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Brothers, I am thankful that I have been invited to be a participant in this meeting the presbytery is having and that you have asked me to come and speak to you.

I am going to speak to you as one who advocates a full commitment to the confessional standards as an expression of how we recognize that they contain the system of doctrine which is in the Holy Scriptures.  I begin by pointing that out to you by asking you to turn in your Book of Church Order to the section of the second question which we ask of ministers as well as of ruling elders.  It reads like this:  “Do you sincerely receive and adopt the confession of faith and catechisms of this church as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Holy Scriptures?”  I think that statement indicates that the main part of the vow is that they sincerely receive and adopt the confession of faith and then the reason given why they should sincerely receive and adopt it is because – or to use the language of the statement – as containing the system of doctrine taught in the Holy Scriptures.  I think I need to make a slight adjustment to my esteemed previous speaker who seemed to present a sort of contrast between two extremes:  the quia view – because we believe it sets forth the system of doctrine; and the quatenus view  - which is insofar as it may be in accordance with the Scripture.  I do so for two reasons. One is that the person that he cited, BB Warfield, indicates that he believes that we take the confession of faith because it is in accordance with the Scriptures.  I am referring you to the page – I’m sorry the numbers are not on my copy here- a page quite a ways in when I deal with BB Warfield, and I read to you this quotation.  His position is seen clearly by his evaluation of the decisions of the Church of Holland:  “Such a change as that made in 1816 by the Church of Holland by which ministers were not longer pledged to the standards because (quia), but only insofar as (quatenus) they accord with the word,  most recently, as pointed out by Mr. McEwan as fatal.”  Now, he quotes that statement with approval to move from a statement because (using the Latin phrase quia) to being insofar as they are in accord with the Word.  And, he says that movement is fatal.  So, it seems to me that Warfield recognizes that when the ordination question says “as containing the system of doctrine” we may paraphrase that by saying because it contains the system or doctrine.  This is also borne out by the words of Thornwell which seems to me state that in this way.  One further paragraph from Thornwell needs to be considered.  Against those who taught that the standards are only inferences from the Word of God, something closer to quatenus, but not exactly the same, Thornwell writes “this we confess is news to us.  When we assented to them upon our admission to the ministry we verily thought within ourselves that we were assenting to the very doctrines and precepts of the Word and not to the ratiocinations of men.”  So you see that both Warfield and Thornwell hold to a view that the because is the best way of understanding why we adopt the confessional standards.  

Now, that’s very important because if this were not true, we could not indeed adopt confessional standards and be faithful to our commitment to the Scriptures.  We cannot adopt the tradition of men as absolutely binding upon us and guiding us if we do not think they set forth the truth of God.  This would be a violation of the statement in the Westminster Confession of Faith which says “God alone is the Lord of our conscience and has left it free from these matters, left it free from the doctrines and commandments of men which are in anything contrary to His Word or beside it in matters of faith or worship.”  So, the only reason that we can ask an ordinan to adopt the confessional documents is because we believe they are containing the system of doctrine set forth in the Holy Scriptures.  And, that’s very important for us to recognize.  

Now, by the way, you need to notice that our mentor, John Murray, at least my personal mentor, took Hodge to task at one point by reminding us and others that Hodge had mis-stated the question at one place by saying this: That the confessional documents should be adopted because they themselves are the ones that contain the system of truth and not the Holy Scriptures.  Let me read to you John Murray’s comment about that.  Let me find the place here just for a moment.     “It needs to be pointed out that Dr. Hodge is not accurate when he says it is one thing to adopt a system of doctrine contained in the Westminster Confession.  That is not what the ordination vow says.”  I think also he was inaccurate, and probably showed his gun-shyness, as the other brother cited by Dr. Fesko, when he said if we demand more of man we will break up the whole church and not be able to have the 2,000 ministers we have with us today.  I don’t know that that is the position of the OPC, that we are afraid that we will not be the massive church to effect the community and the state.  I think we see ourselves as a pilgrim church, a pilgrim church trying to impact everything around us by the kingdom of God and His Word and not being concerned lest if we ask too much of brothers we will lose a great host of them.


So, Hodge makes an error there.  I think also that the Orthodox Presbyterian Church would not be persuaded by Hodge’s view that we can adopt original sin by ways in which we cannot clearly demonstrate from Scripture that they are taught in the Bible.  So that you make a confessional statement, a statement that stands on its own, and not as linked to what the Bible teaches.  I may be over-starting the case and, if so, Dr. Fesko I am sure will correct me on that.  But, it does seem to me that in his working through it he said there are positions that could hold to original sin, but of course we wouldn’t think they were very well-grounded in Scriptures.

I think the exceptions and the scruples that we grant to people are clearly those that we think are warranted by a plausible understanding of the Scriptures – not because they don’t unravel and think of this building of pieces of things half of which you may pick one item and not pick another.  So, we believe then in a full and system of doctrine view of this statement.  We believe it is full, not strict, but full because it takes into consideration all the sections of the confessional document. And, we believe in a system of doctrine view because that is part of the ordination question.  To oppose a system of doctrine view would be, if I may use a little coarse language here, idiotic, because it is contained in the ordination vow itself.  


The question is, not can we formulate that system of doctrine, but can we see it stated in the Scriptures and reflected in the document for us that we are going to agree to adopt.


Let me read the conclusion of John Murray’s dealing with the question of the practice of confessional ascription on page 261 of the volume that we suggested some of you might like to consult, The Practice of Confessional Subscription by Mr. Hall.  I am beginning the section right after he says Hodge maintains this view, but it can’t be established that he is adopting this view from what the synods and assemblies have adopted, but perhaps he is adopting it by an inference he is drawing, but no more than that. It is not on any clarification or declaration to the effect on the part of the synod or synods or general assemblies.  Then he concludes this way:  “The upshot of the survey of the history and then subscription to the confession and catechisms appears to be that the Presbyterian Church in the USA (that was the time in which he was writing but we can say the Orthodox Presbyterian Church or its sister churches, as well) has never officially determined the precise intent and effect of question two of the formula and that ambiguity still adheres to this question.  There need be no question but subscription involves commitment to the reformed system of doctrine” and after saying there is ambiguity and you can’t quite do it, he draws his own conclusion nevertheless and I think we’d probably agree with the conclusion he has drawn.  “There can be no question but subscription involves commitment to the reformed system of doctrine, to the vow that this system is the system taught in the Holy Scriptures, and to the confession and catechisms themselves as an exhibition of that system.  That is to say, the expression of that system is provided by these documents.  The question as to whether more by way of commitment and adoption is involved is one that the relevant actions of synods and general assemblies do not definitively determine.”  So, when we begin to tell us how the system that is there works or can be determined, except by looking at the documents in which it is contained, we are on shaky ground in terms of decisions of synods and assemblies.  

Now, that brings us to the question it seems to be about scruples and exceptions.  And, you notice I have given you in the hand-out that I have given – there are a couple more copies up here if you’d like to get them – a two-page statement or comment about scruples or exceptions.  What are we doing when we’re asking a candidate to tell us if there is anything within the confessional documents he takes exception to or he has a scruple about?  We are doing this:  We are asking him to clear his conscience before God, clear the conscience as well of the presbytery and the whole procedure going on when he takes this vow, by his expressing to us any qualms he has that make him hesitant about taking the vow so that when he takes it he will be taking it conscience-free before God.  He says I have some problem with this.  Take some of John Murray’s famous statements – I agree with him completely here – I don’t think that the word “will” is used to translate diatheikei as the confession used the word frequently.  I do think if you tone down that word the confessional doctrine stands there and is used sometimes, but hardly frequently.  Now, a person says I concur with Professor Murray on that and I won’t express this scruple or exception. And, what he is asking is for the body of men who are imposing or giving the intention of the vow, that is where those Latin words animus imponentis come in, I won’t even use AI yet, just use the intention of those imposing the vow so we don’t have to worry if we are not quite fresh with Latin, this is the way they say to him, we will grant you that exception on that scruple.  

Now, it needs to be recognized that the granting of the exception or the scruple, I am using scruple to say some exception which most of John Murray’s were with the exception of two cases, most of his were exceptions of scruples about words – he did believe God did something with Adam and Eve – even if he wasn’t sure you should call it a covenant of death or life – maybe you might call it Adamic administration – but he concurred that there was some action taken there which was violated and broken.  So, he was taking exception to the statement of matter, not to the way it is stated other than that in our confessional documents.  

But, suppose now that a person says they agree with that, then what we are saying to that person is you may take that exception or have that scruple, and you may take the ordination vow before God and before us without crossing your fingers and without violating your conscience.  


Then, what we need to do after that because that’s the realm in which the scruple or the exception is taken – the presbytery granting that to the brother – he is not to say “Oh, I know how the system works and I can sort this all out and this is not part of the system and therefore I don’t have to tell anybody and take this exception.”  No- no, we want to do like the men did in the adopting act, have the ordinans search through the entire documents and come up with their differences.  What we need to do is then determine among ourselves as a presbytery what this brother can do with this exception.  And, there are many decisions that we can make.  We can say we have given you exception before God and in our midst.  Don’t talk about it again, and you can hold this in your conscience and we’re thankful that you’ve expressed it to us and we say that’s as much as we ask you do.  Or, we can tell him to go to the other extreme, if you feel this constrained that this is the teaching of the Word of God, you may teach this matter, but we would ask you always to teach it in the context of saying our church in its confessional documents says something other than that and I want you to recognize that they have granted me this exception.  You see, the exception or the scruple does not amend the confessional documents.  That’s the point I’m trying to make.  It does not amend the confessional documents.  You can’t skirt around all the arduous work of getting assembly to approve it and then having the vote by all the presbyteries and two-thirds of them agree with it and approve it an the assembly approving it again – to skirt how you amend the confessional documents.  Now, that wasn’t an amendment at all.  That was a scruple or exception we granted to that ordinan.  And, so we would ask him always to remind those he is speaking to, particularly members of his local congregation, that the confessional standards and the view of the church and the presbytery are other than that which he is setting forth.  We might also ask him if he took an exception question of paedocommunion, having children come to the Lord’s table without having first professed their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ publicly before the session, we might say we are not wanting you to work to have this advocated or practiced in your local congregation or your denomination, even though you can still believe in your heart if we grant you this exception that this is something that ought to be practiced.  

Now, I think this is what we see happening in the first adopting act of the Presbyterian Church in Colonial America at its general synod.  When they adopted this action, let me just read to you from that adopting act.  “Her statement of action speaks to the ministers after proposing all the scruples that any of them had to make against any articles and expressions in the confession and catechisms have unanimously agreed in the solution of those scruples and declaring the said confession and catechisms to be the confession of their faith excepting only some clauses in the 20th and 23rd chapters concerning which clauses the synod do unanimously declare that they do not receive those articles in any sense as to suppose” and then they give the full statement that this was an Erastian section, that is that the state had authority over the church, that the framers of the Westminster confession – the divines, as they are called – adopted because they realized they were working under the parliament which had absolute control of accepting the confessional documents and therefore they took this view.  Now, in doing so, they said that they would do this not only in giving the exceptions to the ordinans, but unanimously agreeing among themselves that they join with those ordinans in not accepting these, either.  And so we might say in one sense in American Presbyterianism this might be the first example of the AI coming to expression, or the intent of those imposing the vow.  And they gave an exception and the exception was finally put into place and later on when the assembly or the synod struck those statements and amended the confession so it reads in its American form.  

Now, you need to recognize that the idea of having an intent of the ones who are asking the vow to be taken is not something that is concocted by those who are trying to get out of or state less than they need to state about the vows.  It is a phenomenon that is characteristic from the first action of adopting the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms by the Scottish Church.  Let me read that to you, if I may.  I’ll drop back with the help of one of the other brothers here who wrote on this question, maybe John Muether is gong to have to help me with my bibliographical data here – I am trying to get to the statement that was drawn by our brother, Ligon Duncan, here we are, I have it- thanks, John, I’ve got it anyway.  Subscription to the Westminster Confession 1647 to the present.  The first time the Westminster Confession of Faith and Catechisms were adopted by a church, the general assembly, was in 1647.  When the church of Scotland adopted the confession in 1647, they also took two exceptions.  Hear me well.  They also took two exceptions.  Let me give them to you.  It is also significant that the church qualifies its approval of Westminster in two areas.  One (and her I am citing from Ligon Duncan in this work of David Hall’s), church government was one of them.  And it is very interesting.  We need to always remember this statement, even though we don’t re-quote it or use it in our arguments today, it is implicit in the fact that we have the Book of Church Order today, to which we also have to take vows, even if they may be of a lesser sort than what we are vowing with doctrinal standards.  First, they took an exception about church government, because you know the Westminster divines again were  working in England and working under Parliament, had a lot of good things to say about worship and discipline, but virtually nothing to say about church government – bishops, elders, overseers, deacons and things that we state quite fully in our Form of Government.  Well, here’s what the Scottish church said:  “Lest our intention and meaning be in some particulars misunderstood, it is hereby expressly declared and provided that the not mentioning in this confession the several sorts of ecclesiastical offices and assemblies shall be no prejudice to the truth of Christ in these particulars to be expressed fully in the directory of government.”  This was a nice polite way for the Scotts to say the Westminster divines didn’t say enough about the church, its assemblies and its officers.  And, we will remedy that by putting in a statement where we will be adopting namely the directory of government.  Now, that is very clear.  It is very clear and we need to recognize its clarity if I may use an aside just to illustrate it.  Serving on the Committee on Ecumenicity, we have gone over to speak to the Reformed Church of Japan at one of its synods and we spoke at a synod which was considering adopting a statement that said something like this, and I paraphrase.  The doctrinal statements – Westminster Confession of Faith – have nothing to say about women being ministers, elders or deacons.  Now, that is absolutely true, but wretchedly misleading.  Because as we read this document of the first church that adopted the standards, they said we are going to remedy that problem and you shouldn’t appeal to the Westminster statements about something they don’t cover – and they don’t state.  You should remember that, also, when you are using this document, that the first qualification that the Church of Scotland took was church government,  


The second, and there they are anticipating in one sense what the Americans, some Scotch Irish said in the adopting act that they took years later, has to do with church-state relations.  “The assembly understandeth some parts of the second article of the 31st chapter only of kirks not settled or constituted in point of government.”  May I just say this among us friends, in a sense it seems to me they wimped and weaseled at this point because they didn’t want to evoke the hostility of their compatriots in England, but what they really are saying is we think this only applies to churches that are not settled or constituted in point of government.  In other words, the only reason you can have the state being in any way involved in the government of the church is because there is no government in that church.  But, later in America, it will come to more full-blown exception saying the state should not be involved in calling synods and assemblies or in any way interfering in the life of the church, and that is the way we want our confession to read.

Hence, the minister is called to subscribe to the confession not as written but as ratified and expounded by the act of approval.  

Now, let me just stop at this point and say when the confession was adopted in Scotland, when it was adopted in the United States, in both cases we have the intent of the ones imposing the vow saying what we are going to vow to.  Scotland says we are going to recognize we are going to fill the gap with church government and we are not quite happy with the way they state things about church-state relations, and in America the gap about church government is already being fulfilled, they only need to talk about two chapters in the confession which later become parts of three chapters which later on have been amended and stricken from the confession of faith which people confess.  

So, you see, brothers, we can’t in any way get away from this intention of the ones imposing the oath.  

Now, I admit to you, you put this in the hands of the Presbyterian Church of the United States of America, you can get into some drastic situations.  For example, in the beginning part of my paper I talk about the fact that they said they couldn’t do anything about Mansfield Caseman, and maybe this is too late for some of you to recognize who that person was. This was a person who had some problems with the sinlessness of Christ, the bodily resurrection, the vicarious atonement, the trinity and particularly about the deity of Christ.  But, the presbytery gave him all these exceptions.  And, the General Assembly by its committee said the presbytery in the form of Presbyterian government is the original base of jurisdiction, and the General Assembly therefore has no authority to qualify in any way what the court of original jurisdiction has decided.  That is not true.  General Assembly can review any of the actions of its presbyteries and does not give itself a way from being the final court of jurisdiction, even if the originating or original court is the presbytery.  This is what they said”  As the presbytery was satisfied with the answers of Mr. Caseman, the commission asserted there were no extraordinary grounds so it did not have a right to make a judgment of Caseman’s answers or evaluate them by the confessional standards.  The commission concluded its report with a denial of the appeal of those protesting Mr. Caseman’s approval and affirmation of the decision of the synod whose observation the commission quoted as follows.  Church moved from expecting a candidate to vow a subscription to a system of doctrine which was a collection of statements about an indefinite number of theological truths to an expectation that the candidate oblige himself or herself personally to accept and obey Jesus Christ, accept the Scriptures as unique and authoritative witness, agree to be instructed and guided by the confessions.”  It demonstrates by its very clarity the error of giving to any presbytery the right to determine by a simple majority vote doctrines of the confessional standards shall have constitutional force.  So, it can be misused.  That is a classic case in point.  Some people when they leave a denomination and start another denomination are repudiating everything the previous denomination did.  Some repudiate the fact that they had presbyteries, or elders, or this or that.  Brothers, put on your thinking cap.  Every form of government can be misused by the evil intent of men.  

Question:  Can it be used wisely and well?  We saw the first action of the Scottish Church, the first action of the Presbyterian Church in these United States as a situation where the intent of those imposing the vow was recognized.  And, we have seen it elsewhere in the life of our church.  For example, when the General Assembly over the protest of John Murray adopted and gave grant to the Christian Education Committee to publish the first edition, you have the red one in your pews, second edition of the hymnal, they were giving a value judgment about what it means to praise God with Psalms, at least as they understood it – either as taking an exception or as granting that it didn’t mean just the Psalms of the 150 Psalms of things that are sung and they published that hymnal.  So, there is that situation, there is the changing the pope as the antichrist, there are other ways in which we have either left the document unchanged but indicate our intention such as in the publication of the hymnal, or changed the document because we didn’t want people to have to take an exception or we did not want to state confessionally as a unity that the pope is the antichrist.

So, I want to commend to you brothers today that you listen, as you are doing so wonderfully well, to the full/system of doctrine perspective on adopting the confessional standards.  If you receive and adopt the confession of faith and catechisms to yourself and you do so because or as so far as or as they contain the system of doctrine contained in the Holy Scripture.  And, that you recognize that the church has a right to give certain scruples or exceptions.  I, when I think of full view, hope that they’ll give a lesser amount and I don’t like to espouse Hodge’s view that we are going to give a lot of them out, because I would like men to be persuaded by their training in seminary and by their conversations with their brothers that they don’t have to take exceptions more as some of them are doing.  For example, quite often we have people saying I want to take exception to the statement that says about the Sabbath Day that you should be involved in worship and rest and nothing else – I am paraphrasing, of course. They are categorizing these things so sharply that I think they are stating it more radically and sharply than they should.

I think you need to look at the intent of the statement in its context.  They are trying to say, to quote John Murray in his statement on the matter, paraphrasing, that there are three grounds in which we are not required absolutely to keep the Sabbath:  Works of worship, works of mercy, and works of necessity.  The fire fighter and the policeman may work on the Lord’s Day, that is the work of necessity as well as the work of mercy.  The doctor and the nurse may work on the Lord’s Day.  The minister may do a lot of his work on the Lord’s Day.  These are exceptions because they are bringing into place the significance of the Lord’s Day.  Therefore, what they are trying to say is you should try to ascertain in your life that what you are doing fits into the intention of the Lord’s Day, and don’t believe there is a category that you can just say is an open category in which I can do anything I want to.  No, it should be delineated by the guidelines of the teaching of the confession.  That’s not saying what you personally do- that’s saying you should give thought to having it fit into the parameters of which the confessional documents speak.


Well, I think if you took that view you wouldn’t have to take an exception- maybe you differ with me on that.  

I don’t think I have much more to be saying to you this morning except to say that I think the document, as I stated a moment ago, is encouraging us to take a full/system of doctrine view: Full in its first part, you adopt and receive the confession of faith and catechism.  Dr. Fesko and I are right on the money on that.  The only place that we would differ is, I think the system of doctrine is found in the Holy Scriptures.  He also agrees to that.  But, it can’t be seen as a block house.  Remember, the first exceptions that were taken were not because they believed  you could take this piece out and the building wouldn’t fall down, because you can take these pieces out because they are not in accord with the teachings of Scriptures.  The Scottish church doesn’t say that it is absolutely about the church-state relationship, but the Presbyterian Church in Colonial America says it categorically:  “We unanimously agree that we do not have to adopt these statements when we adopt the confession of faith and catechisms.”


Thank you for your attention.  I will see you later this afternoon.
