray – would all have the exact same weakness.”  I don’t think it’s just a quirk, but rather it is indeed system subscription, it is old school Presbyterian confessional subscription.  And, if this is the case, then beloved, system subscription is not the Trojan horse of liberalism, but rather it is the historic practice of old school Presbyterianism.  It is, as Warfield said, “the truly liberal but conservative practice that avoids the Scylla of demanding a dishonest subscription to every proposition and the Charybdis of denying so many propositions so as to leave nothing behind but a few meager doctrinal crumbs of the system of doctrine.” 

Yes, “a rose by any other name is still a rose,” but sometimes we might be mistaken and we might not be looking at a rose.  In other words, to assume that system subscription is another word for liberalism fails to account, in my opinion, for the plain facts of Presbyterian history.

Thank you for your attentiveness.  God bless you.
