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Master of Deception and Intrigue: Yet Another Glimpse into the Work and Psyche of Westminster Seminary 
by Mark W. Karlberg
 
Publisher’s Preface
Dr. Mark W. Karlberg holds three earned degrees from Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia: Master of Divinity, Master of Theology in New Testament Studies, and Doctor of Theology in Reformation and Post-Reformation Studies. 
 
Since the publication of Dr. Karlberg’s The Changing of the Guard in 2001, several other books have been published pertaining to the Shepherd controversy, Richard Gaffin’s false teaching, and the problems at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia and its impact in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (OPC), the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA), and several other Reformed Presbyterian denominations – The Current Justification Controversy by O. Palmer Robertson (2003), A Companion to The Current Justification Controversy by John W. Robbins (2003), Gospel Grace: The Modern-day Controversy by Mark W. Karlberg (Wipf and Stock, 2003), Can the Orthodox Presbyterian Church Be Saved? by John W. Robbins (2004), Christianity and Neo-Liberalism: The Spiritual Crisis in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church and Beyond by Paul M. Elliott (2005), The Auburn Avenue Theology: A Biblical Analysis by Brian Schwertley (American Presbyterian Press, 2005), Federalism and the Westminster Tradition: Reformed Orthodoxy at the Crossroads by Mark W. Karlberg (Wipf and Stock, 2006), Covenant Theology and Justification by Faith: The Shepherd Controversy and Its Impacts by Jeong Koo Jeon (Wipf and Stock, 2006), The Emperor Has No Clothes: Dr. Richard B. Gaffin Jr.’s Doctrine of Justification by Stephen M. Cunha (2008), and Engaging Westminster Calvinism: The Composition of Redemption’s Song by Mark W. Karlberg (Wipf and Stock, 2013).
 
Despite the publication of the above books and several articles, “plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose” (“the more things change, the more they stay the same”). In fact retired professor, Richard Gaffin recently presented a lecture at Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, despite a lengthy written protest (472 pages and 137 pages of appendix) by a member of the church, demonstrating Gaffin’s error on the doctrine of justification by faith, in which the member asked the session to rescind its invitation to Dr. Gaffin. His concerns were dismissed by the session, and Gaffin delivered his lecture “Inerrancy: Adam and the Gospel” this March. That member has since resigned his membership at Tenth and has moved out of the PCA altogether. 
 
Dr. Karlberg brings us up to date in this sequel to The Changing of the Guard. --Thomas W. Juodaitis, Publisher
 
Introduction
Once sound institutions can and do err, resulting in the loss of theological and moral footing. This fact of church history is readily acknowledged by those committed to the preservation and propagation of Reformed orthodoxy in its essentials. The hard part for many is to recognize when and where deviation in the fundamentals of doctrine occurs in institutions once held in high regard. It is required – above all – that one remain faithful by taking a stand for truth, rather than demonstrating an unwillingness, a reluctance, or a refusal to speak out. Of course, there are those who will continue to support an institution for gain, whether personal or otherwise. Seduced by false rhetoric, charmed by personalities, threatened by retaliation or retribution of one kind or another, far too many individuals and organizations retreat from their obligation. Rather than “cross the line” – a line drawn by the miscreants themselves – many take shelter in silence and / or willing ignorance, oftentimes in varying combinations of the two.
 
Given the current upheaval within the Reformed community, the question arises: What accounts for the unending stream of articles, books, and “statements of faith” – institutional and organizational – upholding the Biblical doctrine of justification by faith alone (apart from good works)? Why the necessity for all these writings and reaffirmations? The answer is simply the fact that the Biblical, Reformed doctrine of justification (more broadly, the doctrine of union with Christ) is under fierce assault from a variety of sources. Hence the urgency over the last four decades to restate and to defend the teaching of historic Protestant-Reformed orthodoxy. A second question to be asked is: What is the chief source of defection within the evangelical-Reformed camp? And why the widespread reticence to name this source in academia? Should there be any doubt, let it be clearly said: the primary source of deviant teaching so prevalent today is Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia.1 In the final instance it is fair to ask: Why are so many students leaving Westminster with views contrary to that of classic Reformed teaching, especially as regards the formal and the material principles of the Protestant Reformation (the doctrine of Scripture and the doctrine of justification by faith respectively)? What lies before us is not a minor skirmish, but a crisis of confidence and trust. What we are facing is an ever-widening spread of theological corruption, one that is severely impeding the work of the kingdom of Christ and witness to his Gospel of saving grace.
 
As noted often in my previous writings, Reformed theology is the theology of the covenants. This essay addresses two related elements in the system of doctrine – one that is primary, the other secondary. Denial of the first element results in a radical reinterpretation of covenant theology (leading to heterodoxy); a faulty understanding of the latter results in a defective view of the Covenant of Works, one nevertheless falling within the bounds of historic Reformed orthodoxy.2 A leading feature of covenant theology (or federalism) is the antithesis between the two principles of inheritance / reward in the covenant(s) between God and his people: (1) meritorious works in the covenant established by God with humankind at creation, as well as in the temporal, symbolico-typical sphere of life in earthly Canaan during the Mosaic economy (the law serving as Israel’s pedagogue), and with respect to the reconciling work of Christ as Second Adam (necessitating his meritorious obedience in the place of the sinner’s transgression, covenantbreaking, and guilt); and (2) saving faith as instrumental in the reception of Christ’s perfect righteousness imputed to the elect, and to them alone. On this point of doctrine we meet up with the Protestant consensus (Lutheran and Reformed) concerning the law / grace antithesis. Within the Reformed tradition this contrast has been uniquely applied to the covenantal structure of Biblical history, redemptive and pre-redemptive. And so it is that this doctrine of the covenants distinguishes the Reformed tradition from all other Protestant traditions. In modern times, the first major assault on this doctrine came from Karl Barth; in more recent times, in the work of Norman Shepherd and Richard Gaffin, Jr. of Westminster Seminary.3 
 
My doctoral study at Westminster in Philadelphia began under Shepherd. As early as matriculation into the M.Div. program, I was captivated by the work of Meredith G. Kline. Before long, I became instrumental in encouraging Professor Kline’s return to Westminster to teach on a part-time basis (he was serving on the faculty of Gordon-Conwell Seminary at the time). In God’s providence, my study at Westminster coincided with the outbreak of the Shepherd controversy on campus, first surfacing in 1975. Subsequent study at Westminster led to my master’s thesis on Romans 7, giving special attention to the apostle Paul’s interpretation of the Mosaic law. That was followed by the writing of my 1980 dissertation (The Mosaic Covenant and the Concept of Works in Reformed Hermeneutics). All told, these studies had an impact on the course of the Shepherd controversy. After careful study of the issues in dispute (including my studies on the doctrine of the covenants and justification), President Edmund Clowney reversed his prior, favorable stance toward Shepherd, and now began taking the steps necessary to have Shepherd removed from the faculty (the decision having been based upon Shepherd’s erroneous, heterodox teaching). This complete about-face soon led to the writing of “Reasons and Specifications Supporting the Action of the Board of Trustees in Removing Professor Shepherd by the Executive Committee of the Board” (February 26, 1982). As part of the review process, I had been asked by the Committee charged with producing this document to provide a critique of Shepherd’s theology on justification, election, and the covenants. Needless to say, these years at Westminster were exceedingly turbulent. Up to the current time, the situation remains much the same within the seminary community-at-large.
 
Prior to Clowney’s reversal, he had attempted unsuccessfully to contain the crisis within the seminary, denouncing Shepherd’s critics (notably, the signers of the May 4, 1981 “Letter of Concern”) for having sounded the alarm to outside scholars and pastors.4 In the end, in statements made in the Christian media and elsewhere, Clowney committed his biggest mistake by misleading the public regarding the true grounds for Shepherd’s dismissal – downplaying Shepherd’s false teaching, and emphasizing the need to distance the seminary from ongoing controversy. This misjudgment was motivated, in part, by legal challenges raised by the theological accrediting agencies standing in the wings to protect the name and reputation of tenured professors. The same miscalculation – and for the same reason – was later repeated by President Peter Lillback and the seminary faculty in the dismissal of Peter Enns from the Old Testament department. Making matters more difficult in the prior case, President Clowney found Gaffin – Shepherd’s staunchest supporter and the co-author, if not father, of the new teaching – to be a formidable force with which to contend. Since the time of Shepherd’s dismissal, rupture within the faculty has never been repaired, and differences never resolved. Collegial estrangement continues to prevail to this day. Of course, the chief reason for ongoing conflict is fundamental disagreement in theological interpretation, involving issues of doctrinal substance.
 
Westminster East Today
Espousing anew a high view of Scripture – which members of the faculty have done throughout the history of the institution, even during its latter-day forage into novel and at times relativistic views of Scriptural interpretation (beginning in the mid- 1970s)5 – Westminster today is hoping that its attempt to “hold the line” with regard to the authority and inerrancy of Scripture will overshadow the justification dispute, relegating the latter to a controversy in the distant past. What has been up for grabs is the interpretation of Scripture, including radical reinterpretations. Here we note five instances of such : (1) Harvie Conn’s utilization of contextualization and its effect upon the (re)statement of modern-day Reformed dogmatics; (2) Peter Enns’ allegorical interpretations in portions of recorded Biblical history (building upon the prior work of Raymond Dillard and Tremper Longman);6 (3) Moisés Silva’s promotion of redaction criticism, which in this instance amounts to a variation on multiple theological perspectives such as that advocated by John Frame; (4) the employment of Barthian doctrine (specifically, the notion of the priority of grace to law resulting in denial of the traditional Protestant Law/Gospel antithesis) by Norman Shepherd, Richard Gaffin, Sinclair Ferguson, David Garner, Peter Lillback, Carl Trueman, William Edgar, and Scott Oliphant (to name only some of Westminster’s faculty); and (5) Frame’s invention of multi-perspectivalism as a replacement for traditional Reformed systematics, resulting in a change in theology and methodology.7 All of these streams feed into the single delta, the theological watershed known as New School Westminster.
 
In the February 8, 2014 issue of World magazine, P&R Publishing advertised two new, “seminal” books, Thy Word is Still Truth (edited by Lillback and Gaffin), and Frame’s Systematic Theology.8 With regard to the latter, the advertisement claims: “This magisterial opus – at once biblical, clear, cogent, readable, accessible, and practical – summarizes the mature thought of one of the most important and original Reformed theologians of the last hundred years.” Together these two books once again bring into view the formative principles of the Protestant Reformation, the doctrine of Scripture and the doctrine of justification by faith alone, two of many crucial doctrines in Reformed dogmatics. In Frame’s book, the author takes yet another occasion to castigate Shepherd’s critics; he proceeds then to instruct the Reformed world how to think theologically.9 To be sure, Frame’s methodology and doctrinal formulation do find a following among some, but his work nevertheless remains highly controversial and highly contentious.10 
 
Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief 11 is a distillation of Frame’s theological ruminations over the course of his teaching career (billed as his magnum opus). As has been pointed out by many, Frame’s book and approach are subjective, amounting to a subtle, and not so subtle, attempt to repudiate traditional Reformed dogmatics at a number of key points in the theological system. His methodology can only yield at best an “introduction,” not a summary or compendium of Reformed, Biblical teaching. The author prides himself on his own thinking – free of what he sees to be the dogmatism of the “traditionalists” – with token regard for historic Reformed theology on several critical points of doctrine. Curious at this point in the controversy is the ambivalence and the duplicity concerning Shepherd’s distinctive teaching, what Frame regards as mere quibbling over formulation. Frame does not regard Shepherd’s theology to be unorthodox, rather that is ascribed to the thinking of his critics.12 Frame substitutes his multiperspectivalism, his many triads of theological application (which includes the believer’s experiential appropriation of the Word), for the unique Scripture principle (which identifies Scripture as self-interpreting). Frame’s approach has a leveling effect on the authority of Scripture and human understanding of the Word. Frame employs a (new) version of church tradition of his own liking. Frame’s lengthy work lacks adequate interaction with the broader theological literature, preferring highly selective citations to works addressing issues with which the author disputes and with theologians with whom he disagrees (notably those within the Westminster community). Frame is novel in his approach and in many of his conclusions; as a whole, the book is idiosyncratic and out of step with traditional dogmatics (which is the intended goal of Frame’s theologizing). 
 
The battle for truth and honesty at Westminster has been uphill all the way for those “outside” the citadel. And new, fresh blood on the faculty has, likewise, been incapable of extricating the seminary from its errors and missteps. Regrettably, one cannot look to Gregory Beale’s recently published magnum opus, titled A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New,13 for help sorting out the long-standing, divisive issues concerning the justification dispute at Westminster (even though, to his credit, Beale did take an aggressive stand against the views of Peter Enns on Biblical inerrancy and interpretation). Beale’s hesitant and reserved comments in this volume further confuse and compound the grievance against the seminary faculty in an ever widening dispute.14 
 
Westminster East and West: Similarities and Differences
Firstly, despite common roots extending back to the founding of Westminster by J. Gresham Machen in 1929 – both campuses claiming to be following Machen’s vision and theological convictions and to be bound by the teachings of the Westminster Standards – the two have largely parted ways. This in itself is indicative of grave problems in theological understanding and genuine commitment to the Reformed confessions. As noted in the introduction, discord and estrangement continue to prevail, ever since the days of Shepherd’s dismissal from the faculty.15 The action by President Clowney and the Board of Trustees did not bring about a fruitful, lasting resolution by any measure of assessment. Secondly, despite the opposition of the two faculties on matters relating to the doctrine of justification by faith, union with Christ, and the Covenant of Works (to name only a few), Westminster West’s position on justification is compromised by endorsement of Gaffin’s alleged “orthodoxy.” As a consequence, the faculty of Westminster West sits precariously on the fence in the ongoing battle over sovereign, justifying grace (in contrast to inheritance / reward by “the works of the law”). Doubtless it is out of fear of retribution and loss of support for the California institution that the faculty finds itself in this position. The faculty is fully cognizant of Gaffin’s dominant role in the Shepherd controversy and his own problematic (even deviant) formulations. Never has Gaffin publically disassociated or distanced himself from Shepherd’s theology – at least not to any significant or meaningful degree. The true state of affairs is this: Gaffin’s position has not changed substantively in any way (contrary to all false, misleading reports).16 
 
Frame found himself unwelcome at Westminster California, and when the opportunity came to leave for greener pastures at Reformed Theological Seminary (RTS) in Orlando he was eager to go. Here he found a safe, hospitable environment in which to carry on his theological work. The faculty at RTS proved to be very supportive and nurturing. Since leaving Westminster, Frame has taken numerous pot-shots in his writings against several faculty members on the Escondido campus on a number of critical issues. Echoing the stance of many in censuring opponents of Shepherd and Gaffin, repeated attempts are made to silence all opposition, either by misrepresentation, false caricature, or cover-up – ignoring as far as possible valid criticism as if it did not exist or was unworthy of engagement. Both Westminster East and West are culpable for mishandling the controversy and deceiving the public; any difference in culpability is merely one of degree. As in the case of Princeton Seminary in the early twentieth century, the tide has changed for Westminster, most notably in Philadelphia. All this has resulted in a loss of confidence, trust, and respect for the faculty and the institution(s). Only by taking a firm stand will Westminster West earn the title of “courageous Calvinists,” to which it so eagerly aspires. Until such time, the future of historic orthodox Calvinism in America is highly uncertain; what prevails is the further erosion of truth among the churches of the Reformation.17 
 
Westminster Seminary in California was founded as a seminary-in-exile (a residence largely for opponents of Shepherd who were teaching on the Philadelphia campus).18 It would appear that Frame was sent to Escondido as a watch-dog for the Philadelphia faculty. The plan was to keep the two campuses together institutionally, but over time that relationship was severed. Redeemer Theological Seminary (Dallas, Texas) is yet another, more recent offshoot of the Philadelphia campus. It was founded originally in 1999 as an extension campus, but the school obtained independent status in 2009 (after the dismissal of Peter Enns from the Philadelphia faculty in 2008). Among the faculty members are Dan McCartney (unwavering supporter of Enns), Clair Davis (defender of Shepherd), and Sinclair Ferguson (whose own work has been shaped in significant ways by Gaffin’s theology).
 
Westminster’s Impact on the Evangelical-Reformed Churches
The teachings of Westminster Seminary, a leading Reformed academic institution, have had an enormous impact upon the churches. Over the years, the seminary has made inroads into the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, the Presbyterian Church in America (including its denominational seminary, Covenant), the United Reformed Churches of North America, and other institutions like Mid-America Reformed Seminary. The latest effort has been taken by the Presbytery of the Northwest (OPC) calling for a denominational study of the works-inheritance principle in the Mosaic Covenant.19 The central issue at stake here is, once again, the Protestant-Reformed Law / Gospel antithesis.
 
Denial of the tutelary works-inheritance principle functioning within the Mosaic economy (properly restricted to the typological, earthly sphere of life in Canaan) not only entails a blatant misreading of the Old and New Testaments, but also the imposition of an erroneous interpretation of the covenants spanning pre-redemptive and redemptive history. At issue also is a faulty conception of the principle of federal headship pertaining to the First and Second Adams. The Biblical idea of meritorious reward in the Covenant of Works, that is, reward based upon Adam’s fulfillment of the requirement of God’s law (whereby human obedience earns the blessing of God after a period of probationary testing), is essential for maintaining the parallel drawn by the apostle Paul with respect to the two Adams. The reward that would have been granted by God to Adam, had he fulfilled his covenantal, legal obligation, would obviously not have been won by a substitutionary, divine representative as is the case in the Covenant of Grace (wherein the exclusive ground of eternal life is the perfect righteousness of Christ, the Second Adam, imputed to the elect). Inheritance by works – contrasting with inheritance by grace – is required by God’s covenantal law first given to humankind; entailed here is the crucial Law / Gospel antithesis. Discussion within the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, and elsewhere, will not advance until the Shepherd-Gaffin heterodoxy is clearly and honestly identified – and decisively excised. Instead of majoring on the minor (what I have identified above as the “secondary element” in the doctrine of the Covenant of Works, namely, construal of God’s covenantal reward for obedience as a gift of grace, rather than meritorious accomplishment on the part of the First Adam, had he kept God’s command), full attention must be directed to Gaffin’s repudiation of the classic Protestant-Reformed law / grace contrast. To do anything less is to obscure and cover over what is central in this four-decade-old controversy regarding justification by faith.
 
Biblically defined, the term “grace” – fundamental and all-determinative in this dispute – refers exclusively to sovereign, electing grace (“saving” grace, the only grace to which the Bible refers). Application of this term as a qualification for the way in which Adam would have received the consummate blessing of God and reward for successful completion of probation under the original Covenant of Works (before Adam’s fall into sin) has proved not only to be confusing, but has opened the door to erroneous interpretation of the two-fold covenants (Works and Grace). The time has come in the history of orthodox federalism (that is, Reformed dogmatics) for ambiguity and misformulation to be acknowledged and finally resolved – by modifying and correcting the teaching of the church to conform to Scripture. Failing to do so will only perpetuate division within the academy and the churches, division that in the final analysis is unwarranted and unnecessary.
 
On other fronts, objection had been formally raised against the decision of the Session of Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia for having Gaffin speak in March 2014 at The Boice Center, a ministry of Tenth Church.20 (Gaffin’s topic was “Inerrancy and the Self-Witness of the Bible.” Gaffin changed his lecture to the following: “Inerrancy: Adam and the Gospel.”) The response of the church elders was to consult Cornerstone OPC where Gaffin worships and has an active hand in the affairs of the congregation.21 Cornerstone’s answer was to reassure inquisitors that Gaffin was unhesitatingly sound and unquestionably orthodox. How’s that for a fair, judicious handling of a complaint by a concerned church member! (That individual has since resigned his membership on the rolls of Tenth Presbyterian Church.) Likewise in March 2014 John Piper, popular Baptist pastor and teacher, was selected as the speaker for Westminster’s Seventh Annual Gaffin Lecture in Theology, Culture, and Missions at the seminary, and also as special speaker at Proclamation Presbyterian Church in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania (where Peter Lillback is pastor emeritus and David Garner serves currently as a pastor of teaching). Piper’s topic at Proclamation was “Suffering and the Supremacy of Christ.” All this to say, this was a strategic move on the part of the seminary, given the fact that Piper’s views on covenant and justification are wholly in sync with the teaching of New Westminster.22 Piper’s visit would potentially galvanize the Westminster community in the Philadelphia area and help secure maximum support for the school.
 
The controversy regarding the Biblical doctrine of Scripture and justification by faith is not just a problem isolated to the Westminster (Reformed) community. It is deeply divisive within the Evangelical Theological Society. One should be reminded that adherence to the formal principle of the Protestant Reformation, historically understood, is one of the few doctrinal planks of the Society. Needless to say, the organization has been unable to hold all members to this pledge (Enns being one example). The title of Enn’s paper at the 2013 annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society was “Abandoning Inerrancy Is Necessary for Evangelical Integrity.”23 The Society serves as a useful gauge of present-day trends within Protestant “evangelicalism.”
 
One of the most respected and influential popularizers of Reformed theology today is R. C. Sproul, Sr. In his newly released book, Everyone’s a Theologian: An Introduction to Systematic Theology,24 we read contradictory teaching on the Covenant of Works, teaching that has become all too familiar within Reformed scholarship, teaching that can readily lead to a false understanding of the relation between faith and good works in the article of justification. Sproul rightly distinguishes the works-covenant from the grace-covenant by explaining that “the destiny of the human race was decided on the basis of performance, specifically on the basis of the obedience of Adam and Eve. If they remained obedient, they would enter into an eternal state of blessedness. However it they failed to conform to that stipulation, then they would die, along with their descendants.”25 Rightly understood, this is nothing other than the works-merit principle functioning with respect to human obtainment of the promised, covenanted reward (wherein God freely obligates himself to bless, not curse, humankind represented in Adam on grounds of perfect obedience to the law of God). 
 
Unfortunately, this crucial teaching concerning the law / grace antithesis is undermined by Sproul in his following remarks: “Another misunderstanding comes from how we identify the two covenants. Because the first is called ‘the covenant of works’ and the other is called ‘the covenant of grace,’ we tend to think that the first covenant had no grace.” Sproul speculatively contends that “for God to enter into any covenant with a creature, to give any promise to us whatsoever under any conditions, is in itself a gracious act. God is not required to promise His creatures anything” (123). This entails an erroneous assessment of the Biblical covenants, one that can only jeopardize the law / grace antithesis Sproul himself is eager to maintain.26 At the opening of history with the establishment of the covenant with Adam, federal head of all humanity, God pledged to bind himself to this covenant, one of his own making, one which he freely ordained. God was not obliged to do so. To be sure, the covenant at creation was an act of divine condescension and beneficence, but it was not “gracious.” That term is descriptive exclusively of redemptive covenant (the so-called “Covenant of Grace”). Biblical interpreters cannot have it both ways.27 Theological systematization demands consistency and clarity of expression. Above all, my good friend and respected expositor of the Scriptures, R.C., should know this well.
 
Where Now Do Federal Confessionalists Stand?
The legacy Westminster has bequeathed to the Reformed world, notably to the Orthodox Presbyterian Church and the Presbyterian Church in America, is found wanting. Widespread theological confusion and misunderstanding brought about by the Shepherd-Gaffin teaching finds its roots in formulations by the early Reformed federalists, conveyed most immediately to students of the seminary chiefly through the work of John Murray, Westminster’s leading systematician in the early days of the seminary.28 One of the most recent engagements with the ongoing dispute over justification and the covenants appears in The Westminster Theological Journal, in an article entitled “Missing, Presumed Misclassified: Hugh Binning (1627-1653), the Lost Federal Theologian,” written by Donald John MacLean (WTJ 75 [2013] 261-78). Here MacLean sets out to counter the dominant Barth-Torrance critique of scholastic federalism (specifically, criticism of the law-grace, or Law-Gospel contrast). At the heart of the dispute is the understanding held by some regarding (nonsaving) grace as the basis for (unmerited) reward in the Covenant of Works. Wherein precisely does “grace” and “Gospel-grace” differ with respect to the way of receiving the inheritance promised in the first covenant with Adam, the federal head (upon successful completion of probationary testing, resulting in confirmation in righteousness and the securing of life everlasting)? Crucial with regard to this question in Reformed covenant theology is the essential and vital idea of meritorious reward (as that informs Christ’s work as Second Adam, and as regards the operation of the works-principle in the Mosaic economy). Without it, there is no Law/ Gospel antithesis. Biblically defined, the theological term “grace’ applies exclusively to redemptive promise and reward. Within scholastic Reformed federalism the notion of (pre-redemptive) “grace” as the basis, reason, or justification for the reward promised to Adam in the Covenant of Works is foreign to the witness of Scripture. Perpetuation of this un-Scriptural terminology with respect to the pre-Fall covenant only perpetuates a defective interpretation of the divine covenants and of justification by faith alone (apart from the “works of the law”). Covenantal inheritance is either by faith in the Covenant of Grace or by works in the Covenant of Works (broken by Adam’s fall into sin). In Christ the promise has been secured for elect humanity, necessitating the imputation of his perfect righteousness to those justified by grace through faith.
 
Regrettably, MacLean promotes the view held by Samuel Rutherford (and Hugh Binning), “that God showed grace to Adam in establishing this covenant [the original covenant of works] with him. He believed that Adam could have served God perfectly forever and never earned a right to confirmation of eternal life. Therefore God’s promise was to reward obedience above what it merited and, for Rutherford, is demonstrated that even the covenant of works contained grace…. This acknowledgment of grace in the covenant of works did not prevent Rutherford from sharply distinguishing that grace from the grace shown in the foedus gratiae, stating that there was ‘no Gospel-Grace’ in the covenant of works” (274-275). The author informs his readers that Binning would agree with Rutherford’s understanding. “Indeed, Binning stated that ‘it was Paul’s great business in preaching, to ride marches between the covenant of grace, and the covenant of works’” (275n.99). This doctrine of pre-Fall grace is the result of abstract speculation on the part of federalist expositors, whether seventeenth-century or contemporary.29 In the case of Shepherd and Gaffin, this feature or element of doctrine has become the foil for radical reinterpretation of the Reformed doctrine of the covenants.30 
 
To be sure, there is pressing need to correct misformulations based on rationalistic speculation. As superb as it is, we must always remember that the Westminster Confession of Faith is not an infallible document. It remains subject to modification and clarification in light of the teachings of Scripture. In the earliest days, American Presbyterians (with Biblical justification) altered the confessional understanding on the matter of church-state relations. The time has surely come to correct the confessional understanding of “voluntary condescension” (specifically directed against the notion of human meritorious reward).31 For those denying the “merit” principle operative in the Mosaic and creation covenants, what Biblical basis remains for upholding the crucial the Law/ Gospel antithesis? We see where its renunciation has led Shepherd and Gaffin, primary crafters of the New Westminster theology.
 
Where there is greater light, there is greater accountability. Rather than continuing its campaign of misleading and deceiving the public (with all the intrigue that tactic conjures up), the seminary is obliged to respond openly and straightforwardly to her critics – rather than ignoring, misrepresenting, and caricaturing them in backroom banter. Nothing less will bring about renewed credibility, confidence, and respect for leadership in the church and in the academy. As sounded by Robert Godfrey years ago, there is (and remains) a theological and moral problem at Westminster. The offense has only been compounded in the intervening decades, cementing a culture of deceit. For too long, deception and intrigue have ruled the day at Westminster; such has become the seminary’s modus operandi. What we find are false shepherds leading the blind, and an institution bearing a similar cast to the Church at Rome in terms of theological and moral corruption.32 Christian institutions are to be held to the highest standards, especially seminaries which train and prepare future pastors and church leaders. Of course, there is room for mistakes, followed by correction: Human error is part of the fallen human condition, and repentance is a work of God’s grace. Public offences must be publicly righted. This is Westminster’s solemn duty and calling. But after four long decades, the replacement of faculty and board members who do not carry soiled baggage may be the only remedy for the school. Professor Meredith Kline once remarked that it would be better to close the doors of the seminary than have the current state of affairs persist. Wise judgment from an extraordinarily gifted, humble, and godly servant of God, who gave so freely and generously of himself – evidence of his love for Christ and his church. Kline bore faithful testimony to the truth of God’s Word for those who have ears to hear what the Spirit says in the Scriptures. We need more servants of this caliber, giftedness, and devotion in the church and in the academy today.
 
----------
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