
REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE TO REVIEW THE TEACHING 
OF THE REV. PETER LEITHART 

 
The committee was charged with comparing the published views of TE Peter Leithart 
with the declarations of the report of the Ad-Interim Committee on Federal Vision, New 
Perspective, and Auburn Avenue Theologies to the Thirty-Fifth General Assembly 
(Presbytery Minutes, October 5, 2007, pp. 2-3). PresbyteryÕs study committee cheerfully 
acknowledges that it approached its task with the intention of allowing Dr. Leithart the 
greatest latitude consistent with the second ordination vow (BCO 21-5) and of placing the 
best, not the worst construction on his statements (1 Cor. 13:7). The Presbyterian Church 
in America is a confessional church, but our confessional standards leave significant 
room for variation in theological formation and statement. American confessional 
Presbyterianism, as a subdivision of the Reformed Church, has, in fact, a long history of 
discussion and disagreement regarding a number of doctrinal formulations, including 
some of the very matters presently in dispute in our church, viz. election, covenant, 
baptism, and ecclesiology. The CommitteeÕs concern was to determine if Dr. LeithartÕs 
views contradicted or were incompatible with the teaching of the Westminster Standards. 
We report our results as follows. 
 

I. Comparison of TE Peter Leithart’s views with the nine declarations of the GA 
Report on Federal Vision. 

 
1. Regarding bi-covenantal structure:  

a. ÒÉAdam was in a covenant of life with the Triune God in the Garden of 
Eden, in which arrangement Adam was required to obey God completely, 
from the heart. We hold further that all such obedience, had it occurred, 
would have been rendered from a heart of faith alone, in a spirit of loving 
trust. Adam was created to progress from immature glory to mature glory, 
but that glorification too would have been a gift of grace, received by faith 
alone.Ó [Signed statement ÒA Joint Federal Vision Profession,Ó 
Credenda/Agenda vol. 19, no. 3, 11]  

b. ÒChrist is the new Adam, obeying God where the first Adam did not obey 
God.Ó [Ibid, 12]  

c. ÒThere is discontinuity between the Adamic covenant and the post-
lapsarian covenants, though I do not believe the discontinuity lies in the 
manner of communion with God.Ó [Letter to Presbytery] 

 
Dr. Leithart does not deny that the first covenant required obedience. WCF VII, ii. 
He does not deny that the making of that first covenant was an act of divine 
condescension. WCF VII, i. He does not deny AdamÕs position as a Òpublick 
personÓ or Òfederal head.Ó LC 22, 31. He does not deny that the principal 
difference between the first covenant and the second is that in the second the Lord 
offers Òunto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ, requiring of them faith in 
himÉÓ WCF VII, iii  (emphasis added). The committee does not find his views 
out of accord with the WCF. 
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There is an ambiguity in the ConfessionÕs presentation of the promise made in the covenant of 
works. We have the ConfessionÕs statement in XIX, i that Adam was Òpromised life upon the 
fulfillingÉÓ Was Adam not already alive? Did he not yet have communion with God? Was he not 
righteous? In the Confession’s chapter on creation (IV, ii) we read that God Òcreated manÉwith 
reasonable and immortal souls (emphasis added), endued with knowledge, righteousness, and true 
holinessÉhaving the law of God written in their hearts, and power to fulfill it: and yet under the 
possibility of transgressing, being left to the liberty of their own will which was subject unto 
change.Ó It would seem that WCF XIX, i must then be referring by ÒlifeÓ to the non posse peccare 
which Adam did not yet possess. Otherwise, what precisely was this life that Adam did not have 
and would obtain by obedience? It was not, by the Confession’s own declaration immortality, or 
righteousness, or communion with God. Dr. Leithart does not dispute either that Adam was 
created posse peccare or that Adam did not possess the non posse peccare. Dr. LeithartÕs views 
are similar to others with which our church has been long familiar. For some time others, 
including honored teachers in our tradition, have raised the question whether the term Òcovenant 
of worksÓ is the most felicitous expression of the BibleÕs teaching in part because it may seem to 
place an emphasis on what the Bible never does, viz. some putative distinction between the proper 
motions of AdamÕs heart and life under the first covenant toward GodÕs promises and 
commandments and the proper motions of the elect toward the same things in the second 
covenant; that is, upon the difference between AdamÕs responsibility as one called upon to trust 
and obey and ours in the covenant of grace. The Standards themselves do not define a distinction 
between the nature of the response to which the soul was summoned in the first covenant and to 
which man is summoned in the Covenant of Grace. Obviously the principal difference is the 
difference between Adam and Christ, their respective histories as the first and second Adam, and 
the requirement of faith in Christ in the covenant of grace. In any case, the committee strenuously 
objects to the assertion of the minority report that the distinction between the covenant of works 
and the covenant of grace should be understood in terms of the dialectic of law and gospel. Both 
biblically and confessionally the first covenant was a covenant of works precisely in the sense that 
the second covenant was as well: eternal life for others was the promised reward of the obedience 
of the federal head. [Rom. 5:19; WCF VIII, v; LC 31, 71] 
 

2. Election by baptism:  
a. ÒI believe that the elect, and only the elect, will stand before God on the 

last day as righteous, holy, forgiven. The elect will receive these benefits 
of Christ, and cannot lose them.Ó [Letter to Presbytery]  

b. ÒWhatÕs at stake is not, it must be emphasized, the doctrine of eternal 
election or the Reformed insistence that God not only elects but 
reprobates, all before the foundation of the world. I fully agree with the 
Reformed tradition on that point.Ó [The Baptized Body, 97]  

c. ÒÉÔsavingÕ here does not mean that all who receive baptism are eternally 
saved. No one in the history of the church, to my knowledge, has taught 
this, and I certainly do not. Many who are baptized receive blessings and 
gifts from God, but fail to respond with faith, or respond with temporary 
faith, and will end up damned. Only the elect respond with genuine and 
lasting faith, and only they ultimately receive the blessing of eternal 
communion with the Triune God.Ó [Response to Mississippi Valley 
Report] 

d. ÒFaith is the proper response of being baptized, the proper response from 
first to last. It is only by faith that we remain in the body of Christ, and 
only by faith that the water of baptism poured out on the earth of our 
bodies will bear fruit.Ó [The Baptized Body, 84] 
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e. ÒThe PCA [Federal Vision] Committee denies that one is elect Òby virtue 
ofÓ baptism. Good for them. They should condemn this kind of 
nonsenseÉ.. ÒÉelection is not Ôby virtue ofÕ baptism, and nobody has 
ever said it is. Election, in both its general and special senses, is an 
unconditional sovereign act of God. Baptism may express GodÕs election 
to membership in the church; but election is not dependent on baptism.Ó 
[ÒAgainst the PCA GA FV Report (twenty-four variations on a response,Ó 
Credenda/Agenda, vol. 19, no 3, 14] 

The committee does not judge Dr. LeithartÕs views to be out of accord with the 
WCF. 

3. Imputation of obedience:  
a. ÒWe affirm Christ is all in all for us, and that His perfect sinless life, His 

suffering on the cross, and His glorious resurrection are all credited to us. 
Christ is the new Adam, obeying God where the first Adam did not obey 
God.Ó [Signed statement ÒA Joint Federal Vision Profession,Ó 
Credenda/Agenda, vol. 19, no. 3, 12] 

b.  ÒI affirm that ChristÕs obedience was necessary for our salvation, and 
affirm too that ChristÕs history of obedience becomes the life story of 
those who are in Christ. IÕm not sure ÔimputationÕ is the best way to 
express this. ItÕs not clear to me that the Westminster Standards require 
belief in the imputation of ChristÕs active obedience.Ó [Letter to 
Presbytery] 

c. ÒSinners, who are covenant-breakers, are counted as covenant-keepers 
because we are in the covenant-keeper, Jesus, and His covenant-keeping is 
regarded as, and is, ours through faith.Ó ÒI am actually arguing for the 
opposite of what the report attributes to me. I am arguing that justification 
is not by any work of the person justified but through faith in Jesus, the 
Covenant-Keeper.Ó  [Response to Mississippi Valley Report] 

d. ÒI do not deny the Westminster Confession of Faith’s definition of 
justification, but it seems clear to me that we need to say much more about 
justification if we are going to capture the full biblical richness of the 
event of justification.Ó [Response to Mississippi Valley Report] 

e. ÒWe are united with Christ; Christ is righteous; therefore, God regards us 
(considers us, counts us) as righteous. This is imputation, but it is not a 
distinct act of imputation.Ó [Letter to Presbytery]  

f. ÒI never wrote that justification is a metaphor, but in case my discussion 
was confusing let me state that I agree with the response: God is judge, 
and he judges sinners righteous in Christ. Justification is truly 
forensic/judicial, not just similar to it.Ó [Response to OPC Report on 
Justification] 

g. ÒMy article on justificationÉdid not challenge the notion that justification 
is always forensic. Rather, I was exploring passages where the forensic 
language of justification is used in contexts other than literal 
courtroomsÉÓ [Response to OPC Report on Justification] 

h. ÒIt is odd to call a relational view of righteousness Ôthin,Õ since it both 
includes the legal/moral aspectÉAND other features of righteousness.Ó 
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i. ÒÉjustification by faith is not being challenged.Ó [ÒAgainst the PCA GA 
FV Report,Ó 17] 

j. ÒAs far as it goes the Protestant doctrine is correct; if the scene of a sinner 
in a dock before the judge is put before us, and we are asked, ÒWhat does 
justification mean?Ó or ÒOn what grounds is a person justified?Ó then the 
proper answer is the Reformation answer: Justification is an act of GodÕs 
free grace whereby he pardons all our sinsÉÓ [ÒJudge Me O God: Biblical 
Perspectives on Justification,Ó S. Wilkins and D. Garner (eds), The 
Federal Vision, 209] 

 The Committee does not find Dr. LeithartÕs admission that ÒimputationÓ may not 
 be the best way to express the idea that we are made righteous before God on the 
 ground of the righteousness of Christ evidence that he denies the doctrine of 
 the WCF. 
4. Merit:  

a. ÒHe and his work have an inherent worth that no creature has before God 
(emphasis added). If this is what ÔmeritÕ expresses, I do not disagree.Ó  

b. ÒWe affirm Christ is all in all for us, and that His perfect sinless life, His 
suffering on the cross, and His glorious resurrection are all credited to us. 
Christ is the new Adam, obeying God where the first Adam did not obey 
God.Ó [Signed statement ÒA Joint Federal Vision Profession,Ó 
Credenda/Agenda, vol. 19, no. 3, 12] 

c. ÒWe affirm we are saved by grace alone, through faith alone. Faith alone 
is the hand which is given to us by God so that we may receive the offered 
grace of God. Justification is GodÕs forensic declaration that we are 
counted as righteous, with our sins forgiven, for the sake of Jesus Christ 
alone.Ó [Signed statement ÒA Joint Federal Vision Profession,Ó 
Credenda/Agenda, vol. 19, no. 3, 12] 

The committee does not find Dr. LeithartÕs views out of accord with the teaching 
of the WCF. 

5. Union with Christ: ÒWe are united with Christ; Christ is righteous; therefore, God 
regards us (considers us, counts us) as righteous. This is imputation, but it is not a 
distinct act of imputation.Õ [Letter to Presbytery] The committee does not find Dr. 
LeithartÕs views out of accord with the WCF. Cf. especially Larger Catechism Qs 
65-69. 

6. Baptism and covenantal union:  
a. ÒI donÕt see this as a ÔparallelÕ soteriological system to the decretal 

system.Ó [Letter to Presbytery] 
b. ÒÉÔsavingÕ here does not mean that all who receive baptism are eternally 

saved. No one in the history of the church, to my knowledge, has taught 
this, and I certainly do not. Many who are baptized receive blessings and 
gifts from God, but fail to respond with faith, or respond with temporary 
faith, and will end up damned. Only the elect respond with genuine and 
lasting faith, and only they ultimately receive the blessing of eternal 
communion with the Triune God.Ó [Response to Mississippi Valley 
Report] 
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c. ÒFaith is the proper response of being baptized, the proper response from 
first to last. It is only by faith that we remain in the body of Christ, and 
only by faith that the water of baptism poured out on the earth of our 
bodies will bear fruit.Ó [The Baptized Body, 84] 

d. ÒÉthese benefits of baptism, however, belong finally only to the baptized 
who respond to GodÕs grace in faith; there are some who are made sons by 
baptism who fall away.Ó [Letter to Presbytery] 

The committee does not find persuasive Dr. LeithartÕs positive construction of the 
biblical data and finds that construction unhelpful, unnecessary, and confusing 
(see evaluation below), but, noting his qualifications, his affirmation of the 
WCFÕs doctrine of the decree, his insistence on the necessity of faith from 
beginning to end [e.g. The Baptized Body, 84], does not find his views out of 
accord with the WCF. 

7. Union with Christ and benefits: Declaration 7 of the GA report must be taken to 
mean ÒThe view that one can be Òunited to ChristÓ in the sense in which the 
related terminology is used in the ConfessionÉÓ By the express declaration of 
Holy Scripture there is also a sense in which a person can be Òin ChristÓ and not 
persevere (John 15:1-4). In the committeeÕs judgment there are no statements in 
evidence to indicate that Dr. Leithart denies the WCFÕs doctrine. He wishes to 
draw attention to this other sense of union with Christ, but does not deny the 
Confession’s. 

8. Temporary benefits:  
a. ÒHow can we affirm a strong view of baptism without implying that all the 

baptized are saved and without implying that baptismal water has become 
a magic potion?Ó [The Baptized Body, 32]  

b. ÒI believe that the elect, and only the elect, will stand before God on the 
last day as righteous, holy, forgiven. The elect will receive these benefits 
of Christ, and cannot lose them.Ó [Letter to Presbytery]  

Given Dr. LeithartÕs affirmation of the WCFÕs doctrine of the decree and the 
acknowledgement in WCF X, iv of the biblical fact that even reprobates are 
Òcalled by the ministry of the WordÓ and Òmay have some common operations of 
the SpiritÓ (that is, operations in common with those enjoyed by the elect), the 
committee does not find Dr. LeithartÕs views out of accord with the WCF. 

9. Justification by works:  
a. ÒIn all of this, it is crucial to remember continually that justification, 

however defined, is by faith. And in part that means that our 
justification/vindication is not completely and fully revealed before the 
Last Judgment. We are justified in the present, but in another sense we 
await final public vindication.Ó [The Baptized Body, 231-232]  

b. Cf. Dr. LeithartÕs more extensive response to the GA Report on this point 
in ÒAgainst the PCA GA FV Report (twenty-four variations on a 
response,Ó 17-19, including his summary conclusion: Òthe Federal Vision 
support for judgment according to works poses no danger to justification 
by faith alone.Ó [13] 

The committee does not find Dr. LeithartÕs views out of accord with the WCF. 
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The Confession, artlessly summarizing a number of texts, asserts that all men, believers 
included, shall be judged on the Last Day, shall give an account of their thoughts, words, and 
deeds, and shall receive according to what they had done in the body, whether good or evil. 
[XXXIII, i] In neither  the Confession nor the catechisms do the Standards more fully explain 
what they understand by the judgment according to works or integrate that judgment into its 
doctrine of justification by faith, though we do read in XVI, vi that God will accept and 
reward the works that his grace enables his people to perform. On the one hand, the Scripture 
asserts that they who believe in Jesus Christ have eternal life and that they will not come into 
judgment (John 3:18; 5:24); that the dead in Christ are already in heaven with him and are 
already clothed in white robes (2 Cor. 5:8; Phil. 1:23; Rev. 7:9); and that the saints will join in 
judging the world (1 Cor. 6:2). On the other hand, in many texts Ð often employing the same 
vocabulary of judge and judgment Ð the Bible also asserts that the saints will be judged 
according to their works and will suffer gain or loss accordingly (Matt. 12:36-27; 25:31-46; 
John 5:28-29; Rom. 2:16; 14:10, 12; 1 Cor. 3:13-15; 2 Cor. 5:10; 2 Tim. 4:8; Rev. 20:12-15; 
etc.). We encounter again on the Last Day the age-old dialectic of divine grace and human 
responsibility. The texts teaching such a judgment according to works taken together suggest 
that this judgment has several distinct purposes, as both separating believers from unbelievers 
and assigning individuals their appropriate place within their respective classes. As Bavinck 
reminds us, these texts teach that the standard of judgment on the Last Day, for believers and 
unbelievers alike, will be both the Law and the Gospel [Reformed Dogmatics, iv, 700-702]. 
But the Standards themselves do not specify the purposes of this judgment according to 
works: whether the demonstration of living faith, the vindication of GodÕs verdict of acquittal 
in the evidence of a renewed life, or the apportionment of reward. In any case, Dr. Leithart, in 
asserting the judgment according to works, does nothing but assert what  the Standards 
themselves assert and his agreement with the construction of that doctrine such as we find in 
many Reformed authorities. It has been suggested that by the assertion of such a judgment at 
the Last Day Dr. Leithart calls into question the gracious verdict of acquittal granted to 
believers on account of the obedience and sacrifice of Christ. But not only does he affirm 
forensic justification Ð the granting of eternal life to believers in Christ in their own personal 
history Ð as that free justification is taught in Scripture and our Standards, but a major 
emphasis of his writings is precisely to assert the real possession of the benefits of the 
covenant of grace by believers over against what he judges to be their constant qualification in 
some segments of Reformed spiritual culture on the basis of facts that cannot be known until 
their disclosure in the future. In other words, this accusation mistakes his teaching by 
supposing that he denies what he is at greatest pains to assert!  

 
II. Possible Exceptions 
 
In reflecting on Dr. LeithartÕs views, the committee has come to believe that it would be 
in everyoneÕs best interest if every PCA minister and elder were to be more thorough-
going in expressing every mental reservation regarding the WCF’s form of words. We 
note, for example, that few if any of our men have taken exception to the statement in 
WCF VII iv that ÒThis covenant of grace is frequently set forth in Scripture by the name 
of a testamentÉÓ a statement that is untrue on its face. Our thinking apparently has been 
that it is only necessary to take exception either to the more substantial statements of our 
standards or to its details when they have become an issue in the life of our church. 
Would it not be better for us to express our active engagement with the standards by 
noting even our reservations regarding the StandardsÕ form of words? Would that not 
serve to bring the Confession and its theological formulations more to the forefront of our 
collective mind and to keep them there? Would that not increase the likelihood that the 
standards would be amended where they were found to be in error or insufficient in some 
respect or even where an acceptable form of words might be improved upon? 
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To that end the committee wonders if it would not be best for Dr. Leithart to take 
exception to the formula Òcovenant of worksÓ (WCF VII ii; XIX i), to the assertion that 
the promise of the covenant of works was ÒlifeÓ (WCF XIX i), and even to the use of the 
extra-biblical term ÒmeritÓ (WCF XVII ii; LC 55, 174), if indeed he feels that other terms 
are more felicitous and less susceptible to misunderstanding. Should he register those 
exceptions, the committee recommends that those exceptions be allowed and that he 
should be free to teach them.  
 
III. Evaluation 
 
The Committee was charged to examine TE Peter LeithartÕs views with respect to the 
nine declarations of the GA Report on Federal Vision etc. In the committeeÕs view Dr. 
LeithartÕs views are compatible with the teaching of our standards though there are 
certainly some differences in statement, emphasis, and elaboration. Our brief was to 
determine whether he denied or contradicted the teaching of our Standards, not to object 
if he wished to say more than they say or even, in confessing the same truth, to improve 
upon their form of words. That his positive constructions may seem in some respects 
difficult to reconcile with the language of our standards is not itself evidence that he 
denies their teaching. The dialectical character of biblical teaching famously produces 
tensions that remain difficult, if not impossible to resolve. We further take note of the 
several assertions of loyalty to the teaching of the Standards that are scattered among Dr. 
LeithartÕs published works. He explicitly confesses his agreement with the StandardsÕ 
doctrine of decretal election, forensic justification, and so on. 
 
The committee thought it important, however, to include some broader evaluation of Dr. 
LeithartÕs teaching given the controversy that surrounds his teaching and the expectation 
that our PresbyteryÕs judgment of his views will be of interest to those in other parts of 
our church. We have expressed our views regarding the compatibility of Dr. LeithartÕs 
published views with the teaching of the Westminster Confession of Faith. The opinion of 
the committee that his views, while in some cases going beyond the formulations of the 
WCF, are not a denial of them should not, however, be taken to mean that the committee 
is persuaded that Dr. LeithartÕs constructions of the doctrines in dispute represent an 
advance in understanding or that they provide a more accurate account of the teaching of 
Holy Scripture.  
 
Much of Dr. LeithartÕs work purports to provide a more complete picture of biblical 
teaching than is represented in the systematic presentation of that teaching in the 
Westminster Confession of Faith and the Larger and Shorter Catechisms. To that end he 
draws our attention to the fact that the biblical vocabulary of election, justification, and 
union with Christ is used in ways other than those uses reported in the Standards. He says 
often enough that, so far as it goes, the confessional summary is accurate, but he remains 
convinced that our doctrinal formulations would be enriched by careful attention to the 
complete biblical usage of this theological vocabulary. The complaint has been made that 
using these terms in other than their accepted usage is unnecessarily confusing. The reply 
is that these are the BibleÕs own terms and a faithful interpreter of Scripture is duty bound 
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to reckon with the fact that the Bible employs even these important theological terms in 
different ways. Respect for the biblical pedagogy requires that we live with the tension 
and the risk of confusion thus created. The committee is in complete agreement with Dr. 
Leithart in his assertions that Ò(a) the Reformed faith has allowed the Word to form its 
theological grid, (b) that this grid is faithfully reflected in the Reformed confessions, and 
(c) there is still much more forming for the Word to do.Ó We likewise do not believe, we 
cannot believe, Òthat the Reformed confessions have been formed for all ages and stand 
in no further need of reformation.Ó [Response to OPC Report on Justification] 
 
The committee wishes to say, however, that, having read some of Dr. LeithartÕs work, we 
do wish he were more careful to avoid unnecessary confusion by stating more 
categorically and in different contexts what he is asserting in connection with the 
teaching of the Reformed tradition and, in particular, Westminster Calvinism, and, 
perhaps more importantly, what he is not asserting. We are quite prepared to grant to the 
crusader, particularly the crusader seeking to recover what he understands to be teaching 
of the Bible that is in eclipse in some measure due to an overweening theological 
paradigm, a measure of freedom to challenge accepted notions and to critique familiar 
forms of words. However, the crusader who wishes genuinely to persuade rather than 
simply to provoke will always do his best to carry with him the consent of the church. 
Nothing better serves that end than frequent and heartfelt admissions of loyalty to the 
articles of faith cherished by the Reformed church and specific explanations of precisely 
how he wishes to elaborate those articles and how he wishes, if indeed he does, to amend 
them. Dr. Leithart may feel that he has done this adequately. The committee does not feel 
that he has done all he could have done. 
 
On the other hand, it is also important to say in the midst of the controversy that has 
developed in our church that no matter the inconvenience created, no matter the 
misunderstanding that must patiently be overcome, no matter the unsettlement that is 
created in some minds, the supreme authority of Holy Scripture must forever remain our 
touchstone and its place as our only infallible rule of faith and practice must never be 
compromised, even to protect cherished forms of words with which we have traditionally 
confessed our faith. This is a principle so fundamental to our Reformed theology and to 
our very life as Christians that we must remain vigilant that we do not, under any 
circumstances, for any reason, or however inadvertently find ourselves defending our 
theological standards against the teaching of the Bible. Our ministers must be free to 
remind us what the Bible actually says, including what it may say regarding matters not 
adequately accounted for in the systematic presentation of biblical doctrine such as we 
have in the Westminster Confession of Faith or that it may say that might raise a 
challenge at one point or another to the Confession’s form of words. The failure of our 
standards to cover everything has long been cheerfully acknowledged. That more must 
sometimes be said should startle no one. Nor should we ever allow the impression to be 
given that the theological formulations of the 17th century leave no room for 
improvement. 
 
We gladly acknowledge that we find Dr. LeithartÕs biblical and theological reflection 
often helpful and stimulating. He has reminded us of aspects of the BibleÕs teaching that 
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are easy for us to neglect or underemphasize precisely because they do not feature, or 
feature insignificantly, in our confessional summaries. He has likewise reminded us of 
the rich diversity of thought that can be found even in the tradition of Westminster 
Calvinism. We salute him for the Reformed contribution he has made to the larger 
Christian community through journals such as First Things and Touchstone.  
 
Nevertheless, we are persuaded that at some key points Dr. Leithart has, in fact, failed 
adequately to represent the fullness of biblical teaching. We draw attention in particular 
to his effort to do justice to the biblical and confessional manner of speaking of baptism 
as conferring union with Christ, or, as the WCF puts it, ingrafting into Christ, and the 
benefits conveyed by that union (WCF XXVIII i, vi; cf. LC 167). Baptism, Dr. Leithart is 
at pains to point out, is an indicative, not a subjunctive reality in Holy Scripture. To that 
end he says, in language that could easily be predicted to confuse and disturb,  
 
 ÒIn baptism, God judges sin, declares the baptized righteous, and delivers the 

baptized from death in the new life of the Spirit-filled body of GodÕs Son.Ó 
 
 ÒThose who are washed are rightly described as the sanctified and justified.Ó 
 
 ÒThe baptized are implanted into ChristÕs body, and in Him share in all that he has 

to give.Ó 
 
 ÒBaptism strips off the culture of flesh and inducts us into the culture of the 

Spirit.Ó [The Baptized Body, 76, 78] 
 
Dr. Leithart, of course, goes on to admit that baptism bears fruit only through living faith, 
that there are false sons in the pale of the church, and that through apostasy many forfeit 
the blessings conveyed in baptism. It is the view of the committee, however, that in his 
positive construction of baptism and its efficacy, he fails adequately to represent the 
biblical data and the result is a one-sided and confusing, if not positively incoherent 
construction. 
 
The question everyone has, when baptism is said to bring a person into a state of 
sainthood or righteousness through union with Christ is, of course, how can such 
assertions of baptismal efficacy be reconciled with the fact that the Bible artlessly 
acknowledges in countless places that many who have been baptized and are members of 
the church are not saved. Dr. Leithart seeks to resolve the problem with reference to the 
reality of apostasy. [The Baptized Body, 83-106] 
 
He critiques the typical approach of Reformed theology Ð which is simply to say that 
those who fall away were never born again, never one with Christ, and never were 
possessed of true and living faith Ð in this way: 
 
 ÒAll this seems very workable. It provides a way of handling the apostasy 

passages while also affirming the perseverance of the elect. The only problem 
with this solution is that it doesnÕt reflect what the Bible usually says about 
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apostasy and what the apostate has and enjoys prior to his apostasy. First John 
2:19 perhaps speaks this way about apostates: ÔThey went out from us because 
they were not of us.Õ But many other passages indicate that people who eventually 
fall away received many benefits and blessings and had a personal connection 
with the Son and the Spirit of the Father.Ó [The Baptized Body, 90] 

 
The committee does not deny the assertion that at least some baptized unbelievers have 
for a time some measure of a real connection with the Son and the Spirit though it 
believes it very important to observe that it is not at all clear that the truly nominal, which 
must include by far the largest number of those who belong to the class of the baptized 
unsaved, necessarily have this connection in the sense described in the texts cited by Dr. 
Leithart. Nevertheless, that such a connection does exist seems clearly the teaching of the 
texts Dr. Leithart marshals in support of his view. However, it is hardly sufficient to 
dismiss the force of 1 John 2:19 as he does.  
 
The texts that Dr. Leithart cites as indicating a real and consequential connection between 
Christ and his Spirit and all the baptized (e.g. Matt. 13:5, 20-21; John 15:2, 6; Hebrews 
6:4-5; 2 Peter 2:20) are in every case a description of the spiritual effect of such a 
connection to Christ, experienced by at least some of those who belong to the church, at 
least for a time, but who are at last unsaved. 1 John 2:19 is, on the other hand, an 
explanation of the phenomenon of church members (and teachers) who do not persevere 
in livi ng faith. In explaining the phenomenon, as Dr. Leithart proposes to do with his 
view of baptismal efficacy, one cannot pass so lightly over the actual explanation offered 
in Scripture, still less prefer descriptions to explanations. We are all aware that people we 
thought were Christians and who thought themselves to be Christians proved at last not to 
be. We know full well how genuine their faith and devotion seemed to them and to us. 
Many of us have known people who served the Lord in significant ways, led others to 
Christ and salvation, but who, nevertheless, eventually returned to the world. This dismal 
reality is described in numerous places in the Bible. Precisely because some mimic faith 
and salvation so sincerely and so effectively this is a phenomenon that cries out for 
explanation. The Bible provides that explanation and not only in 1 John 2:19. There is in 
fact a considerable amount of other material that in a similar way appears to undermine 
Dr. LeithartÕs construction of baptismal efficacy, of a real bestowal of union with Christ, 
of incorporation into his body, of justification, adoption, and renewal upon those who are 
not eventually saved because of subsequent apostasy. 1 John 2:19 is certainly 
disconfirming evidence insofar as it explicitly denies such an incorporation or at least 
denies the same incorporation enjoyed by the elect and the twice-born in the case of the 
apostate or baptized unbeliever.  
 
But other texts offer the same sort of explanation. In Matt. 7:23, the Lord replies to 
members of this class who to the very end protest their loyalty to him (which is to say, 
never apostatized in the ordinary sense of the term), ÒI never knew you.Ó He does not say 
that he once knew them but knows them no longer; he says that he never knew them. In 
Romans 9:6 the dismal fact of the unbelief of first century Jews and their rejection of the 
Prince of Life are explained with the observation that Ònot all who are descended from 
Israel are Israel.Ó There are, in fact, two communities in the church, one of the living and 
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one of the dead, however impossible it may be for us always to identify to which 
community a particular church member belongs. The explanation of that generation of 
IsraelÕs unbelief offered by the Apostle Paul is manifestly not that she had been for some 
time united to Christ but apostatized. The unbelieving community of the church was 
never part of the company of the LordÕs true people. A similar distinction between the 
living and dead parts of the church is made when Paul distinguishes between Israel 
according to the flesh and Israel according to the Spirit (1 Cor. 10:18). 
 
In a treatise purporting to provide a biblical doctrine of baptismal efficacy surely it is 
necessary to consider texts that seem directly to assert that baptism is sometimes, is 
indeed often an outward rite with little or no inward significance. Jeremiah complained 
that he was called to a people who were circumcised in the flesh but not in heart (9:25-
26), precisely the sort of distinction Dr. Leithart seems to be at pains to decry as 
eviscerating baptism of its effect. It is, however, a persistent biblical explanation of the 
phenomenon of unbelief in the church that some are baptized only in the flesh and that, in 
their case, the ritual, if not entirely empty, does not have the same effect it has for the 
elect, the reborn, the adopted, the justified, and the renewed. The incorporation it effects 
into the church is not that incorporation effected in the case of the true people of God, 
those baptized in the heart. There is, Paul says, such a thing as an inauthentic or irreal 
initiatory sacrament and its defect is precisely the want of true and living faith in the heart 
(Phil. 3:3). The eventual fact of apostasy is not a sufficient explanation for an ineffectual 
baptism. The ritual is ineffectual in the nature of the case, at least as effecting a true 
incorporation into Christ and bestowal of his benefits. If Dr. LeithartÕs central affirmation 
in The Baptized Body is that ÒWithout qualification or hedging, the church is the body of 
Christ,Ó [p. ix] he was duty bound to address the class of scriptural texts that clearly 
qualify and hedge.  
 
The analogy of the wedding can be carried only so far. ÒGoing through a wedding 
ceremony creates a marriage and transforms a single man into a husband and a single 
woman into a wife.Ó [The Baptized Body, 23] Baptism, to be sure, creates a Christian, but 
possibly and often only in one sense. By the express testimony of Holy Scripture there is 
another sense, a deeper sense, in which baptism may not create a Christian, may not 
incorporate the person into the body of Christ, may not affect union with Christ in the 
sense in which that union is the source of justification, sanctification, and adoption. A 
person can be baptized and unbaptized at the same time and he can be a member of the 
church and not belong to the people of God (Hos. 1:10). The thirty-eight years in the 
wilderness when Israel went without circumcision was an enacted demonstration of a fact 
that would continue to be true with dismaying regularity in her subsequent history: it is 
entirely possible to be the people of God in one sense, and not to be the people of God in 
every sense that finally matters. We say again, one feature of Dr. LeithartÕs construction 
of baptismal efficacy that strikes us as particularly unfortunate and revealing is his failure 
to reckon with the fact that the spiritual situation of the largest part of the company of 
baptized unbelievers is not in fact described in the texts that he cites. The truly nominal Ð 
who have never Òreceived the word with joyÓ; have never been ÒenlightenedÓ; have never 
Òtasted the heavenly giftÓ; have never Òshared in the Holy SpiritÓ; have never tasted the 
goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming ageÓ; and Òhave [never] 
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known our Lord and Savior Jesus ChristÓ Ð are not apostates in the biblical sense of the 
term. The Bible does not describe generations-long unbelief in the church as if in every 
case the baptized individual had such powerful experiences of the reality of Christ and 
salvation but eventually turned his back on them. He was never at any time such a man as 
these texts describe. He was not once one thing and later another.  The prophets, our 
primary source of information on this phenomenon of baptized unbelief, do not speak to 
Israel as if their audience in each case once had seemed to possess living faith. Their 
message was rather, as Paul summarized it: ÒFor circumcision indeed is of value if you 
obey the law, but if you break the law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcisionÉ. Ó 
and ÒFor no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and 
physical. But a Jew is one inwardly and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the 
Spirit, not by the letter.Ó [Rom. 2:25, 28-29; cf. 1 Cor. 7:19] 
 
The committee was disappointed that, given the biblical data explicitly disconfirming of 
his construction, Dr. Leithart did not more seriously consider in his examination of the 
passages upon which he principally rests his view of baptismal efficacy (e.g. Acts 2:38; 
22:16; Rom. 6:1-4; 1 Cor. 6:11; 1 Pet. 3:21) the possibility that they read as they do 
because they presume living faith and eternal salvation. It is a commonplace of biblical 
revelation that the church is very often addressed on the assumption that all addressed are 
true believers. The church is addressed, in other words, ceteris paribus. There are a host 
of texts that cannot be understood on any other assumption (e.g. 1 Cor. 15:51, 57; 1 
Thess. 4:15-17). It is an entirely understandable, we might say inevitable device of 
communication when an author does not wish the force of truth to be dissipated by 
constant qualification. Only occasionally is the qualification explicitly stated (e.g. 2 Cor. 
13:5).  
 
Dr. LeithartÕs proposal, the committee believes, creates a set of new problems Holy 
Scripture does not help us to resolve. We have, for example, no idea what it would mean 
to say that someone was justified temporarily, to be judged righteous before God 
temporarily, or to share in all that Christ has to give temporarily. It is the difficulty of 
resolving those problems in fidelity to the whole counsel of God that has made his 
proposal controversial in our church. The experiences of Christ and the Spirit that some 
reprobate have are a mysterious phenomenon however clearly and emphatically reported 
in Holy Scripture. We accept that the force of the texts that describe that phenomenon has 
sometimes been underappreciated in our tradition. We accept the force of his criticism 
that American revivalism and individualism, even in Calvinist circles, has tended to 
eviscerate the BibleÕs ecclesiology. On the other hand, when the phenomenon of the 
baptized unbeliever or apostate is provided a theological explanation in the Bible, as it 
certainly is and not infrequently, that explanation is not that a reality that once existed 
does so no longer. Rather the unbeliever, though baptized, was never really, or fully, 
incorporated into the body of Christ; he was not even baptized in the deeper, richer truer 
meaning of that ritual and its intended efficacy. 
 
We have less to say regarding Dr. LeithartÕs construction of the BibleÕs doctrine of 
justification, particularly as given in his article ÒJudge Me, O GodÉÓ It has long been 
observed that the Bible uses the terminology of justification in other ways than that 
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employed in the confessional definitions of justification and certainly his is not the only 
voice reminding us Òthat because of the way Paul focuses the gospel on ChristÕs death 
and resurrection in their unified efficacy, without at all confusing justification and 
sanctification, the forensic and renovative aspects of salvation, he sees them together 
more easily and inseparably than is sometimes the case in the Reformation traditionÉÓ 
[R. B. Gaffin Jr., By Faith, Not By Sight: Paul and the Order of Salvation, 34-35]  
 
We do not doubt that justification as a verdict of acquittal, reversing the condemnation of 
the sinner, because it is the action of God and part and parcel of that salvation that is by  
grace through faith (Eph. 2:8-9), inevitably carries other aspects of that same salvation in 
its train, including and especially the renewal of life. On the other hand, the committee 
does not find persuasive Dr. LeithartÕs exegesis of Romans 3 and 4 insofar as he finds the 
transformation of life also suggested by PaulÕs use of the vocabulary of justification. The 
fact that the semantic range of this terminology may be wider in Holy Scripture than in 
Reformed systematic theology does not mean that all possible meanings are necessarily 
present in a biblical writerÕs particular use of it. Nor does the meaning of such an 
argument as Paul makes in Romans 4-5 depend solely upon the vocabulary employed. 
We are hard-pressed to understand why Paul would find it necessary to anticipate the 
antinomian objection to justification by faith if, in fact, he had just demonstrated that 
justification is an act of both acquittal and renewal. The Scripture certainly knows the 
difference between the forgiveness of sins and the renewal of oneÕs life and in many 
different ways distinguishes between GodÕs gracious verdict based on a righteousness 
that is extra nos (Phil. 3:9) and that righteousness that the Holy Spirit works in nobis 
(Eph. 4:24). Nevertheless, fidelity to the doctrinal formulations of the Westminster 
Standards does not require a particular answer to the question whether what is nowadays 
referred to as Òdefinitive sanctificationÓ is the meaning of PaulÕs use of !"#$"%& in 
Romans 6:7. Such disagreements in exegesis among Reformed and Presbyterian 
ministers and theologians are legion and so it must be demonstrated that any such 
conclusion of exegesis amounts to a denial of one or more Òof the fundamentals of this 
system of doctrine.Ó [BCO 21-5.2] In the committeeÕs judgment Dr. LeithartÕs exegesis, 
regarding which we have recorded our disagreement, does not amount to such a denial. 
 
Recommendation: that the views of TE Peter Leithart be judged to be not out of accord 
with the fundamentals of our system of doctrine.  
 
Eric Irwin 
Don Jones 
Stephen Meerdink 
Robert Rayburn 
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COMMITTEE TO REVIEW THE TEACHING 
OF THE REV. PETER LEITHART 

 
Minority Report 

 
 

 
Introduction 
 

At the October, 2007 meeting of the Pacific Northwest Presbytery, a study 
committee was appointed to examine TE Leithart’s responses to the nine 
declarations of the PCA’s Federal Vision Report. As members of this 
committee, we have a number of areas of concern with respect to TE 
Leithart’s views on matters relating to the Federal Vision. These concerns, 
as we hope to demonstrate, are not over matters that we consider to be 
incidental to confessional Reformed theology, but rather, over matters that 
strike at the vitals of that theology. 

 
On the Bi-Covenantal Structure of the Westminster Standards 

The first declaration of the Federal Vision Report states: 

ÒThe view that rejects the bi-covenantal structure of Scripture as 
represented in the Westminster Standards (i.e., views which do not merely 
take issue with the terminology, but the essence of the first/second 
covenant framework) is contrary to those Standards.Ó 

 
In response, TE Leithart says: 
 

“There is discontinuity between the Adamic covenant and the post-
lapsarian covenants, though I do not believe the discontinuity lies 
in the manner of communion with God. God sovereignly created 
Adam in a state of favor, and Adam was to walk in that favor by 
faith that expressed itself in obedience. So also, God sovereignly 
brings us into a state of favor through His Son, and we walk in that 
favor by faith expressed in obedience. The differences between 
Adamic and post-lapsarian covenants are not at a ‘soteriological’ 
level (i.e., not a contrast of a ‘legal’ versus a ‘gracious’ covenant), 
but at the level of covenant administration.” 

 
Although TE Leithart acknowledges a Òdiscontinuity between the Adamic covenant and 
the postlapsarian covenants,Ó he  insists that this discontinuity is not ÒsoteriologicalÓ (i.e., 
it does not Òlie in the manner of communion with GodÓ). Instead, the discontinuity 
between the pre- and postlapsarian covenants lies Òat the level of covenant 
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administration.Ó He then clarifies this by saying that the differences between these two 
covenants does not amount to Òa contrast of a ÔlegalÕ versus a ÔgraciousÕ covenant.Ó 
 
TE LeithartÕs insistence that the Adamic covenant was not ÒlegalÓ and, therefore, not in 
essential distinction from the present ÒgraciousÓ covenant is also expressed in his post1 
entitled ÒMore from WardÓ: 
 

ÒYes, we do have the same obligation that Adam (and Abraham, and 
Moses, and David, and Jesus) had, namely, the obedience of faith. And, 
yes, covenant faithfulness is the way to salvation, for the Ôdoers of the law 
will be justifiedÕ at the final judgment. But this is all done in union with 
Christ, so that ÔourÕ covenant faithfulness is dependent on the work of the 
Spirit of Christ in us, and our covenant faithfulness is about faith, trusting 
the Spirit to will and to do according to His good pleasure.Ó 
 

For TE Leithart, the demand for GodÕs people both before and after the fall was the same: 
faith that expressed itself in obedience. The ability to boast in fulfilling this requirement 
is excluded, he argues, because our Òdoing of the lawÓ which leads to ÒjustificationÓ is 
the result of the work of the Spirit within us. 
 
In his post entitled ÒSloganizing,Ó TE Leithart writes: 
 

“The term ‘mono-covenantalism’ has been tossed around wildly in 
the last few years. Apparently, mono-covenantalism is really scary 
and bad. The PCA FV report insists on ‘bi-covenantalism’ as the 
structure of ‘Scripture.’ So, is there one covenant, or are there 
two?...  
 
“The answer, of course, depends on what features you’re attending 
to. Nobody believes that the Adamic covenant in the garden was 
the same in every respect as the postlapsarian covenants. If nothing 
else, there’s the difference of Adam’s location: In the first covenant, 
he’s in the garden; the postlapsarian covenant presumes his 
exclusion from the garden. 
 
“Yet, most everyone agrees that there are fundamental similarities: 
Both covenants have identical parties - God and Adam; both are 
initiated by God; both include promises and threats; and so on. 
 
“Carrying on a debate between bi- and mono-covenantalism is just 
that - carrying on. It’s sloganizing, not theology.” 

 
As he stated in his response to the Report, TE Leithart sees the differences between the 
pre- and postlapsarian covenants as being purely administrative (to use his example, the 
                                                

1 All web citations are from www.leithart.com. 
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former takes place in the garden, the latter outside it). But with respect to the substance of 
these two covenants, they are Òfundamentally similar.Ó 
 
As we compare TE LeithartÕs position to that of the Westminster Standards, we see that 
in WCF VII, Òthe first covenantÓ is called a Òcovenant of works,Ó while Òthe second 
covenantÓ is called a Òcovenant of grace.Ó The covenant of works promised Ò[eternal] 
lifeÉupon condition of perfect, personal, [and perpetual] obedienceÓ (WCF VII.2; cf. 
WLC 20). The covenant of grace Òfreely offersÓ life and salvation to sinners, requiring of 
them faith in Christ, who, as ÒMediator and Surety,Ó offered to God Òperfect obedienceÓ 
(WCF VIII.3, 5). This faith that the covenant of grace requires is itself a Ògift of God,Ó 
Òwhereby the elect are enabled to believe to the saving of their soulsÓ (WCF VII.3; XI.1; 
XIV.1). 

 
While the Westminster Confession does acknowledge differences in 
covenant administration (i.e., the covenant of grace was “differently 
administered in the time of the law, and in the time of the gospel”), the 
discontinuity it highlights between the pre- and postlapsarian covenants is 
one of principle, not simply of administration. The former is a conditional 
covenant whose blessings are secured through personal law-keeping, 
while the latter’s blessings are secured by the law-keeping of Another, and 
are received by faith, which is itself a gift given by God. 
 
TE Leithart’s view, it seems, categorically denies our Standards’ bi-
covenantal structure in favor of a mono-covenantal schema according to 
which the stipulated rewards are not secured by works before the fall and 
by grace after the fall, but are secured both before and after the fall 
through “faith expressed in obedience.” Given the fact that such Reformed 
theologians as Calvin, Ursinus, Olevian, Beza, Perkins, Fisher, Machen, 
Berkhof, and Murray  have rooted the distinction between the covenant of 
works and covenant of grace in the distinction between the law and the 
gospel, TE Leithart’s rejection of this covenantal structure appears 
tantamount to conflating what Scripture everywhere sets in antithesis, i.e., 
the principles of works and grace as means to securing God’s heavenly 
blessings. 
 

On Election and the Benefits of Baptism 
 
The second declaration of the Federal Vision Report states: 
 

“The view that an individual is ‘elect’ by virtue of his membership 
in the visible church; and that this ‘election’ includes justification, 
adoption, and sanctification; but that this individual could lose his 
‘election’ if he forsakes the visible church, is contrary to the 
Westminster Standards.” 
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TE Leithart responds by saying: 
 

“I suspect that the committee meant to deal with a view of this sort: 
Baptism expresses God’s eternal sovereign choice of an individual 
to be a member of the people of God; and those who are members 
of the church stand righteous before God, are holy, and are sons 
because they are members of the body inseparably joined to the 
Son of God, who is the righteous and holy Son (1 Cor 6:11; Gal 3:28-
29); these benefits of baptism, however, belong finally only to the 
baptized who respond in God’s grace in faith; there are some who 
are made sons by baptism who fall away.  That does express my view 
of baptism...” (emphasis added). 
 

The sixth declaration of the report reads: 
 

ÒThe view that water baptism effects a Ôcovenantal unionÕ with Christ 
through which each baptized person receives the saving benefits of 
ChristÕs mediation, including regeneration, justification, and 
sanctification, thus creating a parallel soteriological system to the decretal 
system of the Westminster Standards, is contrary to the Westminster 
Standards.Ó 
 

TE Leithart responds: 
 

“I do believe that baptism unites the baptized in covenant with 
Christ. The import of this I’ve already discussion [sic] in point #2 
above. I don’t see this as a ‘parallel’ soteriological system to the 
decretal system. Rather, God works out His decrees in history 
through the various covenantal structures of biblical history.” 

 
Does TE Leithart believe that water baptism confers salvation, albeit in 
some cases temporary salvation, to those who undergo it?  He does not 
say so directly in his responses to declarations 6 and 7, but he does say so 
plainly in his response to declarations 2 and 8 and in The Baptized Body 
(TBB).  He concludes a section of TBB titled Benefits of Membership [in 
Christ’s body] with these words: 
 

“Thus, when asked, Do the baptized receive all the benefits of 
Christ, save persevering faith?  I object to the form of the question.  
The baptized are implanted into Christ’s body, and in Him share in 
all that He has to give.”  (TBB, p. 78, emphasis added). 
 

We read in WCF XI.2 that  
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“Faith, thus receiving and resting on Christ and his righteousness, 
is the alone instrument of justification; yet is it not alone in the 
person justified, but is ever accompanied with all other saving 
graces, and is no dead faith, but worketh by love.” 

 
 TE Leithart, however, goes on immediately to reaffirm that justification, 
sanctification (in the sense of being a saint, set apart for God), adoption, 
and regeneration are possessed by those who have been incorporated into 
the body of Christ by water baptism. 
 
This understanding of baptismal efficacy highlights the sociological 
dimension of baptism so long as we recognize that this “sociology” is not 
in conflict with the “soteriological” dimensions but co-involved with it.  
To be justified, on this view, is to share in the life of the justified 
community, the people whom God regards, because they are in Christ, as 
“righteous” in His sight.  To be a saint is, in this view, to share in the life 
of the communion of saints.  To be adopted is to be among the sons and 
daughters of the Father, and to be regenerated is to share in the life-in-the-
Spirit that simply is the life of the body of Christ.  Baptism delivers from 
one “culture,” the culture of Adam into a new “culture,” the culture of the 
Last Adam.  Baptism strips off the culture of flesh and inducts us into the 
culture of the Spirit (p. 78). 
 
We have not quoted out of context.  The whole book is devoted to 
establishing the view that baptism saves: in baptism one is incorporated 
into Christ’s body, uniting him or her with Christ; and those who are 
united with Christ have all the blessings of salvation. TE Leithart has little 
to say about repentance, or about faith as an instrument of laying hold of 
salvation, more about the role of faith in keeping one in union with Christ.  
For some, union with Christ is only temporary.  They are justified, 
adopted, sanctified, and regenerated for a time, but do not persevere.     
 
It should be acknowledged that TE Leithart strongly affirms divine 
election; he is no Arminian with respect to backsliders.  Still, TE Leithart’s 
views on baptismal efficacy are not recognizably Reformed.   
 
TE Leithart was given an opportunity to respond to this critique, which he 
did in an e-mail (November 28, 2007) addressed to the whole committee: 
 

“[The committee] has not misstated my arguments (except, of 
course, in the way that every brief summary leaves important 
things out), so I’m not going to spend time clarifying and 
qualifying, but rather trying to give some support for my 
arguments in the interests of convincing you of their force and 
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truth.  I understand that you’ve been assigned the task of 
considering the compatibility of my views with the Constitution of 
the PCA, and I’m also concerned with that.  I am, however, far 
more concerned with whether my views are true, which is to say, 
biblical.  Even if your decision rests on comparing my views with 
the WCF, I’m hopeful that the discussion will also engage Scripture 
directly.” 

 
In the appendices to this report we critique TE Leithart’s position and 
reaffirm the position of the Standards on scriptural grounds.  We have not 
included many cross-references to the Confession of Faith and 
Catechisms, honoring his hope that we assess them biblically.  It would 
not be hard, however, to supply  references to the Standards that show his 
views to be out of accord with them. 

 
On the Imputation of Christ’s Obedience 

 
The third declaration of the Federal Vision Report states: 
 

ÒThe view that Christ does not stand as a representative head whose 
perfect obedience and satisfaction is imputed to individuals who believe in 
him is contrary to the Westminster Standards.Ó 

 
In response, TE Leithart writes: 
 

“This is an issue I am still thinking about, and on which I don’t 
have a settled position. I affirm that Christ’s obedience was 
necessary for our salvation, and affirm too that Christ’s history of 
obedience becomes the life story of those who are in Christ. I’m not 
sure that ‘imputation’ is the best way to express this. It’s not clear 
to me that the Westminster Standards require belief in the 
imputation of Christ’s active obedience.” 
 

The Westminster Confession and Catechisms are not as unsettled or unsure about the 
manner by which the benefits of Christ are communicated to his people. In WCF VIII.5 
we are told that JesusÕ Òperfect obedience and sacrificeÓ have Òfully satisfied the justiceÓ 
of his Father, and WCF XI.1 says that we are justified by our being ÒaccountedÓ as 
righteous, through GodÕs Òimputing the obedience and satisfaction of ChristÓ to us. 
ChristÕs Òobedience and deathÓ comprise his Òproper, real, and full satisfaction to the 
FatherÕs justiceÓ (WCF XI.3). Our MediatorÕs work resulted in Òexact justiceÓ for him, 
and Òrich graceÓ for those whom he represented (WCF XI.3). 
 
Though there was debate and disagreement among the Westminster divines about the 
language of Òactive obedience,Ó there was no question that JesusÕ work on our behalf 
consisted of Òperfect obedienceÓ and Òdeath.Ó Furthermore, our Standards are not 
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ÒunclearÓ about the manner by which we receive the Òperfect obedienceÓ and Òfull 
satisfactionÓ of Christ: They are ÒimputedÓ to us. 
 

In his post entitled “More from Ward” TE Leithart writes: 
 

“… By union with Christ, that verdict [which Christ received at his 
resurrection] is also passed on us. In this construction, there is no 
‘independent’ imputation of the active obedience of Christ, nor 
even of the passive obedience for that matter; we are regarded as 
righteous, and Christ’s righteousness is reckoned as ours, because 
of our union with Him in His resurrection. What is imputed is the 
verdict, not the actions of Jesus, and this is possible and just because 
Christ is our covenant head acting on our behalf” (emphasis 
added). 
 

In TE Leithart’s formulation, the child of God, by virtue of his baptismal 
union with Christ, receives not the imputation of Christ’s obedience and 
sacrifice, but rather, the verdict pronounced of Christ, which is passed on 
to him.  
 
This position, in addition to saying significantly less than the Westminster 
Standards affirm, also contradicts Paul’s clear teaching in Romans 5:15-19, 
where the apostle says that God’s people have received a “free gift of 
righteousness” that consists of “one man’s obedience,” i.e., Christ’s.2 
Furthermore, when we understand what TE Leithart means by the 
“union” through which we receive Christ’s resurrection verdict (i.e., that it 
is not the saving union of the Westminster Standards but a baptismal 
union that may be lost), we see that his position stops well short of that 
affirmed by our Confession and Catechisms. And finally, there is a vast 
difference between a person’s being given the obedience and satisfaction 
of Christ on the one hand, and “Christ’s history of obedience becom[ing] 
the life story of those who are in Christ” on the other. In the former, we 
actually receive our Lord’s righteousness, while in the latter it is unclear 
whether Jesus’ “history of obedience” is reckoned as our own (though TE 
Leithart is clear that it is not “independently imputed”), or whether it 
“becomes our life story” by means of the Spirit’s enabling us to live lives 
of covenant faithfulness (which TE Leithart calls “doing the law to be 
justified”). 

 
On Union, Justification, and Sanctification 
 
The fifth declaration of the Federal Vision Report states: 
 

                                                
2 See Appendix 1. 
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ÒThe view that Ôunion with ChristÕ renders imputation redundant because 
it subsumes all of ChristÕs benefits (including justification) under this 
doctrinal heading is contrary to the Westminster Standards.Ó 
 

TE Leithart responds:  
 

ÒI do believe that all of Christ's benefits are ÔsubsumedÕ under the heading 
of union with Christ. This renders imputation ÔredundantÕ if imputation is 
seen as a separate moment of justification, parallel to but distinct from 
union with Christ. We are united with Christ; Christ is righteous; 
therefore, God regards us (considers us, counts us) as righteous. This is 
imputation, but it is not a distinct act of imputation.Ó 

 
The Westminster Larger Catechism 69 teaches that our union with Christ is ÒmanifestedÓ 
by our Òpartaking of the virtue of his mediation, in [our] justification, adoption, [and] 
sanctification.Ó WLC 77 distinguishes justification from sanctification, insisting that 
while the latter is owing to the infusion of grace, the former is the result of the 
Òimputation of ChristÕs righteousness.Ó Though union with Christ is often understood by 
the Reformed tradition to be the rubric under which the various blessings of the covenant 
of grace come to us, there is no confessional warrant for using union as an means to 
collapse these blessings together, or to allow the line distinguishing justification and 
sanctification to be blurred. 
 
TE Leithart writes (ÒJudge Me O GodÓ3 in The Federal Vision, p. 211):  
 

ÒThe Protestant doctrine has been too rigid in separating justification and 
sanctification, more rigid certainly than Scripture itselfÉ. Justification 
and definitive sanctification are not merely simultaneous, nor merely twin 
effects of the single event of union with Christ (though I believe that is the 
case). Rather, they are the same act.Ó 

 
The confessional, Reformed doctrine of justification (which TE Leithart calls 
Òillegitimately narrowÓ and ÒdistortedÓ) teaches that  justification is a legal declaration of 
God, based upon the work of Christ, by which the obedience and satisfaction of Jesus are 
imputed to the sinner by faith alone.4 TE LeithartÕs desire to see justification as  a 
ÒdeliverdictÓ (or, a delivering verdict) that contains within it the deliverance of GodÕs 
people from the power of sin (which our Confession calls ÒsanctificationÓ) is to collapse 
what Reformed theology has always distinguished. 
 
In WLC 75, it is sanctification, and not justification (or an amalgam of the two), that is 
said to result  in the electÕs being Òrenewed in their whole man after the image of God.Ó 
And in WLC 77, justification and sanctification are said to differ for the very reasons TE 

                                                
3 See Appendix 2. 
4 See “Judge Me, O God” in The Federal Vision, p. 209. 
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Leithart seeks to identify them5: in the former, God Òimputeth the righteousness of 
ChristÓ to us, while in the latter, Òsin is subdued.Ó 
 
Despite TE LeithartÕs claim that his formulation is an expansion of the Reformed position 
rather than a different one altogether, it ultimately fails the confessional test at a very 
crucial point, namely, properly distinguishing justification from sanctification (definitive 
or otherwise), and therefore bears little resemblance to the doctrine of justification set 
forth in the Standards to which TE Leithart has vowed to Òsincerely receive and adopt.Ó 
 
On Union with Christ 

 
The seventh declaration of the Federal Vision Report states: 

 
ÒThe view that one can be Ôunited to ChristÕ and not receive all the 
benefits of ChristÕs mediation, including perseverance, in that effectual 
union is contrary to the Westminster Standards.Ó 

 
TE Leithart responds by saying: 
 

ÒI do believe that some are united to Christ yet do not persevere (John 15). 
During the time they are branches in the vine, they do receive benefits 
from Christ through the Spirit and may enjoy real, personal, and deep 
communion with Jesus for a time. Yet, their relationship with Christ is not 
identical to the relationship of the elect. Out it this way: Some are united 
to Christ as members of the bride but are headed for divorce; others are 
united and headed for consummation. Marriages that end in divorce are 
not the same as marriages that end happily.Ó 
 

Westminster Larger Catechism 65-66 states that union with Christ is a 
“special benefit” that “the members of the invisible church enjoy,” and by 
this union “the elect... are spiritually and mystically, yet really and 
inseparably” joined with Christ. Furthermore, WLC 69 teaches that our 
union with Christ is “manifested” by our “partaking of the virtue of his 
mediation, in [our] justification, adoption, [and] sanctification.” And once 
again, this union is said to be a benefit given to “the members of the 
invisible church.” Further, the “inseparable” nature of this union 
precludes “true believers” from “totally or finally falling away from a 
state of grace” (WLC 79). Finally, the various benefits of Christ’s 
mediation, such as “justification, adoption, and sanctification,” are given 
to “the members of the invisible church” as “manifestations of their union 
with him.” 

                                                
5 It should be noted that Leithart is equating justification and definitive sanctification, a 
category not specifically addressed in the Westminster Standards. Still, by placing the 
conquering of sin in the latter category as Leithart does, he does not altogether avoid the 
error of confusing the removal of sin’s guilt with the removal of sin’s power. 
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Although TE Leithart is certainly correct to highlight the covenantal nature of the 
relationship between the Vine and the branches in John 15, and he is also correct in 
pointing out that even reprobate members of the visible church experience certain 
common operations of the Holy Spirit, it contradicts the Westminster Standards to refer 
to these common benefits under the rubric of Òunion with ChristÓ (which, according to 
our Standards, is not common but saving).  
 
Furthermore, when TE Leithart says (in The Baptized Body, p. 78, emphasis mine) that 
ÒThe baptized are implanted into ChristÕs body, and in Him share in all that He has to 
give,Ó while admitting that such a person may be ultimately lost, he appears to be doing 
precisely what the Report condemns, namely, Òcreating a parallel soteriological system to 
the decretal system of the Westminster Standards.Ó Although TE Leithart says in his 
response to the sixth declaration that he does not feel that he is creating such a parallel 
system, the evidence suggests the contrary. His use of terms that our Confession insists 
are saving (such as ÒelectionÓ or Òunion with ChristÓ) to describe benefits that may be 
lost by covenant-breaking is to create a covenantal version of these loci that is both 
foreign to, and in contradiction of, the Westminster Standards. 
 
On Final Justification 
 
The ninth declaration of the Federal Vision Report states: 
 

ÒThe view that justification is in any way based on our works, or that the 
so-called Ôfinal verdict of justificationÕ is based on anything other than the 
perfect obedience and satisfaction of Christ received through faith alone, 
is contrary to the Westminster Standards. 
 

TE Leithart responds 

“We are righteous before God by faith because we are united to 
Christ the Righteous. James says that we are ‘justified by works.’ I 
don't know precisely how to take James, but I believe we must, in 
faithfulness to Scripture, affirm that we are justified by works in 
whatever sense that James means it. 

“As for judgment according to works, WCF 33.1 clearly teaches that 
we will receive according to what we have done: ‘In which day, not 
only the apostate angels shall be judged, but likewise all persons 
that have lived upon earth shall appear before the tribunal of 
Christ, to give an account of their thoughts, words, and deeds; and 
to receive according to what they have done in the body, whether 
good or evil.’ Of course, our works are acceptable in Christ, but the 
Confession states that we receive according to our works. I don't 
see how the committee’s statement on this subject is compatible 
with the Confession.” 
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TE Leithart’s argument hinges on the premise that “final justification” can 
be used as a synonym for “final judgment,” a premise our Standards do 
not allow. We are “justified,” according to WCF XI.1, “not for anything 
wrought in, or done by, [us].” TE Leithart’s denial of merit and his 
insistence that “our works are acceptable in Christ” is insufficient to allow 
him to posit some role for works to play in our justification. WCF XI.1 
insists that not even “faith itself, the act of believing, or any other 
evangelical obedience” can be said to be the ground of our justification, 
but rather “the imputation of the obedience and satisfaction of Christ.” 
 
Concerning the final judgment, we confess that its “end” is “the 
manifestation of the glory of [God’s] mercy, in the eternal salvation of the 
elect; and of His justice, in the damnation of the reprobate” (WCF 
XXXIII.2). As Jesus’ parable of the sheep and goats demonstrates, the 
righteous are separated from the wicked before their respective works are 
evaluated or, for that matter, even mentioned. This is why WLC 90 says 
that on the last day, the righteous will be “openly acknowledged and 
acquitted,” and will then participate in the judgment of the wicked. 

 
Confessionally speaking, “justification” refers to God’s verdict concerning 
his people, expressed in the present, grounded upon Jesus’ work imputed 
to them by faith alone. Though the elect will be judged “according to their 
works” on the last day, this judgment is not intended to determine 
whether or not they will be saved, but to vindicate them before the 
reprobate, “openly acknowledging and acquitting” them. Reformed 
theology has always distinguished between “justification” and 
“salvation,” with good works being in some sense necessary for the latter, 
but never for the former. 
 
Concerning the active nature of faith and its “working through love,” John 
Calvin writes: 
 

“When [the Papists]  attempt to refute our doctrine, that we are 
justified by faith alone, they take this line of argument. If the faith 
which justifies us be that ‘which worketh by love,’ then faith alone 
does not justify. I answer… it is not our doctrine that the faith 
which justifies is alone; we maintain that it is invariably 
accompanied by good works; only we contend that faith alone is 
sufficient for justification…. We, again, refuse to admit that, in any 
case, faith can be separated from the Spirit of regeneration [which 
for Calvin would have included sanctification] ; but when the 
question comes to be in what manner we are justified, we then set aside all 
works…. When you are engaged in discussing the question of 
justification, beware of allowing any mention to be made of love or of 
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works, but resolutely adhere to the exclusive particle [‘alone’]” 
(commentary on Galatians 5:6, emphasis added). 
 

Conclusion 
 

This committee of the Pacific Northwest Presbytery was formed to 
ascertain the doctrinal “fitness” of TE Leithart to remain a minister in the 
PCA and to determine whether his theological views are within the pale 
of Reformed orthodoxy. The conclusion of the undersigned is to answer 
this question in the negative. TE Leithart’s views with respect to the 
aforementioned loci strike at the vitals of the system of doctrine taught in 
the Westminster Confession and Catechisms. Based on this conclusion we 
make the following recommendations: 

 
 
Recommendations 
 

We recommend the following: 
 

1. That Presbytery find TE Peter Leithart’s views, as summarized 
in the Minority Report, to be out of accord with the 
fundamentals of the system of doctrine taught in the 
Westminster Standards.  
 

2. That Presbytery direct TE Peter Leithart to reconsider his views, 
as summarized in the Minority Report, and to report the results 
of this reconsideration to the next meeting of Presbytery, with 
the understanding that if his views continue to be out of accord 
with the fundamentals of the system of doctrine taught in the 
Westminster Standards, Presbytery will proceed to depose him 
from its ministry without censure.  

 
TE Jason Stellman 
TE James Bordwine 
RE Robert Rogland 
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Appendix 1: On the Imputation of Christ’s Righteousness 
An Exegetical Consideration of Romans 5:15-19 

Jason J. Stellman 
 

Introduction 
 

Given the suspicion in some Reformed circles concerning the doctrine of 
the imputation of ChristÕs righteousness to sinners, and more specifically 
in the light of Dr. Peter LeithartÕs uncertainty about this doctrine, I will 
seek to demonstrate the biblical nature of the traditional Reformed 
formulation of imputation from Romans 5:15-19. 
 
PaulÕs argument is tightly knit and characteristically clear. To summarize, 
the apostle argues his case in five steps: First, Paul teaches that Christ, like 
Adam, functions as a federal Head who represents, and acts on behalf of, a 
people; second, through ChristÕs representation his people are given a gift; 
third, this gift results in justification; fourth, this gift that results in 
justification consists of righteousness; and fifth, the righteousness that is 
given is the righteous conduct of Christ, which constitutes us righteous. 

 
Step One: Christ Represents His People as a Federal Head 
 

Romans 5:15 reads: 
 

But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through 
one man’s trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free 
gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 

 
The Òone manÓ through whose trespass Òmany diedÓ is Adam (v. 14). 
Jesus does not simply stand over against Adam as one whose 
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representation has an equal but opposite effect, for Paul states clearly that 
ChristÕs work results in Òmuch moreÓ favor than AdamÕs did in disfavor. 
In this respect, Òthe free gift is not like the trespass.Ó6 
 
But where the respective work of these two men find their similarity is in 
their federal, covenantal nature. PaulÕs point in this pericope is not the 
degree to which we experience either inner corruption or inner renewal 
(though the Christian surely experiences both), but rather, the apostleÕs 
aim is to demonstrate that the effects of both AdamÕs and ChristÕs work 
are imputed to those whom these federal heads represented. 

 
Moreover, the fact that Paul juxtaposes ÒtrespassÓ with ÒgiftÓ 
demonstrates the gracious character of (what most translations call) the 
Òfree giftÓ we have been given in Christ.7 This odd juxtaposition points to 
the fact that it is not just GodÕs graciousness to us in general that Paul has 
in mind when he says Òfree gift,Ó but Òthe gift of a status of righteousness 
before God.Ó8 

 
Step Two: Through His Representation, Christ’s People are Given a Gift 
 

We read in Romans 5:16a: 
 

And the free gift is not like the result of that one man’s sin.9 
 

The apostle describes the effects for GodÕs people of JesusÕ representation 
as being Òa free gift.Ó Thus whatever the degree of sanctification that an 
individual believer may possess, when it comes to his receiving of the 

                                                
6 That Paul’s point is to contrast, rather than merely compare, these two federal heads is 
seen is his beginning v. 15 with VAllV. The sin (para,ptwma) is not like the gift (ca,risma). 
7 BAGD translates this in 5:15f as “the gracious gift of redemption.” See Arndt, William, 
Walter Bauer, F. W Gingrich, Greek - English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early 
Christian Literature. ed. Frederick William Danker. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2000); Louw and Nida render it, “to give graciously and generously, ‘that which is given 
freely and generously’ gift, gracious gift.” see Louw, Johannes P. & Eugene A. Nida, 
Greek - English Lexicon of the New Testament, ed. (New York: United Bible Societies, 1988), 
57.103; Liddell/Scott similarly defines it as, “grace, favour: a free gift, gift of God's 
grace.” see George Liddell and Robert Scott, Greek - English Lexicon, ed. Henry Stuart 
Jones (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 43492; Hans-Helmut Esser defines it as 
“a free gift”. see Colin Brown, ed. New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology 4 
vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), NIDNTT , 2.120.   
8 C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans: vol.1, 
International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1975), 284; see also John Piper, 
Counted Righteous in Christ (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2002), 103-104.  

9 The original makes little sense: ÒThe free gift is not like the one manÕs sinÓ (#$� '�( �) !"� �*�) 
�µ$+,-.$*,') ,� !/+0µ$ ). For this reason many translations have added the words Òthe results ofÓ to 
bring out the meaning of PaulÕs contrast. See Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans: New International 
Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 337; Piper, 104; Cranfield, 286; see 
also similar renderings in the NIV, ESV, NASB, NRSV, and NKJV. 
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benefits of ChristÕs work on his behalf, no works are admitted, even if 
they are themselves Spirit-wrought and therefore non-boastworthy.  

 
Step Three: The Gift that God’s People Receive Results in Justification 
 

Romans 5:16b states: 
 

For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, 
but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification.10 

 
Here we see that the Òfree giftÓ that comes to GodÕs people as a result of 
ChristÕs mediation is not justification itself, but rather, Òthe free giftÉ 
brought justification.Ó This means, then, that there is some gift that has 
been procured and bestowed upon those whom Christ represented that, 
once received, results in the FatherÕs declaration of acquittal in the 
courtroom of heaven.11 

 
Step Four: This Gift that Results in Justification Consists of Righteousness 
 

Romans 5:17 reads: 
 

For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that 
one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of 
grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the 
one man Jesus Christ. 

                                                
10 On the dikaio word group, see Stephen Westerholm, Perspectives Old and New on Paul: 
The Lutheran” Paul and His Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 261-296; see also, 
Mark A. Seifrid, “Righteousness Language in the Hebrew Scriptures and Early Judaism,” 
in Justification and Variegated Nomism, vol.1: The  Complexities of Second Temple Judaism, ed. 
D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien and Mark A. Seifrid (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 2001), 415-
442; Richard D. Phillips, “A Justification of Imputed Righteousness,” in By Faith Alone: 
Answering the Challenges to the Doctrine of Justification, ed. Gary L. W. Johnson and Guy P. 
Waters (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), 75-98, esp. 84-91; Waters, 136-137; C.E. Hill, “N.T. 
Wright on Justification,” Third Millennium (Volume 3, Number 22, May 28 to June 2, 
2001); .Moo, 79-90. 
11 Of the 476 times that the qdc word group appears in the OT, it is translated in LXX by 
the dikaio word group 462 times. Horst Seebass, NIDNTT, vol.3, 354; see also, 
Westerholm, 263-273. Of the word qdc and its cognates, TWOT says: “The word 
describes the righteous standing of God's heirs to salvation, with no charge to be laid 
against them (Isa 54:17), this righteousness, actually possessed by Messiah (Jer 23:6), is 
bestowed by him, thus pointing toward the NT doctrine of Christ our righteousness. The 
righteousness of God's heirs of salvation is the righteousness of the Messiah attributed to 
them by God through faith in the redemptive work of Messiah in which God declares 
them righteous only because of the grace provided through that redemptive work.” 
Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, ed. R. Laird Harris (Chicago: Moody Press, 
1980), 1879c.; see also David Reimer, New International Dictionary of Old Testament 
Theology and Exegesis, 5 vols., ed. Willem A. Van Gemeren (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
1997), 3.744-768. 
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The reason Òdeath reignedÓ was not because AdamÕs sin had contaminated 
the human race by providing a bad example, but because the effects of 
AdamÕs sin were imputed to his posterity as though they had committed 
the transgression themselves (otherwise, the blame would be laid at EveÕs 
feet, who sinned first).12 

 
If Paul were more precise in his illustration, we would expect him to 
juxtapose Òdeath reigned,Ó which was the result of AdamÕs trespass, with 
Òlife reigned,Ó as the result of ChristÕs work. Instead, the apostle says that 
JesusÕ mediation results in our reigning in life through him. Hence the 
results of ChristÕs work are, for his people, Òmuch moreÓ powerful than 
were AdamÕs. 
 
It is in this verse that the nature of the Òfree giftÓÑ the gift that comes 
from ChristÕs mediation and results in justificationÑ begins to come into 
focus. According to Paul, the Òfree giftÓ which allows us to Òreign in lifeÓ 
is Òa free gift of righteousness.Ó13 

 
Step Five: The Righteousness That We Receive is the Righteous Conduct of Christ 
 

We read in Romans 5:18: 
 

Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one 
act of righteousness14 leads to justification and life for all men.  

 
Paul argues here that, just as the one man AdamÕs trespass resulted in 
condemnation, so the righteousness of the one Man Jesus Christ led to 
justification for all whom he represented.15 The Òone ManÕs 

                                                
12 This position rests on tou/ e`no.j being masculine rather than neuter. More on this 
below. 
13 Seebass, NIDNTT, 3.364. 
14 Although dikai,wma is translated “justification” in v. 16 (since it is juxtaposed with 
kata,krima, “condemnation”), dikaiw,matoj is rightly rendered “righteousness” here since 
it is set over against the paraptw,matoj (“trespass”) of Adam. 
15 Unfortunately the ESV, along with the NIV and NASB, renders e`no.j in the neuter 
(“one act of righteousness”) rather than in the masculine (“the righteousness of one man” 
as in the NKJV and RSV). Though the forms are identical in the singular, the majority of 
uses of e`no.j in this passage are masculine. As Cranfield explains, “Since e`no.j is 
masculine in its three occurrences in v.17 and also in its two occurrences in v.19, and 
since the whole subsection is concerned with the relation of the one man Adam and one 
Man Christ to the many, while apart from v.16b… it is surely better to take e`no.j here as 
masculine” (Cranfield, 289). Schrenk goes so far as to say, “The  diV e`no.j which 
elsewhere in vv.12-19 - ten times apart from v.18, and in every case with incontestable 
reference to Adam and Christ - is always masc., and is best related here, too, to Adam 
and Christ, so that in 18b as well, the reference is to the right action or conduct of Christ” 
(Schrenk, TDNT, 2.221., emphasis added). Paul’s whole point in this pericope, as he 
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righteousnessÓ in verse  18 is parallel to Òthe one ManÕs obedienceÓ in 
verse 19, meaning that the free gift that the believer receives is nothing 
less than Òthe right action or conduct of Christ.Ó16 That which results from 
JesusÕ federal headship, therefore, is not merely his resurrection verdict 
being shared by those in him, but the believer actually receiving, as a free 
gift, the imputation of the merit of ChristÕs righteous conduct.17 
 
Romans 5:19 reads: 
 

For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made 
sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made 
righteous.  

 
The sinfulness of mankind is not due to any ontological defect in man 
owing to his creatureliness, nor to his own indwelling corruption or actual 
sinning, but rather to the parakoh/j (disobedience) of Adam in which all 
his seed participated. Yet just as AdamÕs disobedience designated his 
constituents as sinners, so the obedience of Christ constitutes his people as 
righteous.18  

                                                                                                                                            
stated when he introduced the topic in v. 12, is to compare and contrast the “one man” 
Adam with the “one man” Jesus Christ. 
16 Schrenk, TDNT, 2.221. As seen above, Schrenk not only asserted that the diV e`no.j 
construction pointed to dikaiw,matoj meaning, “the right action or conduct of Christ”, but 
goes on to say, that in v. 18, Paul’s preceding arguments concerning Christ’s 
righteousness are all “gathered up in the single statement that His total life is dikai,wma, 
i.e., a perfect fulfillment of the divine requirement” (Schrenk, TDNT, 2.222). See also 
Seebass, NIDNTT, 3.363; BAGD, says that in this instance dikaiw,matoj should be 
rendered, “righteous deed” rather than “justification.”   
17 On this basis  Cranfield can say that “by Christ’s dikai,wma, Paul means not just His 
atoning death, but the obedience of His life as a whole, His loving God with all His heart 
and soul and mind and strength, and His neighbour with complete sincerity, which is the 
righteous conduct which God’s law requires” (Cranfield, 289). And similarly, Schreiner 
agrees that “it is most natural to see a reference to Christ’s righteous conduct.” Thomas 
Schreiner, Romans: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1998) 287. 
18 Although most translations (NIV, NASB, ESV, NRSV, and NKJV) render a`martwloi 
katesta,qhsan  as “made sinners” and di,kaioi katastaqh,sontai as “made righteous,” such a 
rendering, says Moo, “misses the forensic flavor of the word.” An accurate rendering, he 
argues, refers to “the fact that people are ‘inaugurated into’ the state of 
sin/righteousness.” Moo, 345 (see his argument throughout 344-46 and n. 145). See also 
Albrecht Oepke, who notes that in this instance, though there are aspects that describe 
what the sinful person becomes as a result of their own sinning, “the emphasis in on the 
judicial sentence of God, which on the basis  of the act of the head determines the destiny 
of all.” TDNT , 3.446; similarly, Siegfried Wibbing says of this instance, “Adam's 
disobedience has binding results for all; they stand there (katesta,qhsan) as sinners.  
Through Christ’s obedience they are to be reckoned (katastaqh,sontai) as righteous.” 
NIDNTT ,1.472; Louw and Nida, “to appoint, to designate”, 20491; Liddell/Scott, “to 
make or render so and so”, 20491; BAGD, “cause someone to become something”; Piper 
says of this instance that it should read, “appointed or reckoned”, 108; Cranfield favors 
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Furthermore, the Òfree gift of righteousnessÓ (vv. 17, 18) which GodÕs 
people receive in Christ is here described as the one manÕs ÒobedienceÓ 
(u`pakoh/j). Hence ÒGod, without any merit of mine of mere grace, grants 
and imputes to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of 
Christ, as if I had never committed nor had any sins, and had myself 
accomplished all the obedience which Christ has fulfilled for me.Ó19 

 
Conclusion 
 

The argument of the apostle Paul in Romans 5:15-19 is unequivocal: 
through ChristÕs representation as covenant mediator, GodÕs people have 
received the benefits of JesusÕ work on their behalf. A free gift has been 
given which consists of the righteous conduct of Christ, and this gift of 
righteousness results in justification through our being constituted as 
righteous in GodÕs heavenly court. 
 
The confessional Reformed position with respect to imputation is rooted 
solely and squarely in the teaching of the Bible. When the question arises, 
therefore, how it is that justification is an act of GodÕs free grace, those 
whose doctrine is shaped by PaulÕs teaching in Romans 5 can confidently 
answer: 
 

Although Christ, by his obedience and death, did make a proper, 
real, and full satisfaction to God’s justice in the behalf of them that 
are justified; yet in as much as God accepteth the satisfaction from 
a surety, which he might have demanded of them, and did provide 
this surety, his own only Son, imputing his righteousness to them, 
and requiring nothing of them for their justification but faith, 
which also is his gift, their justification is to them of free grace.20 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                            
“constituted”(290-91), as does Murray (204-05), John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans: 
New International Commentary on the New Testament, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1959). 
19 Heidelberg Catechism 60. 
20 Westminster Larger Catechism 71. 
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Appendix 2: On the Word-Concept Exegetical Fallacy 
A Response to Leithart’s Exegetical and Theological Method 

Jason J. Stellman 
 

Introduction 
 

In his ÒJudge Me, O God: Biblical Perspectives on Justification,Ó Peter 
Leithart argues that the BibleÕs varying usages of the qdc and dikaio word 
groups demand a broader understanding of the doctrine of justification 
than what has been traditionally reflected in the confessions and 
catechisms of the Reformed and Presbyterian churches. In this appendix I 
hope to demonstrate that LeithartÕs exegetical and theological method 
reflects the error commonly known as the ÒWord-Concept Fallacy.Ó  
 

Definition of the Word-Concept Fallacy 
 

The Word-Concept Fallacy is committed when a biblical exegete draws a 
necessary connection from the use of a particular lexeme to the existence 
in that passage of a doctrine that may be labeled by that lexeme. If the 
term ÒjustifyÓ or ÒjustificationÓ is used in a certain text, for example, the 
Word-Concept Fallacy suggests that it is erroneous to demand that the 
biblical doctrine of justification be expanded to account for this usage. 
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Concerning what he calls the Òunwarranted neglect of distinguishing 
peculiarities of a corpus,Ó D.A. Carson writes: 
 

Because Paul uses !"#$"%& to mean Òto justify,Ó and often uses 
!"#$"'.1*0  to mean Òjustification,Ó many scholars have applied 
this meaning to the term when it is used by other writers. Not a 
few, for instance, take ÒjustificationÓ to be the meaning of 
!"#$"'.1*0  in Matthew 5:20; but Benno Przybylski has 
convincingly shown that in Matthew !"#$"'.1*0  always means an 
individualÕs conduct of righteous life, not forensic righteousness 
being imputed to himÉ. The fallacy involved in this case is the 
false assumption that one New Testament writerÕs predominant 
usage of any word is roughly that of all other New Testament 
writers; very often that is not the case.21  
 

It should be noted that CarsonÕs point can be expanded to apply to the Old 
TestamentÕs use of Hebrew words as well. 
 

Leithart and the Word-Concept Fallacy 
 

In seeking to do justice to the various ÒscenesÓ in which justification 
language is used, Leithart insists that the ProtestantÑ and not merely the 
ReformedÑ understanding of justification is an illegitimately narrow 
distortion of the BibleÕs more fully-orbed version of the doctrine. He 
writes:  
 

É [B]y failing to take into account the larger biblical theology of 
justificationÉ the Reformation doctrine of justification has 
illegitimately narrowed and to some extent distorted the biblical 
doctrineÉ. Ò[R]ighteousnessÓ and ÒjustificationÓ have a much 
wider scope of application than the strictly juridical, but pertain to 
a whole range of covenant-relational settingsÉ.22 

 
He adds: 
 

É Ò[J]ustificationÓ language has a wider and more flexible usage 
in Scripture than in Protestant systematics. We have narrowed our 
attention to one ÒpictureÓ or ÒsettingÓ for justification among 

                                                
21 D.A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1996), 62-63. Carson’s 
reference to Przybylski is from Benno Przybylski, Righteousness in Matthew and His World 
of Thought (Cambridge: University Press, 1980). 
22 Peter J. Leithart, “Judge Me, O God: Biblical Perspectives on Justification” in Steve 
Wilkins and Duane Garner, eds., The Federal Vision (Monroe, LA: Athanasius Press, 2004), 
209. 
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several, and the result has been a narrowing of our doctrine of 
justification.23 
 

LeithartÕs methodology seems clear enough: if the Bible uses what he calls 
Òjustification languageÓ in a particular verse or pericope, then the meaning 
of the term (whether in its qdc or dikaio variety) in that specific instance 
must inform, and perhaps broaden, our systematic formulation of the 
doctrine of justification. This is a classic example of the Word-Concept 
Fallacy: where the word is, there the concept must be also. 
 

Response to Leithart 
 

In their ÒDogmatic Theology and Biblical Perspectives on Justification: A 
Reply to Leithart,Ó R. Michael Allen and Daniel J. Treier call into 
question LeithartÕs Òapparent methodological assumptions regarding the 
relationship between biblical terminology and dogmatic theology,Ó 
arguing that  
 

LeithartÕs dogmatic case flounders insofar as he fails to distinguish 
between scriptural language and theological terminologyÉ. 
Leithart suggests that the broad biblical terminology implies the 
need for a bigger semantic and, therefore, dogmatic tent.24 

 
Contra Leithart, Allen and Treier write: 
 

The presence of a particular concept in ipso need not imply a 
particular doctrinal affirmation, nor does the absence analytical 
conceptuality suggest a doctrinal vacuumÉ. [T]he doctrine of 
justification may draw on many biblical uses of terminology 
insofar as they do not contradict its material import. The flip side 
of this claim, contra Leithart, is that the presence of justification 
language within the biblical texts does not necessarily imply that 
each of these texts will bear directly upon the doctrine of 
justification. Equally important will be texts that bear on the 
doctrine without using any of the biblical terminology of 
justification (e.g., Eph 2:7; I Cor 15:44-45).25 

 
A Test Case 

 

                                                
23 Ibid., 211. 
24 R. Michael Allen and Daniel J. Treier, “Dogmatic Theology and Biblical Perspectives on 
Justification: A Reply to Leithart,” Westminster Theological Journal, Volume 70 (2008), 105, 
106. 
25 Ibid., 108, 109, emphasis added. 
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An obvious test case for the idea that two different biblical authors can use 
the same terminology in differing ways is the use of !"#$"%& by Paul and 
James. Concerning AbrahamÕs justification, Paul writes: 
 

For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast 
about, but not before God. For what does the Scripture say? 
ÒAbraham believed God, and it was counted to him as 
righteousness.Ó (Rom. 4:2-3) 

 
James, however, asks:  
 

Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up 
his son Isaac on the altar? You see that faith was active along with 
his works, and faith was completed by his works; and the Scripture 
was fulfilled that says, ÒAbraham believed God, and it was counted 
to him as righteousnessÓÑ and he was called a friend of God. You 
see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone. (2:21-
24) 

 
ÒThe meaning of such terms as Ôfaith,Õ Ôworks,Õ and Ôjustify,ÕÓ writes 
James White,  Òcannot be ascertained outside the context in which James 
uses them.Ó26 He continues: 
 

Polemicists who need to find in this passage a foundation for some 
kind of synergistic works-salvation system insist that JamesÕs use 
of the identical term for ÒjustifiedÓ (!"#$"%&) and the identical 
phrase for Òby worksÓ (�2 �+3&* ) proves beyond question that we 
must read JamesÕs use of these terms in the same context that Paul 
uses them in Romans and Galatians. But we have already seen that 
James is arguing against a use of the word ÒfaithÓ (a deedless, 
dead, empty, useless faith that exists only in the realm of words 
and not action) that is not paralleled in the Pauline passages that 
speak of how one is justified.27 
 

It is illegitimate and fallacious, therefore, to simply appeal to Òjustification 
languageÓ found in various biblical contexts in order to demand that we 
broaden our doctrine of justification to incorporate that language. This is 
why, White points out, the NIV is correct in rendering �!"#$"/40  as 
Òconsidered righteousÓ in James 2:25.28 This flows not from some 

                                                
26 James White, The God Who Justifies (Bloomington, Minn.: Bethany House Publishers, 
2001), 331. 
27 Ibid., 346, emphasis original. 
28 In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she 
did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction? 
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Òprecommitment to a theological perspective, but from the context 
itself.Ó29 
 
Luke Timothy Johnson writes: 
 

The precise meaning in each case must be determined by context, 
not some general theological concept. Given the previous 
statement demanding the demonstration of faith, the translation 
here as Òshown to be righteousÓ seems appropriateÉ. It is in this 
light that the present translation renders the Greek as Òshown to be 
righteous,Ó (2:21, 24), for the entire line of argument here has 
involved demonstration: Òshow me your faith apart from deeds, 
and by my deeds I will show you my faith (2:18).Ó30  
 

In his commentary on James, John Calvin likewise points us to the context 
of the passage rather than to the mere fact that Òjustification languageÓ is 
used by James: 
 

The Sophists lay hold on the word justified, and then they cry out 
as being victorious, that justification is partly by works. But we 
ought to seek out a right interpretation according to the general 
drift of the whole passage. We have already said that James does 
not speak here of the cause of justification, or of the manner how 
men obtain righteousness, and this is plain to every one; but that 
his object was only to shew that good works are always connected 
with faith; and, therefore, since he declares that Abraham was 
justified by works, he is speaking of the proof he gave of his 
justification. 

 
When, therefore, the Sophists set up James against Paul, they go 
astray through the ambiguous meaning of a term. When Paul says 
that we are justified by faith, he means no other thing than that by 
faith we are counted righteous before God. But James has quite 
another thing in view, even to shew that he who professes that he 
has faith, must prove the reality of his faith by his works. 
Doubtless James did not mean to teach us here the ground on 
which our hope of salvation ought to rest; and it is this alone that 
Paul dwells upon. 31 

                                                
29 Ibid. 

30 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Letter of James (Doubleday, 2005), 242, 248 quoted in White, Justifies, 
346-47. White concedes, however, that Òif this passage were found in a context that is soteriologically 
prescriptive (i.e., how to be saved), it would be a direct, unquestionable contradiction of PaulÕs teaching.Ó 
Justifies, 351. 
31 John Calvin, Commentary on James (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999) 314, second italics added. Calvin 
continues: ÒÉ we must take notice of the two fold meaning, of the word justified. Paul means by it the 
gratuitous imputation of righteousness before the tribunal of God; and James, the manifestation of 
righteousness by the conduct, and that before men, as we may gather from the preceding words, ÔShew to 
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Conclusion 
 

The use of a lexeme or word group by one biblical author does not 
demand that he has the same concept in view as another biblical author 
who uses the same terms.   
 
While Leithart is to be commended for his desire to remain faithful to the 
actual language of Scripture rather than allowing that language to be 
obscured by overly-systematic formulations, the fact of the matter is that 
those formulations, to which Leithart himself has subscribed as a minister 
in the Presbyterian Church in America, are part and parcel of the 
Reformed system of doctrine as contained in the Westminster Confession 
and Catechisms. 
 
Moreover, the nomenclature employed in Reformed soteriology in 
general, and the Reformed doctrine of justification in particular, is not 
only the result of painstaking exegesis over the course of centuries, but 
also exists in order to guard our churches from the very errors to which 
Leithart, by dismissing such formulations, falls prey.  
 
An example of just such a mistake can be seen in the conclusion of 
LeithartÕs essay ÒJudge Me, O God,Ó in which he illustrates GodÕs work of 
justification by relaying the story of a family friend who was the target of 
an unjust political attack. The case was thrown out of court, an outcome 
which Leithart then cites as an illustration of what God has done for his 
people: ÒThat was a divine act of vindication, a justification.Ó32 
 
The problem here should be obvious: the man in Leithart’s illustration 
was innocent, and the judge merely ruled accordingly. What Reformed 
Protestants have maintained for 500 years is not that when we pray ÒJudge 
me, O God,Ó we are asking the Father merely to recognize our 
righteousness, but that he would reckon ChristÕs righteousness as if it were 
our own. This is not simply the case of an illustration breaking down 
(which they all do at some point). Much more seriously, this appalling so-
called example of divine intervention is the direct result of an unbiblical 
doctrine of justification, a specious formulation of the imputation of 
ChristÕs righteousness, and a misunderstanding of the role that works play 
in the final judgment. 
 
And all of this flows from a faulty hermeneutical method: the Word-
Concept Fallacy. 

                                                                                                                                            
me thy faith,Õ etc. In this sense we fully allow that man is justified by works, as when any one says that a 
man is enriched by the purchase of a large and valuable chest, because his riches, before hid, shut up in a 
chest, were thus made known.Ó 314-15. 

32 Leithart, “Judge Me, O God,” 231, emphasis original. 
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Appendix 3: Refutation of TE Peter Leithart’s Views as Expounded in The 
Baptized Body 
Robert Rogland 

 
 

I have no illusions that my critique will say anything that the Reformers, John 
Murray, Berkhof, and others have not said better, but I feel obligated to give my 
biblical reasons for finding TE Leithart’s views unconvincing at best and just 
wrong at worst.  I recognize that his views on the efficacy of baptism and on the 
apostasy of some who were once in union with Christ are held by conservative 
Lutherans and Anglicans, and (in part) by Wesleyans.   TE Leithart’s views are 
within the bounds of evangelical Christianity, but they are not Reformed. 
 
1. I maintain, contrary to TE Leithart, that some of the baptized were never 
united with Christ.   
 
    a. We read in Matthew 7:23 that on the Day of Judgment Christ will tell some, 
“I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!”  These will say to him, 
“Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out 
demons and perform many miracles?” (v. 22).  These damned souls will be 
baptized members of the church, perhaps leaders, in light of their gifts.  (I am 
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sure Peter will agree that they will be members of the visible/historical church, 
since he wrote, “Those who minister in the church have been caught up in the 
work of the Spirit of Jesus, the saving work of the Spirit of Jesus” [The Baptized 
Body, p. 75]).  Yet Christ will say to them, “I never knew you.” Never means never; 
it does not mean once but not now; it does not mean, “I knew you till you 
apostatized.”  It seems axiomatic to me that if Christ never knew them they never 
were in union with him or with his body, the Church, whom Christ knows as a 
bridegroom knows his bride.  Yet they were baptized members, even leaders, of 
the visible/historical church. 
 
    b. TE Leithart quotes 1 John 2:19, applying it rightly to apostates (TBB, p. 90); 
but he draws a conclusion diametrically opposed to mine. The verse reads: 
 

They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us.  For if they 
belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going 
showed that none of them belonged to us. 
 

TE Leithart believes, as I do, that “they” were part of the visible/historical 
church until they left it, else he would not cite the verse in reference to apostates. 
Well and good; but who is us?  It cannot refer to the visible/historical church.  
The past tense did not really belong must refer to the time prior to their departure.  
Even prior to their departure they did not really belong to us-yet they did belong 
to the visible/historical church.  Must we not conclude that they were not united 
with us in the body of Christ?  Can one maintain that they were united with us 
yet did not belong to us?  That would be like saying that the hand is united with 
the foot in the same body but does not belong to the foot, or that the bride is 
united with the bridegroom as one flesh but does not belong to the bridegroom.  
To be sure, I reckon belong to mean the same as be united with.  Can TE Leithart 
suggest a better understanding?  Perhaps he thinks really belong refers to divine 
election and us refers to the elect.  If so, he is, willy nilly, acknowledging the 
existence of an invisible church within the visible/historical church.  More on 
that issue later. 
 
    c. In Romans 2:28-29 Paul teaches clearly that, “No one is a Jew who is merely 
one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical” (ESV).   (NB: The 
word merely has been supplied by the translators and is not in the Greek.)  He 
goes on: “But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by 
the Spirit, not by the letter.”  I believe TE Leithart would concur that 
circumcision for the Jew corresponds to baptism for the Christian.  Are we not 
justified then in concluding that “no one is a Christian who is merely one 
outwardly, nor is baptism outward and physical,” and that “a Christian is one 
inwardly, and baptism is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit.”  It seems to me that 
the only way TE Leithart can maintain that water baptism invariably unites one 
to Christ is if he maintains that it is invariably accompanied by a baptism of the 
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heart by the Spirit.  That really does make for an ex opere operato view of water 
baptism ( contrary to WCF XXVII.III).   
 
2.  I maintain, contrary to TE Leithart, that some members of the 
visible/historical church were never justified, adopted, or regenerated.  This 
follows from point 1.  If some members of the visible/historical church were 
never united with Christ, then they never were crucified with Christ, never died 
with Christ, never were raised to new life with Christ, never were seated with 
him in the heavenlies (Gal. 2:20, Eph. 2:4-6) .  They did not “share in all that He 
has to give” (TBB, p. 78).  TE Leithart is correct in maintaining that in Christ we 
have these benefits; he is wrong in maintaining that all in the visible/historical 
church were or are in Christ.  
 
3. I maintain, contrary to TE Leithart, that apostates never had saving faith.  This 
follows from point 1.b: they never really belonged to us-indeed, John calls them 
antichrists (1 John 2:18). Were antichrists in union with Christ?  This leads me to 
point 4. 
 
4.  I maintain, contrary to TE Leithart, that the distinction between the 
visible/historical church and the invisible church as taught in the Standards is 
biblical.  Point 1.b gives some of my rationale: there is an “us” who constitute the 
true body of Christ and a “they” who are with us but do not really belong to us, 
though they are associated with us for at least a time (for some, all their lives).   
     I believe that the parable of the weeds (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43) teaches the same 
thing.  I know that Jesus’ words, “The field is the world,” lead some to conclude 
that he is not speaking of the church.  Yet Christ equates the field/world with 
His kingdom (v. 41), and he equates that kingdom with his church in Matthew 
16:18-19.  If you believe, as I do, that by “the world” the Lord means the church 
in the world, that is, the visible/historical church, then you can appreciate the 
force of this text in support of my argument.  Some in the visible/historical 
church are “sons of the evil one,” planted there by the devil, not by Christ (13:38-
39).  They, baptized though they be, were never united with Christ.  
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Response to Presbytery Committee Reports33 
Peter J. Leithart 

 
 Let me first express my thanks to the committees for their reports, and to both the 
Presbytery and committees for the fraternal manner in which this investigation has been 
conducted.  The Pacific Northwest has been a model for how theological disputes and 
disagreements should be handled. 
 
 My response has not followed the order of the committee reports.  Instead, I have 
arranged my response so that I deal with the most controversial issues at the beginning and 
in the most detail.  These are not necessarily the most important issues in and of themselves, 
but they are the issues on which my views are most likely to raise concerns.  Specifically, I 
deal with questions about baptismal efficacy and temporary benefits first, and then move on 
to the covenant of works, justification and final justification, and the covenant of works.   
 
 On most of these issues, I have given some biblical arguments in favor of the 
positions I hold, as well a historical arguments.  The biblical arguments, of course, are 
crucial.  The historical arguments, however, are also important, and I need to say a word or 
two about what I mean to prove with these historical digressions.  In a few cases, I discuss 
the Westminster Assembly itself and its historical content.  In those instances, my argument 
is designed to clarify exactly what the Assembly stated, included, and excluded.  In some 
cases, I believe the Minority Report demands more than the Confession.   
 

More often, I summarize or quote the views of individual theologians who were 
acknowledged by English Reformed theologians as sound theologians prior to or at the time 
of the Assembly.  My point is to demonstrate that their views were acceptable to the 
Assembly, even if the Assembly did not formulate its doctrine as these theologians did.  At 
several points, these theologians state Reformed doctrine in a fashion similar to that of the 
“Federal Vision,” and so my argument is that, as a historical matter, these views were not 
excluded by our Standards.  I do not claim that the theologians I cite would agree with 
everything I have written and taught. 
 

This is a lengthy response, but that could not be helped.  The issues are multiple and 
complex, and there is far more to say about each one than I have said below. 

 
I. Election, Baptismal Efficacy, and Temporary Benefits. 
 
 Of the issues dealt with in the GA Report, baptism is the one I have dealt with most 
extensively in my writing.  It is also the area in which my conclusions have been most 
innovative and controversial.  I do not believe that my conclusions are outside the Reformed 
tradition, but I recognize that I have been pushing various boundaries on this issue.  For that 
reason, I will briefly summarize the aims of my research and writing on this topic, and sketch 
out my main arguments concerning baptismal efficacy, before turning to the criticisms and 
objections of the Committee Reports. 
 
A. The intentions and assumptions of my work on baptism. 
                                                

33 I gratefully acknowledge the research assistance of Steven Wedgeworth. 
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 First and foremost, I have wanted to understand the biblical teaching concerning 
baptism.  Under the inspiration of the Spirit, the biblical writers wrote of baptism’s effects 
and benefits with an ease that does not come naturally to Reformed and evangelical 
theologians.  Would any Reformed theologian say what Peter says in 1 Peter 3?  I started out 
with the aim of formulating an understanding of baptism that would allow me to say, with 
Peter’s offhand confidence, “baptism now saves you” (1 Peter 3:21). 
 
 Second, the biblical teaching concerning baptism challenges a number of 
characteristic modern assumptions about human existence.  Modern philosophy has often 
treated individual human beings as isolated monads of humanity, unaffected by the persons 
and events outside of us.34  Such an assumption makes it virtually impossible to grasp what 
either the Bible or theologians of the past have said about the efficacy of sacraments: How 
can a little water applied to my body have any effect on my soul?  I address this inner/outer 
problem more fully in a separate section below. 
 
 Third, paedobaptist theology has often operated with implicitly Baptist assumptions.  
Though we baptize babies, our theology of baptism often implicitly assumes that the subject 
of baptism is an adult convert.35  For instance, paedobaptists say that faith is necessary for 
baptism to have its gracious effect, but this leaves us open to the charge that we are 
inconsistent in baptizing babies, whose faith or lack of it no one can know.  The almost 
inevitable result is that the effect of infant baptism is minimized.  I agree that faith is 
necessary if baptism is going to be a means of grace unto final salvation, but I have tried to 
think about what this means for a baptized infant.36  My question has been: What benefit, if 
any, do those baptized in infancy enjoy before they come to an “age of discretion” and make 
their own personal profession of faith?   
 
 Fourth, sacramental theology must be purged of mechanistic models and metaphors.  
Aquinas says that sacraments are like tools in the hand of God.  That captures an important 
reality of the sacraments, one which is important to the Reformed position: Sacraments have 
no more power in themselves than a hammer does; baptism does what work it does because 
God wields this tool.  Yet, this analogy fails to capture the personal communion that is at the 
heart of Christian faith and practice.  In place of mechanistic categories, I have tried to think 
through issues of sacramental efficacy in personalist categories.37   
 
 Finally, my dissertation attempted to work through questions of baptismal efficacy 
using the model of the ordination rite of priests (Exodus 29; Leviticus 8-9).  Baptism, I 
argued, is efficacious in the way that the ordination rite is efficacious.  That is still my 
                                                

34 I have explored this in my dissertation, The Priesthood of the Plebs (Wipf & Stock), and 
more directly in “Modernity and the ‘Merely Social,’” Pro Ecclesia. 
35 I have explored this tension in early Christian baptismal liturgies in “Infant Baptism: A 
Tragi-Comedy,” in Gregg Strawbridge, The Case for Infant Baptism. 
36 One option is to stress the reality of infant faith, as Rich Lusk has done in Paedofaith.  
While I believe infants do believe, and agree that our default assumption is that our 
children are believers, my own work on baptism has not depended on the notion of 
infant faith. 
37 In this, I am following some of the implications of John Frame’s notion that God is 
“Absolute Person,” and the corresponding notion that reality is pervasively personal. 
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position.  This analogy opens up a way of thinking about baptismal efficacy that avoids two 
extremes: It avoids the view that baptism has little or no effect, and it avoids the view that 
baptism invariably and permanently confers grace.  Aaron received a set of gifts in his 
ordination – the gift of ministry in the Lord’s house, the gift of access to Yahweh, the gift of 
a standing within the community of Israel.  But those gifts could be forfeited, as they clearly 
were in the case of Nadab and Abihu (Leviticus 10).  Like ordination, baptism confers 
benefits – “graces” in the original sense – and these are truly conferred by baptism.  Baptism 
marks the baptized with God’s favor and grants favors, but baptism does not guarantee that 
the baptized will remain in God’s favor forever. 
 
 My recent book on baptism, The Baptized Body, is organized around three 
propositions with regard to baptism.  First, when the New Testament uses the word 
“baptism,” it normally refers to water baptism.  The word group is used metaphorically, but 
these metaphorical uses have to be shown from the context.  Thus, I argue that Paul is 
talking about water baptism in Romans 6 and 1 Corinthians 10, and that Peter is talking 
about water baptism in 1 Peter 3.  Second, when the New Testament writers use the phrase 
“body of Christ,” they are referring to the visible church.  Further, this visible church has all 
the characteristics that the New Testament ascribes to the body of Christ.  Members of the 
visible church are members of “Christ” and partakers of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:12).  
This second claim is the key to my argument about baptismal efficacy.  Third, I argue that 
apostasy happens.  Some people enjoy various benefits of the new covenant and then lose 
those benefits.  This is not a threat to the Reformed doctrine of election and reprobation, 
since God ordains both the end point (election or reprobation) and the whole story arc along 
the way.  Some reprobates come near to God for a time and then drift or turn away.  In fact, 
the doctrine of reprobation in Romans 9 is a doctrine of apostasy, an explanation of why the 
chosen people has turned from her Messiah. 
 
 The conclusion of these affirmations is this theology of baptismal efficacy: Baptism 
is the rite of entry into the visible church; since the visible church is the body of Christ, 
baptism engrafts the baptized into Christ and His body, and sharing in the body of the 
incarnate and glorified Son brings benefits of various sorts; but this engrafting is no 
guarantee of final salvation, since some who are baptized into Christ and His body fall away.  
Baptism is a gift of grace that bestows other gifts, but it is effective to salvation only for 
those who have persevering faith.38 
 
B. Confessional and Historical Dimensions. 
 

                                                
38 An aside: Some are suspicious of my baptismal views because they think they tend 
toward Rome.  I have always thought they actually tend in the opposite direction, toward 
Zwingli.  There’s no “magic” in my baptismal views; in some senses, my view of baptism 
is very “immanent.”  Baptism’s efficacy is like the efficacy of an ordination, a 
circumcision, an inauguration to the Presidency.  Baptism’s chief effect is to unite the 
baptized to the visible church, and to give the baptized a position in that community.  
Where I differ from Zwingli(ans) is in my understanding of what that visible church is.  
Baptism differs from the entry rite of the Masons because, and insofar as, the church 
differs from the Lodge.  I would be happy to accept the label “non-dualist Zwinglian” 
(though that might amount to a “non-Zwinglian Zwinglian”). 
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 As I noted above, I acknowledge that my work in baptismal theology has been 
innovative in certain respects.  In making the following historical points, I am not claiming 
that the writers I cite would endorse everything I have written on baptism.  My aim is to 
show that my baptismal views draw on central themes in the Reformed tradition and that my 
views are within the bounds of the Reformed tradition broadly and the Westminster 
Standards more specifically.  I believe, however, that the Reformed tradition stands in need 
of some correction at various points. 
 
1. Union with the Visible church. 
 
 First, my basic affirmation about baptismal efficacy is the affirmation of the 
Confession itself: “Baptism is a sacrament of the New Testament, ordained by Jesus Christ . 
. . for the solemn admission of the party baptized into the visible Church” (28.1).  I also agree with the 
Confession’s description of the “visible church,” though I believe it has limitations: “The 
visible Church, which is also catholic or universal under the Gospel (not confined to one 
nation, as before under the law), consists of all those throughout the world that profess the 
true religion; and of their children: and is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house 
and family of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation” (25.2).  When 
we put these statements together, we conclude that a baptized becomes a subject of the 
kingdom of Christ, a member of God’s household and family, and is put on the way of 
salvation.  Since a baptized infant becomes a member of God’s household, he is a child of 
God.39  That is saying quite a lot. 
 
 But the Confession does not say everything that the New Testament says.  The 
Confessional statements on the church are limited by the Assembly’s failure (refusal?) to 
apply the biblical language of “body” and “bride” to the visible church.  The contrast of 
WCF 25.1 and 2 is notable.  The invisible church is described with language of intimacy.  
Christ is the “Head” of the invisible church, which is His body and spouse, “the fullness of 
Him that fills all in all.”  The visible church is described in less intimate, and more 
“institutional” or “political” terms as the “kingdom of Christ” and “God’s family.” 40  In the 
                                                

39 Does baptism make this membership or simply make public a pre-existing 
membership?  The Reformed tradition has not been unanimous on this point, and even 
individual theologians have spoken differently at different times.  On a strict 
interpretation of the Confession, however, baptism “admits” the baptized into the visible 
church, which is “God’s family.”  Therefore, baptism effects this adoption into the family 
of God.  This does not mean, of course, that God did not regard the baptized with favor 
before baptism; on the contrary, the baptized would not have been baptized at all 
without the prior grace of God (the grace of being born into a Christian family, for 
example).  The analogy with adoption is useful: Parents have affection for a prospective 
adoptee prior to the actual adoption, but the child is not their child until the adoption 
happens.  The adoption decree is what speech-act theorists describe as a performative 
act.  God sets His love on the baptized prior to baptism, but baptism is the performative 
act, the official adoption of the child into the family of God. 
40 The Catechisms follow the same usage.  Neither catechism, so far as I have found, 
describes the visible or invisible church as “bride” or “spouse,” and no passage in the 
catechism states unambiguously that the visible church is the body of Christ.  LC #168 
states that the Supper testifies to and confirms mutual love of those who are members of 
the “mystical body,” but this benefit is limited to those who worthily partake and thus 
seems to be talking about the elect. 
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New Testament, by contrast, Paul describes the visible church as body and bride (Romans 12; 
1 Corinthians 12; Ephesians 4-5).  The visible, institutional community with its diversity of 
gifts, its officers and rites, is the body of Christ.   
 
 The PCA’s Book of Church Order is closer to the New Testament usage.  In several 
places, it acknowledges that the visible church is the body of Christ.  In a section on the 
“visible church defined,” we read: 
 

This visible unity of the body of Christ, though obscured, is not destroyed by its 
division into different denominations of professing Christians; but all of these which 
maintain the Word and Sacraments in their fundamental integrity are to be 
recognized as true branches of the Church of Jesus Christ (2-2). 
 

BOCO 47-7 speaks of the public worship of the body of Christ: “Public worship differs 
from private worship in that in public worship God is served by His saints unitedly as His 
covenant people, the Body of Christ.”  The prayer for the dedication of a church building 
(Appendix F) includes thanksgiving for membership in the church, apparently the visible 
church: “Your great goodness in granting to us, through Your particular grace, membership 
in the Church Universal, the mystical Body of Christ.” 
 
 So, the crux of my view of baptismal efficacy depends on a position very much 
within the bounds of our Confessional Standards, that is, that baptism admits the baptized 
into the visible church, the body of Christ. 
 
2. Temporary or “Common” Benefits. 
 
 Second, and more controversially, I am drawing on the Reformed notion of 
temporary benefits and temporary faith.  The Confession alludes to this reality only in 
passing, speaking of the “common operations of the Spirit” enjoyed by some of the non-
elect (WCF 10.4).41  The Confession hastens to add that the reprobate who share in these 
works of the Spirit “never truly come to Christ, and therefore cannot be saved” (10.4). I 
agree that reprobates cannot be saved.  If, however, the phrase “never truly come” implies 
that no reprobate has ever had any real connection or communion with Christ, I disagree. 
 
 Is that what “never truly come to Christ” means?  My reading of the history of 
Reformed theology suggests differently.  Reformed views on temporary benefits are more 
complex than this Confessional statement indicates, and Reformed theologians have 
regularly debated and discussed the nature and extent of the temporary benefits enjoyed by 
some of the reprobate.  Given that history, I do not believe that the WCF intended to 
dismiss the notions of temporary faith and temporary benefits. 
 

a. Temporary Faith. 
 
First, Reformed theologians have long recognized the phenomenon of temporary 

faith, and have frequently distinguished temporary faith not only from saving faith but from 
                                                

41 The Scripture proofs cited include the parable of the sower in Matthew 13 and Hebrews 
6:4-5. 
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mere historical faith.  Calvin distinguished the faith and experience of the reprobate from the 
elect in various ways, but he made it clear that some of the reprobate enjoy what he calls the 
“inferior operation of the Spirit.”  The highlighted portions of the quotation below  
 

it appears harsh to some, when faith is attributed to the reprobate, since Paul affirms 
it to be the fruit of election. But this difficulty is easily solved; for, though none are 
illuminated to faith, or truly feel the efficacy of the gospel, but such as are 
preordained to salvation, yet experience shows, that the reprobate are sometimes 
affected with emotions very similar to those of the elect, so that, in their own 
opinion, they in no respect differ from the elect.  Wherefore, it is not at all 
absurd, that a taste of heavenly gifts is ascribed to them by the apostle, and a 
temporary faith by Christ: not that they truly perceive the energy of spiritual grace 
and clear light of faith, but because the Lord, to render their guilt more manifest 
and inexcusable, insinuates himself into their minds, as far as his goodness 
can be enjoyed without the Spirit of adoption. If any one object, that there 
remains, then, no further evidence by which the faithful can certainly judge of their 
adoption, I reply, that although there is a great similitude and affinity between 
the elect of God and those who art endued with a frail and transitory faith, yet 
the elect possess that confidence, which Paul celebrates, so as boldly to " cry. Abba, 
Father." Therefore, as God regenerates for ever the elect alone with incorruptible 
seed, so that the seed of life planted in their hearts never perishes, so he firmly seals 
within them the grace of his adoption, that it may be confirmed and ratified to their 
minds. But this by no means prevents that inferior operation of the Spirit from 
exerting itself even in the reprobate. In the mean time the faithful are taught to 
examine themselves with solicitude and humility, lest carnal security insinuate itself, 
instead of the assurance of faith.  Besides, the reprobate have only a confused 
perception of grace, so that they embrace the shadow rather than the substance; 
because the Spirit properly seals remission of sins in the elect alone, and they apply it 
by a special faith to their own benefit.  Yet the reprobate are justly said to believe 
that God is propitious to them, because they receive the gift of reconciliation, 
though in a confused and too indistinct manner: not that they are partakers of 
the same faith or regeneration with the sons of God. but because they appear, under 
the disguise of hypocrisy (Institutes 3.2.11; emphasis added). 

 
The Scottish theologian Robert Rollock (1555-1599) distinguished temporary faith 

from merely historical faith, arguing that the former 
 

hath the same object with justifying faith, and which is properly so called, namely 
Jesus Christ with his benefits, offered in the word of the Gospel and in the 
Sacraments; wherein it differs from historical faith, which hath for the object thereof 
the universal truth. It hath the same subject with justifying faith; for it hath its meat 
both in the mind, and also in the will and heart. 
Last of all, it [temporary faith] hath as many parts of nature as the justifying 
hath. For it is a knowledge of the understanding, conjoined with both the 
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judgments of the mind, and it is the apprehension of the will or heart, 
whereout followeth also the stirring of the affections, as of joy, delight, &c.42 
 
Irish Archbishop Ussher (1581-1656) expressed the same view in his Body of Divinity, 

which was widely read by the Westminster Divines.  He too distinguishes historical and 
temporary faith, describing the latter as “a joyful entertaining of the Promises of the Gospel, 
with some seeming Confidence.”  Temporary faith does not save since it is “but vanishing, 
uncertain, and not rooted; lasteth but for a time, and then comes to nothing.”43  Turretin 
likewise acknowledges the reality of temporary faith, and discusses the various ways in which 
temporary faith differs from saving faith. 

 
I cite these not because I agree with every particular in these accounts.  I am already 

on record contesting certain features of Turretin’s description of temporary faith (in The 
Baptized Body).  I cite these simply to establish the fact that Reformed theologians have 
regularly acknowledged the phenomenon of temporary faith. 
 
 b. Temporary Benefits. 
 

Along with a notion of temporary faith, many Reformed theologians have accepted 
that reprobates may enjoy temporary benefits, probably analogous to the Confession’s 
“common operation of the Spirit.”  At the beginning of the seventeenth century, some in the 
Protestant church of England held to the Augustinian position that some reprobates could 
temporarily enjoy soteriological benefits.  The English delegation to the Synod of Dort (1618) 
submitted a request that the Synod remove its condemnation of the view that some 
reprobates may be regenerated and justified for a time.  The petition was successful; this 
view was not condemned by Dort.  According to Samuel Ward’s account in A Theologis 
Ecclesiae Anglicanaae de canonibus formandis aliisque in Synodo Dordacena proposita, the English 
delegation’s argument was threefold: 

 
We ourselves think that this doctrine is contrary to Holy Scriptures, but 

whether it is expedient to condemn it in these our canons needs great deliberation. 
On the contrary, it would appear 

1. That Augustine, Prosper and the other Fathers who propounded the 
doctrine of absolute predestination and who opposed the Pelagians, seem to have 
conceded that certain of those who are not predestinated can attain the state of 
regeneration and justification. Indeed, they use this very argument as an illustration 
of the deep mystery of predestination; which cannot be unknown to those who have 
even a modest acquaintance with their writings. 

2. That we ought not without grave cause to give offence to the Lutheran 
churches, who in this matter, it is clear, think differently. 

                                                
42 A Treatise of God’s Effectual Calling pg. 208, 210 in The Select Works of Robert Rollock Vol. 1 
(Woodrow Society 1849), quoted at 
http://wedgewords.wordpress.com/2008/06/26/robert-rollock-on-temporary-faith, 
accessed August 5, 2008; emphasis added. 
43 A Body of Divinity: Being the Sum and Substance of the Christian Religion (Birmingham, 
AL: Solid Ground Books, 2007), p. 176. 
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3. That (which is of greater significance) in the Reformed churches 
themselves, many learned and saintly men who are at one with us in defending 
absolute predestination, nevertheless think that certain of those who are truly 
regenerated and justified, are able to fall from that state and to perish and that this 
happens eventually to all those, whom God has not ordained in the decree of 
election infallibly to eternal life. Finally we cannot deny that there are some places in 
Scripture which apparently support this opinion, and which have persuaded learned 
and pious men, not without great probability.44 

 
 Two things are noteworthy about this argument, particularly the third paragraph.  
First, the English delegation claimed that men within the English Protestant church believed 
that justification and regeneration might be temporary benefits.  At the time, the English 
church was thoroughly Calvinistic.45  Second, the Synod of Dort, high as high Calvinism can 
get, agreed with the English delegation that this was an allowable position.   
 
 Though disagreeing with the Augustinian position described above, the English 
delegation made it clear that they affirmed the possibility that the reprobate could enjoy 
certain benefits of the covenant temporarily. With reference to the doctrine of perseverance, 
they wrote that “There is a certain supernaturall enlightening granted to some of them, who 
are not elect, by the power whereof they understand those things to be true, which are 
revealed in the Word of God, and yield and unfaigned assent unto them.”  Expanding this 
point, they added: 
 

The truth of this position concerning the first part, namely the enlightening of their 
minds, is plainely collected out of the Scriptures, Heb. 6:4.  Where the Apostle 
maketh mention of such as sinned against the holy Ghost, affirming that they were 
enlightened, and in the 10. Chap. And 26 Vers. hee intimateth that they might wilfully 
sin after they had received knowledge of the truth.  The Apostle Peter also, 2 Pet. 2.22 makes 
mention of some, who, when they knew the way of righteousness, neverthelesse 
turned from the holy commandement which was given to them.  Judas was the sonne of perdition, 
Joh. 17.12. yet he was furnished with the knowledge of the Gospell; and thereupon 
was sent by Christ with the other Apostles to preach the Gospell to the house of Israel, Matt. 
10.7.  And Christ threatneth the like punishments to them that despise the preaching 
of Judas, as of others v. 9.  All those were enlightened with a supernaturall knowledge 
of the Gospell.  Which illuminating proceeding from the holy Ghost did beget a true 

                                                
44 Quoted in Peter O. G. White, Predestination, Policy, and Polemic: Conflict and Consensus in the English 
Church from the Reformation to the Civil War (Cambridge, 2002), p. 198.  Page available at Google Books: 
http://books.google.com/books?id=R2YbBl021ZgC&printsec=frontcover&dq=peter+white+predestination
&sig=ACfU3U3IrPeIetwKmK8im9Dwg0t05xkyUQ#PPA198,M1, accessed August 5, 2008.  The English 
delegation also fought, unsuccessfully this time, to remove the seventh rejected error under the heading of 
Perseverance, which denies that temporary and persevering faith differ only in duration. 

45 Nicholas Tyacke, Aspects of English Protestantism, 1530-1700 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2002), p. 164  argues that the Calvinist domination of the English church 
was established by the 1590s and continued into the first two decades of the seventeenth 
century, when Arminianism began to take hold in some quarters of the English church.   
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knowledge in the mindes of these men: out of which knowledge they, as occasion 
required, brought forth actions suitable to the same.46 

 
The section concludes by saying that “backsliders of this kinde” are punished “not because 
they fained that faith they never had, but because they forsooke the faith they had: and they 
sin in a far greater measure, which depart from the grace of faith conferred upon them, then 
they who never tasted of the glad tidings of the Gospel, as our Saviour teacheth us, John 
15.22.”47 
 
 c. Temporary Justification and Regeneration. 
 

The view that justification can be lost is explicitly rejected by WCF 11.5: those 
justified “can never fall from the state of justification.”  The British delegation to Dort said 
the same.  Though reprobates may be “in their minds, will and affections disposed . . . in 
some sort to justification,” yet “they who are not elect . . . never attaine unto the state of 
adoption and justification.”48 

 
But again the actual views of seventeenth-century Reformed theologians are more 

varied.  While not holding the view of temporary justification and regeneration described in 
the English delegation’s appeal, some Reformed theologians taught that baptized infants 
received a form of justification that was not identical to the justification of adults who 
exercise conscious faith.  This justification might be lost if the baptized child turned from 
the Lord, but until that time the child remained in a state of justification. 

 
In his letter to Samuel Ward, John Davenant (1542-1641), himself a member of the 

English delegation to Dort and an ardent foe of Arminius, defended the proposition that “all 
baptized infants are absolved of the guilt of original sin.”  He said it is not absurd to think 
that baptized infants who are later damned enjoy a “temporary ordination to eternal life 
through the remission of original sin,” a temporary ordination that is “able to stand without 
the benefit of election.”   
 

For Davenant, this remission of original sin constitutes the baptized infant’s 
justification, regeneration, sanctification, and adoption.  At the same time, he distinguished 
between this justification, etc. of infants, which might be lost, and the justification of adult 
believers who cannot lose these blessings: 
 

To these points I now add further, which is proper to my present intention, that—as 
the justification, regeneration, adoption, or sanctification of which we have been 
speaking arises from the forgiveness of original sin, through the blood of Christ 
applied to infants in baptism; and as that remission of sin remains the same as in 
adulthood and cannot be lost, although it may not draw along after it those effects 
which (God so ordains) are limited to that age liable solely to original sin—who does 

                                                
46 From “The Collegiate Suffrage of the British Divines,” reprinted in Anthony Milton, 
ed., The British Delegation and the Synod of Dort (1618-1619) (Woodbridge, Suffold: Boydell 
Press, 2005), pp. 266-267. 
47 Ibid., p. 267. 
48 Ibid., p. 269. 
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not see that, from the example of infants, it is badly concluded that the justification 
or sanctification of adults, once secured, may be lost? 

 
Thus, he defended as a second proposition the belief “That the justification, regeneration, 
adoption, which we admit does belong to baptized infants, is not univocally the same with 
that justification, regeneration, and adoption, which we say is never lost with regard to the 
matter of the saints’ perseverance.”   He distinguished between “the sacramental 
regeneration proper to regenerated infants” and “that other regeneration from the seed of 
the word and the efficacy of the Holy Spirit, which is necessary for the effectual regeneration 
of adults.”  Davenant goes so far as to describe the infant’s status as “salvation,” though 
qualified as a salvation suitable to their immature condition: “Justification and regeneration 
and adoption of baptized infants confer on them a state of salvation according to the 
condition of infants.”49 
 
 Samuel Ward, also a delegate to Dort and a student of William Perkins, claimed that 
“most of our divines do make the principal end and effect of all the sacraments to be 
obsignation, and all sacraments to be merely obsignatory signs.”50  As a result, for most 
English theologians “the ablution of infants from original sin, is only conditional and 
expectative, of which they have no benefit, till they believe and repent.” Ward himself could 
not “easily assent hereunto.”  He instead defended the Augustinian position that baptized 
infants were cleansed of original sin. 
 

According to Ward, if baptism is “obsignatory” only, then “Infants baptized, dying 
in infancy, have no benefit by baptism. And all non-elect infants have no benefit at all, so 
that to both of these they are nuda et inefficia signa.”51  Interestingly, Ward thinks that denying 
that non-elect infants are cleansed of original sin turns baptism into a “naked and ineffectual 
sign.”  To put it more strongly, he argues that denying that the reprobate receive benefits 
from baptism destroys the very character of baptism.  He also argues that infant baptism is 
rendered pointless if nothing happens until the infants get older: “What necessity of 
baptizing infants, if it produce no effect till years of discretion?” 

 
Richard Baxter did not agree with Ward and Davenant, but he summarized their 

views without censuring them: 
 
After the writing of that book [Plain Scripture Proof of Infants’ Church Membership 
and Baptism], I wrote a postscript against the doctrine of Dr. Burgess and Mr. 
Thomas Bedford, which I supposed to go on the other extreme; and therein I 
answered part of a treatise of Dr. Samuel Ward’s, which Mr. Bedford published; 
which proved to be Mr. Thomas Gataker’s, whom I defend, who is Dr. Ward’s 

                                                
49 All quotations taken from Joel Garver’s translation of Davenant’s letter, found at 
http://www.joelgarver.com/writ/hist/davenant.htm , accessed August 7, 2008.  On 
Davenant, see the discussion in Jonathan D. Moore, English Hypothetical Universalism: John 
Preston and the Softening of Reformed Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), esp. pp. 
187-198. 
50 “Obsignatory” is defined in various dictionaries as “ratifying; confirming by sealing.”   
51 Ward’s letter is available at http://www.joelgarver.com/writ/hist/ward.htm, 
accessed August 7, 2008. 
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censor; but I knew it not till Mr. Gataker after told me. But, after these writings, I 
was greatly in doubt whether it be not certain that all the infants of true believers are 
justified and saved, if they die before actual sin. My reason was, because it is the 
same justifying, saving covenant of grace which their parents and they are in, and as 
real faith and repentance is that condition on the parents’ part which giveth them 
their right to actual remission, and adoption: so to be the children of such is all the 
condition which is required in infants, in order to the same benefits; and without 
asserting this, the advantage of the Anabaptists is greater than every one doth 
imagine. But I never thought with Dr. Ward that all baptized children had this 
benefit, and qualitative sanctification also; nor with Dr. Burgess and Mr. Bedford, 
that all converted at age, had inherent seminal grace in baptism certainly given them; 
nor with Bishop Davenant, that all justly baptized had relative grace of justification 
and adoption; but only that all the infants of true believers who have right to the 
covenant and baptism in foro coeli, as well as in foro ecclesiae, have also thereby right to 
the pardon of original sin, and to adoption, and to heaven, which right is by baptism 
sealed and delivered to them. This I wrote of to Mr. Gataker who returned me a kind 
and candid answer, but such as did not remove my scruples; and this occasioned him 
to print Bishop Davenant’s Disputations with his answer.  The opinion which I most 
incline to, is the sans which the Synod of Dort expresseth, and that which I 
conjecture Mr. Davenant meant, or I am sure came next to it.52 

 
The views of Ward and Davenant were not universally accepted by any means, but 

they were well within the mainstream of Reformed theology.  Over the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, there was a spectrum of views regarding the relation of baptism and 
soteriological benefits.  Joel Garver, for example, notes that there were a variety of views 
regarding the connection of baptism with this “initial regeneration.”  It was common for 
theologians to argue that baptism conferred an initial seed of regeneration, though the details 
of this belief varied: “A further complication is whether these beginnings of regeneration are 
enjoyed by all covenant infants (which Calvin sometimes seems to suggest), all baptized 
covenant infants (a view we find in Thomas Cranmer, John Davenant, Samuel Ward, 
Thomas Bedford, Louis Le Blanc, and Pierre Jurieu, among others), or only elect covenant 
infants, whether received at baptism or some other time (though the views of Jerome 
Zanchius, Junius, Chamier, Cornelius Burgess, and others tie the initial regeneration of elect 
infants closely to baptism).”53 

 
As I have noted, both Davenant and Ward were delegates to Dort, and respected 

and prominent ministers in the Protestant church of England into the 1630s.  Both taught 
that baptism cleansed from original sin and, for Davenant, conferred a status of justification.  
At the same time, Davenant made clear that this infant justification was not identical to the 

                                                
52 Quoted by John Vant Stephens, Elect Infants: Or, Infant Salvation in the Westminster 
Symbols, pp. 119-121, available at 
http://books.google.com/books?id=4eUOAAAAIAAJ&printsec=titlepage#PPA121,M1, 
accessed August 7, 2008. 
53 “On Regeneration, Baptism, and the Reformed Tradition,” available at 
http://www.joelgarver.com/writ/sacr/regeneration.htm, accessed August 7, 2008. 
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justification of adults who have faith.54  It seems highly unlikely that the Westminster 
Assembly intended to condemn and exclude the views of men like Ward and Davenant.55  
When the WCF rejects the idea that justification can be lost, therefore, it is using 
“justification” in a sense different from that of Davenant. 

 
 My baptismal views depend on a notion of real but temporary benefits for at least 
some of the reprobate.  Though my views are not identical to those of Ward and Davenant, 
I am working within a similar framework.  Though an admittedly minority position, this 
position is recognized as orthodox within the Reformed tradition. 
 
3. Union with Christ. 
 
 My argument about baptismal efficacy is that the baptized are united to the visible 
church, which is the body of the Incarnate Son of God.  Therefore, the baptized are united 
to Christ.  This union may be only temporary; branches might be pruned from the vine.  But 
the union is a reality nonetheless.  The analogy with the positions of Davenant and Ward, 
outlined above, should be clear. 
 
 The question is: Can union with Christ be a temporary benefit of reprobates?  Does 
the WCF allow for this position? 
 
 The Minority Report says No, claiming that union with Christ is a benefit enjoyed 
specifically by the elect.  It is true that the Standards describe a permanent union with Christ 
as a special benefit of the elect or the invisible church (LC #65-66, 79).  I agree that the elect 
enjoy such a union.  The Father chose us in Christ from the foundation of the world, so that 
the Father never regards the elect except in union with Christ.   
 

It should be noted, however, that LC #65 is more specific than the Minority Report 
in describing the special benefit of the invisible church as “union and communion with Him 
in grace and glory.”  That the italicized phrase is not mere filler is evident from the fact that the 
Larger Catechism has specific questions concerning the elect’s communion with Christ “in 
grace” (#69) and “in glory” (#82).  This suggests that the specific special benefit is not 
union with Christ as such, but a union of a particular character, a union “in grace and glory.”  
That leaves open the possibility that there is a union with Christ that is not a special benefit 
of the invisible church. 
  
 The Standards elsewhere seem to point to this possibility.  Among the benefits of the 
visible church (LC #63) is the “communion of saints,” which is defined by the Confession 

                                                
54 The views of Cornelius Burges (1589-1665), who was a delegate to the Assembly, are of interest, though 
not directly germane.  Burges famously taught the Òbaptismal regeneration of elect infants,Ó stating that 
ÒThe principal point É is that all elect infants do ordinarily receive from Christ the Spirit of regeneration 
as the first principle of spiritual life. This they receive, or their solemn initiation into Christ, and for their 
future actual renovation in God's good timeÑ if they live to years of discretion.Ó    

55 From what I can determine, it seems that between Dort and Westminster, English 
theology shifted as Calvinists responded to the rise of the Arminianism of Laud and 
others.  It appears that the options available to Reformed theologians had narrowed by 
the time of the Assembly.   
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(26.1) in this way: “All saints, that are united to Jesus Christ their Head, by His Spirit, and by 
faith, have fellowship with Him in His grace, sufferings, death, resurrection, and glory: and, 
being united to one another in love, they have communion in each other’s gifts and graces.”  
Thus, enjoying the communion of saints in the visible church includes being united to Christ 
the Head as well as to one another.56 
 
 Aside from the Westminster Confession, there is evidence from other Reformed 
confessions that baptism unites the baptized to Christ.  According to John Knox’s Scots 
Confession (1560), “we utterly condemn the vanity of those who affirm the sacraments to be 
nothing else than naked and bare signs. No, we assuredly believe that by baptism we are 
engrafted into Christ Jesus, to be made partakers of his righteousness, by which our sins are 
covered and remitted.”  The French Confession states: “We acknowledge only two 
sacraments, common to the whole church, the former whereof is baptism, given unto us to 
witness to our adoption, for by it we are grafted into the body of Christ, that being washed with his 
blood we might be renewed by his Spirit unto holiness of life… [I]n baptism, God gives us really 
and in fact that which he there sets before us; and that consequently with these signs is given true 
possession and enjoyment of that which they present to us.”57   
 

Was the Westminster Assembly repudiating these earlier confessions?  That seems 
highly unlikely. 

 
 Whatever we conclude about the Westminster Standards or the Reformed 
confessional tradition, it is clear that the Bible indicates that some are united to Christ and 
are later cut off.  Even the Minority Report admits as much: “TE Leithart is certainly correct 
to highlight the covenantal nature of the relationship between the Vine and the branches in 
John 15, and he is also correct in pointing out that even reprobate members of the visible 
church experience certain common operations of the Holy Spirit.”  Their objection is that 
this “relationship” should not be described as “union with Christ.”  That, it seems to me, is 
merely a quibble over words.   
 
 Does this leave me with a “parallel soteriological system to the decretal system of the 
Westminster Standards”?  No more than the New Testament does, because the New 
Testament speaks both of people who are “in Christ” and cut off, and of people who are “in 
Christ” and can never be lost.  As I understand the New Testament, this does not imply wo 
parallel “soteriological systems.”  There are not two streams of salvation.  There is only one.  
The elect have been in the stream since eternity and are, from their personal incorporation 
into Christ, in the stream.  The reprobate may move in and then out of the same stream.   
 
4. Temporary saving benefits in the PCA Constitution. 

                                                
56 The Standards perhaps hint in this direction with the use of the phrase Òcommunion with GodÓ to 
describe the original state of Adam (WCF 4.2).  Adam Òfell fromÓ or ÒlostÓ this communion (WCF 6.2; SC 
#19; LC #27).  The point is not to equate AdamÕs state with that of the elect, but to show that the Standards 
recognize that Òcommunion with GodÓ can accurately describe a temporary condition.  Admittedly, the 
Standards do not describe AdamÕs condition as ÒunionÓ with Christ. 
57 Quoted by Rich Lusk, ÒBaptismal Efficacy and the Reformed Tradition: Past, Present, Future,Ó available 
at http://www.hornes.org/theologia/rich-lusk/baptismal-efficacy-the-reformed-tradition-past-present-future, 
accessed August 7, 2008. 
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The GA Federal Vision Report condemns the notion that some receive saving 

benefits of Christ and later lose them.  As I see it, the Report itself runs contrary to our 
Standards.  That is to say, the notion of temporary benefits is part of our Constitution. 

 
Children of believers, we confess, are covenant children. At PCA baptisms, Acts 2 is 

often read: “The promise is to you and to your children.”  According to the BOCO, the 
following statement is to be read at baptisms: “For to you is the promise, and to your 
children, and to all that are afar off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call unto him. 
And I will establish my covenant between me and thee and thy seed after thee throughout 
their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a God unto thee and to thy seed after 
thee. Believe on the Lord Jesus, and thou shalt be saved, thou and thy house. (Acts 2:39; 
Gen. 17:7; Acts 16:31)” (56-5).  Based on such Scriptures, we say, quite rightly, that God is a 
God not only to us but to our children. 

 
This implies, if read straightforwardly, that we can say to every child in a PCA church, 

“God has made promises to you. God is your God. You are a covenant child.”  Head-for-
head, we can say those things to our children, every infant in the PCA.  Is being a “covenant 
child” a saving benefit or not?  Is having God as our God a saving benefit or not?  Yes of 
course it is: Having God as my God is the saving benefit. Yet, no Presbyterian on earth 
(including me) believes that everyone who is baptized will end up sharing in the new heavens 
and new earth.  When a baptized child has God as his God, he has a saving benefit that he 
may someday lose.  That is what the BOCO says. 

 
And we can push this further. If God is God to our children, does that not imply 

that God has forgiven and accepted them? Does it make any sense to say that God is God of 
our children, and yet also to say that they are children of wrath, piling up sins until they 
exercise personal faith?  Do we say to our children, “God is your God, but He holds all your 
sins against you”? Do we say, “God is your God, but you are also a child of wrath”? 

 
The PCA constitution does not support this kind of double-speak.  BOCO 56-4, 

alluding to 1 Corinthians 7, says that children of believers are “federally holy before Baptism, 
and therefore are they baptized” (BOCO 56-4, h).  This federal holiness mentioned in 56-4, 
h doesn't depend on baptism; it is the gift to the children of believers, and according to the 
BOCO is the basis not the result of baptism.  If they are holy, they are accepted, cleansed; if 
they are holy, they have access. What else does “holy” mean?  And is that not a “saving 
benefit”? 

 
5. Response to criticisms of Majority Report. 
 
 Though concluding that my views are within Confessional boundaries, the Majority 
Report levels some serious and weighty criticisms against my views on baptism.  I cannot 
fully address all their criticisms here but will make only a few brief remarks. 
 
 First, I should note that the quotations from The Baptized Body listed on page 9 of the 
Majority Report are simply efforts to paraphrase and summarize several biblical passages on 
baptism.  The first that links baptism to God’s judgment of sin and justification arises from 
Romans 6, where Paul says that those who have been baptized into Christ share in His death 
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and therefore are “justified from sin” (v. 7).  The second is drawing from 1 Corinthians 6:11, 
which I take as a baptismal passage, and the last is from Colossians 2:11-12.  As I said above, 
my aim is to formulate baptismal theology in a way that makes these biblical expressions 
seem natural. 
 
 Second, the third quotation states that the baptized “share in all that he has to give.”  
On further reflection, I believe that this is overstated, and actually violates one of the 
principal assumptions of my baptismal theology.  Above, I noted that I have attempted to 
avoid mechanistic models and metaphors for sacramental efficacy, and instead attempted to 
work out sacramental theology in personalist categories.  But the notion that everyone shares 
equally in everything that Christ has to give verges back into a mechanistic conception.  Since 
Christ and His Spirit are persons, and we are persons united in fellowship with them, the 
contours of that union and relationship vary from person to person.  Even among the elect, 
it is not true to say that we all share in all Christ has to give; some know Christ more 
intimately than others.  Reprobates who are branches in the vine for only a time certainly 
have a different relationship with Christ than the elect.  My more careful claim would be that 
the baptized share in Christ Himself and in His body, in varying ways and degrees. 
 
 Third, the Majority Report rests much of its criticism of my position on 1 John 2:19.  
The Majority Report is correct to chide me for not giving more attention to the passage.  
Arguably, however, that passage is not directly germane to the question at hand.  Verse 18 
warns that antichrists have already arisen, and antichrists in John’s letters are false teachers 
opposed to Christ.  In a review of Guy Waters’s book on the Federal Vision, Jack Collins of 
Covenant Seminary points to a number of questions that need to be addressed in this 
passage: 
 

Who are “they” who went out? (“Antichrists,: v. 18.) Is this about apostasy in 
general? (Not obviously.) Who are “we” in this context? (John and his apostolic 
companions?) What is John’s use of “of” (ek)? How strongly “qualitative” is the 
language used here? Since this is vital to Waters’ view of church membership, and to 
his distinction between the “visible” and “invisible” church, he should lay out his 
case in full.58 

 
If the “going out” in 1 John 2:19 is not apostasy but unauthorized mission, then this passage 
is not the uniquely explanatory text that the Report suggests.59  Even if the Majority Report’s 
understanding of the passage is correct, it doesn’t undermine the thesis of The Baptized Body.  
I could agree that apostate reprobates were never “of us” in the way that the persevering 
elect are, yet also argue that in various senses they were “of us” – at least in the sense that 
they publicly professed Christ, joined in worship with the people of God, shared in the 
church’s ministry; perhaps in stronger senses as well.  Since God’s work is the work of 
discipling the nations, and reprobates may for a time share in that work, they may for a time 
be on “God’s side of history.” 
 

                                                
58 Presbyterion 33:2. 
59 Matthew 7 might be taken similarly.  Jesus is clearly addressing false prophets in that 
text, and arguable the “I never knew you” should be restricted by that context.  Jesus 
never knew false prophets as His representatives in mission. 
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 This raises, fourth, the issue of internal/external.  According to the Majority Report, 
I “decry” this distinction because it eviscerates the efficacy of baptism.  That is true; I do 
decry certain versions of this distinction, particularly versions that regard the inner man as a 
being impervious to outside influence or effect.  If external events and realities cannot 
penetrate to the inner man, then we have no grounds for sacramental theology at all, since 
sacraments are outward bodily acts.   
 

At the same time, I acknowledge that the Bible regularly teaches that human beings 
have an internal and an external dimension.  The tabernacle is, among other things, an 
architectural human being, and it has an “inner” and “outer” sanctuary.  Paul uses an “inner 
man/outer man” distinction in various places (Romans 7:22; 2 Corinthians 4:16; Ephesians 
3:16).  So, the issue is not whether this distinction is a biblical one; it is. The question is what 
the Bible means by this distinction and how it functions.  It’s very easy for us to read the 
Biblical inner/outer distinction through our own cultural lenses, where the Cartesian 
subject/object, mind/body dualism is still instinctive. 

 
Let me briefly analyze one important use of this sort of distinction, Romans 2:27-29.  

In the context (I believe) of a discussion of Jews and Gentiles, Paul introduces a distinction 
between different sorts of circumcision.  There is the manifest circumcision in the flesh, and 
the “secret” (kruptos) circumcision of the Spirit.  Jews who don’t keep the law are not Jews, 
and their circumcision is uncircumcision (v. 25).  Only those who keep the law by the power 
of the Spirit are Jews and the true circumcision.  Within Israel, then, there are some who are 
circumcised only in the manifest, fleshly sense, and others who are circumcised also in the 
secret, Spiritual sense. 

 
For Paul, however, this does not mean that fleshly circumcision is meaningless or 

useless, or that those who received fleshly circumcision received nothing.  As Paul’s 
argument continues into chapter 3, he asks “What advantage has the Jew?  Or what is the 
benefit of circumcision” (v. 1).  Clearly, he is speaking of what he has just described as Jews 
and circumcision according to flesh; the advantage of those who are circumcised by the 
Spirit is obvious.  Given Paul’s distinction between fleshly and Spiritual circumcision, we 
might expect him to answer his question with “Fleshly circumcision gives no advantage.”  
That is not what Paul says, however.  “Great in every respect” (v. 2).  Here, he lists only one 
of the great advantages of fleshly Israel – “they were entrusted with the oracles of God” (v. 
2).   

 
When Paul picks up the argument later in Romans, however, he expands on the 

advantage of fleshly Israel: 
 
For I could wish that I myself were accursed, separated from Christ for the sake of 
my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh, who are Israelites, to whom 
belongs the adoption as sons, and the glory and the covenants and the giving of the 
Law and the temple service and the promises, whose are the fathers, and from whom 
is the Christ according to the flesh, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen. (9:3-
5). 

 
Fleshly Israel – the “visible church” of the Old Testament – received great blessings.  They 
were the son(s) of Yahweh, had the glory of Yahweh dwelling in their midst, received the 
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covenants and promises, had a law that was the envy of the nations, was privileged with the 
temple service and the great heritage of the patriarchs.  Above all, they were the people of 
Jesus, the Christ, the king of all things.  When God blessed forever became flesh, He became 
Jewish flesh.  These are blessings enjoyed by the “manifest” or “external” Jew, and they are 
considerable. 
 

I don’t think I am imagining things to conclude that Paul’s is not the view of many in 
the PCA.  Do we tell baptized children, “Yours is the adoption; yours the glory and the 
covenants and promises and commandments; you have a great heritage, and are privileged to 
have a place in the temple of the living God”?  If Reformed theologians and pastors had so 
robust an understanding of the gifts conferred in baptism, I would not have devoted so 
much time to the subject of baptismal efficacy.   

 
Fifth, the Majority Report charges that I have not paid enough attention to the 

pervasive reality of nominalism and unbelief in the church: 
 
We say again, one feature of Dr. Leithart’s construction of baptismal efficacy that 
strikes us as particularly unfortunate and revealing is his failure to reckon with the 
fact that the spiritual situation of the largest part of the company of baptized 
unbelievers is not in fact described in the texts that he cites. The truly nominal – who 
have never “received the word with joy”; have never been “enlightened”; have never 
“tasted the heavenly gift”; have never “shared in the Holy Spirit”; have never tasted 
the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age”; and “have 
[never] known our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” – are not apostates in the biblical 
sense of the term. The Bible does not describe generations-long unbelief in the 
church as if in every case the baptized individual had such powerful experiences of 
the reality of Christ and salvation but eventually turned his back on them. He was 
never at any time such a man as these texts describe. He was not once one thing and 
later another.   

 
I have several responses to this.  In certain respects, I concede the truth of the 

criticism.  As I’ve written about baptism, my imagined picture of baptism is, for instance, a 
baptism in a faithful PCA congregation rather than the baptism of a child whose parents will 
never return to the church.  I also concede that the description of Hebrews 6 don’t 
necessarily apply to everyone who is baptized into the visible church.  The “personalist” 
framework I’ve described above implies this very thing: Not every reprobate’s experience is 
the same. 

 
Yet, my position does have a way of dealing with the problem of nominalism.  I 

disagree with the Majority Report’s claim that some are “baptized and unbaptized.”  Baptism 
is God’s act, and it is as real and objective as the water on the baptized.  Everyone who is 
baptized is claimed by Christ as His own.  Baptism is not double, but the response to 
baptism is.  Some will respond with faith in the promise delivered in baptism, and with loyal 
adherence to the Lord who claims them.  Others will respond with varying degrees of 
treachery.  Both, though, are baptized, and the traitor’s end is all the worse because he 
rejected the gifts God gave him. 
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Further, I am not convinced that the description of Hebrews 6 is as rare as the 
Majority Report suggests.  How can we know what God may be doing with an infant 
baptized by an unbelieving pastor in a shell of an Anglican parish?  Baptism belongs to 
Christ, and I don’t presume to know what the Lord of the church, the Lord of baptism, 
might be doing in any particular instance.  I am not convinced of what the Majority Report 
states as a “fact” namely, “that the spiritual situation of the largest part of the company of 
baptized unbelievers is not in fact described in the texts that he cites.”  Even if I concede the 
Hebrews 6 describes the rare case, we are still left with 2 Peter 2:20-22: Some “escape from 
the defilements of the world” and then “are again entangled in them.”  On the surface, this 
appears a more common experience, and yet Peter describes the eventual apostate as one 
who has knowledge of the Lord and Savior and of the way of righteousness.   

 
Finally, the Majority Report rebukes me for failing to take account of important 

biblical qualifications: “If Dr. Leithart’s central affirmation in The Baptized Body is that 
‘Without qualification or hedging, the church is the body of Christ,’ [p. ix] he was duty 
bound to address the class of scriptural texts that clearly qualify and hedge.”  The quoted 
statement is potentially misleading, so let me clarify.  The visible church is the body of 
Christ, but it is the body of Christ in time and history, the body of Christ in the “already” 
awaiting the eschatological “not yet.”  This could be described as a qualification; the claim 
that the church is the body of Christ is eschatologically qualified.  Yet, the church, even in the 
already, is the body of Christ, the humanity of the glorified Son of God in the Spirit.  That it 
is not yet a perfected body doesn’t mean it’s not the body.  The church is analogous to the 
individual believer at this point: We will one day be perfected in holiness; but even now we 
are truly saints. 
 
6. Conclusion. 

 
At the center of my work on baptism has been the question of how we regard and 

treat our children.  I have not been so directly concerned with thinking about how nominal 
Christians should treat their children.  What are we allowed to say to our children?  May we 
tell them that their sins are forgiven?  May we tell them that God accepts them and counts 
them righteous?  Should we assure them that they are beloved?  Can we tell them they 
belong to Jesus and are united to Him?  On the Minority Report’s position, it appears that 
we are not allowed to say any of these things with assurance.  Union with Christ, justification 
and forgiveness are special benefits of the invisible church, and we have no way of knowing 
that our children are members of that community.  But the promise is to us and to our 
children.  They are covenant children, and God is their God. 
 
II. “Bi-covenantalism” and the Covenant of works. 
 
A. Background comments. 
 
 As the Minority Report points out, I believe the terms “mono-covenantal” and “bi-
covenantal” have become unthinking slogans in this controversy that need to be examined 
more carefully.  Each phrase captures an aspect of the biblical teaching on covenant, and 
each misses some important features of that teaching.  On the one hand, Scripture 
sometimes speaks in the singular about God’s covenant.  Yahweh often uses the phrase “my 
covenant,” and the biblical writers speak of “His covenant” (Genesis 6:18; 9:13-15; 17:2-4; 
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Exodus 19:5; etc.).  The claim that the covenant is, in a sense, “one covenant” does not 
simply rest on the grammatical fact that the word “covenant” appears in the singular, but 
also on the way that the Bible speaks of the covenant as the Lord’s single over-arching plan. 
This is the covenant whose fulfillment Zechariah celebrates in Luke 1: The Lord fulfills the 
holy covenant with Abraham (vv. 72-73) by raising up a “horn of salvation in the house of 
His servant David” (v. 69).   
 
 On occasion, however, Paul writes of covenants in the plural (Romans 9:4; Galatians 
4:24; Ephesians 2:12).  In Romans 9:4, Paul writes of the privileges of Israel, enumerating 
“covenants” alongside “adoption,” “divine glory,” “receiving the law,” “the temple,” the 
“promises,” and the “patriarchs” (vv. 4-5).  What “covenants” is Paul referring to?  There 
are explicit references in the context to the privileges of the Mosaic, the Solomonic, and the 
Abrahamic eras.  Whatever specific covenants Paul has in mind, it is clear that he thinks 
there are at least two.60  So, there are multiple covenants within the history of Israel, a reality 
the Confession captures by saying there is one covenant of grace in different 
administrations.   
 
 Galatians 4:24 is explicitly bi-covenantal: “the women represent two covenants.”  In 
Galatians 4, however, Paul is not speaking of a works/grace bi-covenantalism.  Rather, the 
first covenant (Hagar) is the Sinai covenant, and the other covenant is, implicitly, the new 
covenant.  Hebrews uses the first/second covenant scheme in the same way.  The “first 
covenant” sets up the worship of the tabernacle (9:1), while the “new covenant” is that 
mediated through Christ (9:15).  This is the New Testament’s characteristic framework: 
Where two covenants are invoked, the covenants do not correspond to “covenant of works” 
and “covenant of grace,” but to “Mosaic” (or “old”) and “new.”   
 
 These comments do not imply that the Adam/Christ, covenant of works/covenant 
of grace scheme is wrong.  The Adam/Christ structure is a fundamental structure of biblical 
history (Romans 5:12-21).  But these Scriptures do show that Bible’s presentation of 
covenant is more complex and varied than can be captured by either “mono-covenantal” or 
“bi-covenantal.”  Arguing about whether the covenant is mono- or bi- is like arguing about 
whether God is Three or One.  These comments also imply that the Minority Report is 
wrong to claim that my view is “mono-covenantal.”  I refuse to choose. 
 
 As the Minority Report mentions, I also find it unfruitful to debate whether the 
covenant with Adam and the covenant in Christ are “fundamentally similar” or 
“fundamentally different,” whether they differ in “administration” or “substance.”  Those 
terms are too general and vague to get at what we need to get at.  The covenants with Adam 
and Christ are different in some respects, similar in others. 
 
B. Clarifications on the Covenant of Works. 
 

                                                
60 I agree with Douglas Moo, who thinks the most likely referent is “the several covenants 
mentioned throughout the OT (with Noah, Abraham, the people of Israel at Sinai, and 
David. . . ).”  In The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), p. 
563). 
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 The Minority Report quotes me as saying that the contrast of the Adamic covenant 
with the new covenant is not a contrast between “a ‘legal’ versus a ‘gracious’ covenant.”  The 
next sentence begins, “TE Leithart’s insistence that the Adamic covenant was not ‘legal.’”  I 
would have made my point more clearly if I had written that the contrast is not a contrast 
between “an exclusively legal covenant and an exclusively gracious one.”  I do believe that God 
gave Adam a law in the garden, as is clear from the quotation that follows in the Minority 
Report from my post “More from Ward.”  The covenant with Adam was thus “legal” in the 
sense that Adam was obligated to keep God’s commandments. 
 

In that respect, however, the covenant with Adam was the same as every other 
covenant in Scripture.  Abraham was called to blamelessness (Genesis 17:1), and the Lord 
later commends him for obeying Him and keeping His charge, commandments, statutes, and 
laws (26:5).  We too are called to living faith, a faith that works (James 2:14-26); we are called 
to fulfill the “law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2).  There are “legal” aspects to every covenant. 
 
 At the same time, there is grace in every covenant as well.  Adam’s existence was an 
act of grace, and he was created in a state of integrity that was also a gift – obviously 
unmerited – from God.  He had access to the tree of life, and he was on speaking terms with 
his Creator.  He was created a son in the image of his heavenly Father (Genesis 5:1, 3; Luke 
3:38).  He was not created in a neutral state with the demand to work his way into fellowship 
with God.  He was created in fellowship with God.  Abraham too was called by grace, and 
after the exodus Yahweh delivered the law to a redeemed Israel.  Adam was, further, called 
to faith.  He trusted the Lord to give him food, to provide a helper suitable to him, to raise 
him up after putting him in deep sleep.  His obedience arose from this trust.  Yahweh 
commanded Adam to avoid the tree of life, and Adam was supposed to trust God’s wisdom 
and obey Him.  Because we are utterly dependent on our Father, faith is inherent in human 
life properly lived. 

 
Grace and law from God’s side, and a demand for faith and obedience from man, 

characterize every covenant in Scripture.  No covenant is exclusively legal or exclusively 
gracious.  No one is ever called to a dis-obedient faith or a faithless obedience. 
 
 My use of the term “soteriological” in talking about the Adamic covenant was 
infelicitous, and my claim that the discontinuity between the covenants of works and grace 
does not lie “in the manner of communion with God” was also potentially misleading.  This 
leads to another set of clarifications.  The way of life demanded of Adam was the way of 
obedience arising from faith, just as it is for us.  But Adam did not need saving from sin and 
death (though he ought to have called out to Yahweh for rescue – for salvation – from the 
serpent).  Hence, it was confusing for me to introduce the term “soteriological” in this 
context.  
 

Further, because he was “born” in the garden and sinners are not, the means of 
access to God has changed, and radically.  As he was originally created, Adam had 
communion with God as “naturally” as he had communion with Eve.  Once Adam was 
expelled from the garden, and the way of return was blocked with angels with flaming 
swords (Genesis 3:24), his access to God was barred.  The only way to return to the intimate 
fellowship of the garden was through sword and flame.   
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In the old covenant, entry into communion with God took place through the 
mediation of animals, who died and rose in smoke on behalf of the worshiper.  In the new 
covenant, Jesus has passed through the sword and fire, dying and rising again not only to 
restore us to intimate communion with God, but to incorporate us even more intimately 
than Adam into the fellowship of the Trinity: “that they may be one; even as Thou, Father, 
art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us. . . . I in them, and Thou in Me” (John 
17:21, 23).  Adam trusted his Father, but did not have to trust in a mediating Son to bring 
him into communion with God.  Once brought into communion with God, we, like Adam, 
must trust and obey; but we must be brought into communion from a state of alienation.  
Adam was in fellowship with God without needing forgiveness through the shedding of 
blood; we do need forgiveness. 
 
C. The ÒPrincipleÓ of the Covenant of Works. 
 
 The key claim of the Minority Report, and of the GA Report, is that  
 

the discontinuity [the Confession] highlights between the pre- and postlapsarian 
covenants is one of principle, not simply of administration. The former is a conditional 
covenant whose blessings are secured through personal law-keeping, while the 
latter’s blessings are secured by the law-keeping of Another, and are received by 
faith, which is itself a gift given by God. 

 
In addition to the rebuttal provided by the Majority Report, I have a few comments 

on this formulation.  First, the Minority Report is more specific than the Confession itself.  
The Standards never use the term “principle” to describe the difference between the Adamic 
covenant and the covenant in Christ, and the Confession was written by men who held to a 
variety of views concerning the conditionality of the new covenant. 
 
 Second, the Minority Report’s formulation skims over important issues that need to 
be brought to the surface.  It characterizes the prelapsarian covenant as a “conditional” 
covenant, but avoids this language when speaking of the requirement of faith in the new 
covenant.  What does the Minority Report mean by “condition”?  Is faith a “condition” for 
the enjoyment of blessings?  Further, the Minority Report formulation seems to undermine 
the notion that Adam was a covenant head.  What would have happened if Adam had 
remained faithful?  Would all his descendants have secured covenant blessings through 
“personal law-keeping”?  What if Abel had sinned, or Methuselah?  Would the law-keeping 
of Another, of Adam, have had any effect on his descendants?   
 

Finally, the formula of the Minority Report appears to imply that “personal law-
keeping” is no longer required in the new covenant.  If this is the Minority Report’s aim, 
then it runs contrary to the Confession.  WCF 16.2 ends with a paraphrase of Romans 6:22, 
stating that believers “having their fruit unto holiness, they may have the end eternal life.”  
In the chapter on final judgment, the Confession states that each will “give an account of 
their thoughts, words, and deeds” and “receive according to what they have done in the 
body, whether good or evil” (33.1).  This clearly indicates that personal righteousness is 
required for entry into life.  Without the fruit of holiness, we don’t reach the end of life.61 
                                                

61 This is not a reversion to works.  See below on final justification. 
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 I agree with the Majority Report that the “life” promised to Adam must have been 
something more than simple existence or even existence in communion with God.  Adam 
had those gifts from the moment of creation.  The promise may have included the state of 
non posse peccare, but given the use of the phrase “knowledge of good and evil” elsewhere in 
Scripture, I believe that the promised life is primarily a life of royal glory.  Adam was created 
in righteousness and holiness, and promised glorification. 
 
D. Historical perspective. 
 
 The central concern of the Minority Report is that my views dangerously mix grace 
and works by failing to distinguish between the works-principle of the Adamic covenant and 
the grace-principle of the covenant of grace.  In leveling this charge, the Minority Report 
distorts the history of Reformed theology on the question of grace and works in the Adamic 
covenant.  First, the Minority Report’s list of Reformed theologians who root the distinction 
of law and gospel in the distinction between the covenants of works and grace is misleading.  
It is widely recognized that Calvin did not have a worked-out covenant of works doctrine, 
and Murray famously contested the very notion that the Adamic administration was properly 
called a “covenant.”62 
 
 Second, Reformed theologians commonly note that grace was inherent in the 
covenant of works.  Alongside this emphasis, Reformed theologians of the era of the 
Westminster Confession regularly denied that the Covenant of Works was meritorious.  That 
is, the “conflation” of grace and works as operative principles of the Adamic covenant is 
pervasive in the Reformed tradition.  A few quotations will illustrate.   
 

Anthony Burges, a member of the Westminster Assembly, wrote: 
 

though it were a Covenant of works, it cannot be said to be of merit.  Adam, though 
in innnocency, could not merit that happiness which God would bestow upon him.  
First, because the enjoying of God, in which Adam’s happiness did consist, was such 
a good as did far exceed the power and ability of man.  It’s an infinite good, and all 
that is done by us is finite.  And then in the next place, Because even then Adam was 
not able to obey any command of God without the help of God.  Though some will 
not call it grace, because they suppose that only cometh by Christ, yet all they that 
are orthodox do acknowledge a necessity of God’s enabling Adam to that 
which was good, else he would have failed.  Now then, if by the help of God 
Adam was strengthened to do the good he did, he was so far from meriting thereby, 
that indeed he was the more obliged to God.63 

  
For Burges, the promised blessing of the Adamic covenant was secured through Adam’s 
obedience, but that obedience was possible only because of God’s assistance.  Though 

                                                
62 Roland Ward is correct, though, to say that, despite his terminological objection, 
Murray’s account of the “Adamic administration” affirmed the basic contours of the 
covenant of works doctrine. 
63 Quoted in Roland Ward, God & Adam: Reformed Theology and the Creation Covenant 
(Wantirna, Australia: New Melbourne Press, 2003), p. 119. 
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Burges admits that this assistance was not always described as “grace,” his comment 
indicates that this usage is well-established in Reformed theology.  It appears that Burges is 
guilty of the same error that the Minority Report attributes to me, namely, that of 
“conflating what Scripture everywhere sets in antithesis, i.e., the principles of works and 
grace as means to securing God’s heavenly blessings.”  But the WCF clearly did not exclude 
views such as Burges’s. 
 
 Nor was Burges alone in this assessment.  In the first edition of the Institutes, Calvin 
called attention to the various “gifts of grace” that Adam initially enjoyed, and then lost: 
 

In order for us to come to a sure knowledge of ourselves, we must first grasp that 
Adam, parent of us all, was created in the image and likeness of God. That is, he was 
endowed with wisdom, righteousness, holiness, and was so clinging by these gifts of 
grace to God that he could have lived forever in Him, if he had stood fast in the 
uprightness God had given him. But when Adam slipped into sin, this image and 
likeness of God was cancelled and effaced, that is, he lost all the benefits of divine grace, 
by which he could have been led back into the way of life (1.2). 

 
Calvin made the same claim in the 1559 edition: 
 

At that time, I say, when he had been raised to the highest degree of honour, 
Scripture attributed nothing else to him than that he was created in the image of 
God, thereby suggesting that man was blessed, not because his own actions, but by 
participation in God. What, therefore, remains for man, bare and destitute of all 
glory, but to acknowledge the God for whose kindness he failed to be grateful when 
he abounded with the riches of his grace? (2.2.1). 

 
Turretin echoes this.  Adam’s “original righteousness can properly be called ‘grace’ or a 
‘gratuitous gift’ (and so not due on the part of God, just as the nature itself also, created by 
him)” (Institutes 5.11.16).  
 
 Patrick Gillespie, brother to the Westminster Assembly’s George Gillespie, wrote 
that one of the agreements between the covenants of works and grace was “that there was 
very much of grace and favour in both.”  In fact, the “moving cause in both was mere 
Grace,” since “even the Covenant of works (howsoever the condition of it was obedience, 
and the reward of it was to works), even that Covenant was thus far a Covenant of Grace.”64 
 
 After a survey of the Reformed teaching on the covenant of works, Joel Garver 
concludes that “Explicit descriptions of the covenant of works in terms of divine grace are 
to be found in Reformed divines ranging from the 16th to the 20th centuries and as diverse 
as Zacharias Ursinus, William Bucanus, Francis Junius, Anthony Burgess, Patrick Gillespie, 
Thomas Blake, John Owen, Samuel Rutherford, William Bridge, Thomas Boston, John 
Brown of Haddington, Thomas Ridgeley, J. H. Thornwell, Robert L. Dabney, and Herman 
Bavinck. Many other Reformed theologians, while not employing the explicit language of 

                                                
64 Quoted in ibid., p. 120. 



 64 

‘grace’ nonetheless speak of the covenant of works as ‘voluntary condescension,’ God's ‘free 
gift,’ unmerited divine ‘favor,’ and so on.”65 
 
E. Conclusion. 
 
 My views on the covenant of works are well within the bounds of Reformed 
theology and the Westminster standards. 
 
III. Justification and sanctification. 
 
A. Justification and Òdeliverdict.Ó 
 

In several articles, I have argued that in some passages of Scripture, the language of 
“justification” is used to describe an act of deliverance.  In summary, my exegetical argument 
is this: A favorable judgment (justification) from God is not only a bare verdict (“you are 
righteous”) but an act of deliverance.  It is both a forensic verdict and a deliverance; it is 
what I call a “deliverdict.”  This is based on several lines of argument.   

 
First, the biblical idea of “judgment” includes God’s actions not merely His 

declarations.  When Yahweh condemned Israel, He sent them into exile; when He judged 
Babylon, Babylon fell.  Second, in the Psalms, David’s pleas for favor in God’s course are 
simultaneously pleas for Yahweh to deliver him.  If Yahweh only speaks to David in his 
distress, and doesn’t deliver him from his enemies, then Yahweh hasn’t judged David 
favorably.  Third, in Romans 6:7 Paul uses the word “justify” to mean something like 
“liberate” (as it is often translated), and he is writing about liberation from sin and death 
through union with Christ’s death and resurrection.  Romans 8:1-4 follow the same logic: 
There is no condemnation (i.e., there is instead justification) because the law of the Spirit has 
set us free from the law of sin and death.  Hence, I concluded that the Bible, and Paul in 
particular, sometimes use the language of “justification” to describe what Murray called 
“definitive sanctification,” the once-for-all deliverance from Sin and Death. 
 
 In some ways, this is perfectly consistent with traditional Protestant understandings 
of justification.  When we are justified, our Father not only pronounces a verdict over us, but 
also releases us from the consequences of our sin.  Since being under the dominion of sin is 
one of the consequences of sin, justification liberates us from this dominion.  Our Father 
does not say, “You are righteous before me; but I’m going to leave you in prison.” 
 

Based on my exegetical study, though, I concluded that the Reformed tradition has 
been “narrow” in its grasp of justification, and that it is “too rigid” in distinguishing 
justification and sanctification.  Paul’s use of these terms and concepts is more flexible than 
the Reformed Confessional tradition has been.  Reformed theologians and exegetes have 
recognized the discrepancy between Confessional usage and biblical usage.  Turretin notes 
that the Bible uses the language of “justification” in ways that do not conform to the 
Reformed Confessions, but claims that those biblical uses are “improper” and are therefore 
not part of the Confessional tradition.  In his commentary on Romans, John Murray 
                                                

65 http://www.joelgarver.com/writ/theo/covwor.htm, accessed on July 30, 2008.  I have 
relied on Garver’s survey for a number of the quotations above. 
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recognizes that Paul uses “justify” in a context dealing with what systematic theologians 
would call “sanctification” (Romans 6:7).  He concludes that there is a judicial aspect to 
definitive sanctification.   
 
 My complaints against the Reformed tradition at this point are these: If the 
Confessional formulation of justification is founded on a portion of the relevant biblical 
material, it is too narrow.  All relevant passages of Scripture should be taken into 
consideration.  To put it another way, if the Confessional language is stricter than Paul’s 
language, then the Confessional language needs to be adjusted accordingly.  At least, in our 
theological formulation, if not in our Confession, we should attempt to incorporate 
everything that the Bible teaches on the subject of justification, and not rule out “improper” 
uses ahead of time. 
 
B. Strict and Narrow Sense. 
 
 One of the issues in this section is whether the term “justification,” either in 
Scripture or in Reformed theology, must always be taken in the strictly forensic sense.  
Witsius sharply dismisses this notion, claiming that “the most eminent Protestant divines” 
have recognized broader and narrower senses of the term: 
 

VI. What then?  Are we thus to state the question, namely, whether the term to 
justify has always in scripture a forensic sense?  But the most eminent Protestant 
divines do not affirm this, and therefore it would be too harsh and inhuman to 
charge them with prevarication on that account.  Beza on Tit. iii. 7. thus comments; 
“I take the term justification in a large sense, as comprehending whatever we obtain 
from Christ, as well by imputation, as by the efficacy of the Spirit in our 
sanctification, that we may be ������, that is, perfect and complete in him.  
Thus also the term justify is taken, Rom. Viii. 30.  Much to the same purpose Thysius 
in synops. Purior. Theolog. Leyden. Disput. 23 sect. 3.  Nor yet do we deny, that, on 
account of their very great and close connection, justification seems sometimes to 
comprise sanctification also, as a consequent, Rom. viii. 30 Tit. iii. 7, &c.  I shall add 
one testimony more, namely, Chamierus Panstrat. T. 3. Lib. 10. c. 1. No. 6. who speaks 
to this purpose: “We are not such ridiculous judges of words as not to know, nor 
such impertinent sophisters, as not to allow the terms justification and sanctification, are 
put one for the other: yea, we know that they are called saints principally on this 
account, that in Christ they have remission of sin.  And we read in the Revalations 
[sic], ‘let him that is righteous, be righteous still;’ which can only be understood of 
the progress of inherent righteousness; and we deny not, that there may be a 
promiscuous use of the words perhaps in other places.”66 

 
C. Union with Christ and Justification. 
 
 Another issue is the relationship between union with Christ and the blessings of 
justification and sanctification.  The Minority Report admits that “union with Christ is often 
understood by the Reformed tradition to be the rubric under which the various blessings of 
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the covenant of grace come to us,” but then claims that “there is no confessional warrant for 
using union as an means to collapse these blessings together, or to allow the line 
distinguishing justification and sanctification to be blurred.”  The Minority Report claims 
that I have blurred these realities, citing my article on justification in The Federal Vision. 
 
 Several points to begin: I have not argued for what I’ve called a “deliverdict” by 
appeal to union with Christ, but rather by exegetical study of a number of passages of 
Scripture.  I agree with the Minority Report that union with Christ does not blur justification 
and sanctification in its emphasis on union with Christ.  Second, I was mistaken to suggest 
that the Reformed tradition has “separated” justification and sanctification.  At its heart, 
Reformed theology unites justification and sanctification as deeply as they can be united, 
since they are regarded (emphatically in Calvin) as the duplex gratia that flows from 
participation in Christ.  I should instead have used the word “distinguished.”   
 

Third, my arguments do not entail the conclusion that there is no distinction to be 
made between justification and sanctification.  In biblical categories, justification is the 
language of the lawcourt, while sanctification is the language of the sanctuary.  Justification is 
about our legal standing before God, while sanctification is about our access to God’s 
presence in His house.  Finally, I don’t believe that we have a right standing before God 
because of infused righteousness, or our works, or our progress in sanctification.  We have a 
right standing before God because we have been graciously united to Christ, and because the 
Father regards us as righteous (imputation) in His Son.   

 
D. Conclusion. 
 

Given the opportunity, I would add some phrases and nuances to the Confessional 
statements about justification, incorporating a broader range of biblical texts.  Yet, I agree 
with what the Confession and Catechisms say about justification as far as they go.  
   
IV. Final Justification. 
 
A. The meaning of Òjustification.Ó 
 

The Minority Report insists that, Confessionally speaking, final judgment is not 
properly described as “final justification.”  In the Standards, “‘justification’ refers to God’s 
verdict concerning his people, expressed in the present, grounded upon Jesus’ work imputed 
to them by faith alone.”   
 
 Several points may be made in response.  First, it is true that not everyone judged at 
the last day will be judged favorably, so “final judgment” is a broader concept than “final 
justification.”  The two are not identical.  When the phrase “final justification” is used, it is 
used of those who are in Christ, who are judged favorably according to their works at the 
last day.  Second, it is not entirely accurate that the Confession reserves the language of 
justification to the present.  The Minority Report itself quotes from Larger Catechism #90, 
which describes the final judgment of the righteous as an “acquittal.”   
 
 Third, there is a long history in the Reformed tradition of referring to the final, 
favorable judgment on the righteous as a “justification.”  Witsius writes that “in the day of 
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the general judgment, [Christ] himself will peremptorily pronounce the justifying sentence upon 
the elect.”67 Finally, and decisively, the Scriptures themselves use the verb “justify” to 
describe the final judgment.  Speaking of the final judgment according to works, Paul writes 
that “not the hearers of the Law are just before God, but the doers of the law will be 
justified” (Romans 2:16).  However one takes that passage – whether it is a hypothetical or a 
real judgment – it is clear that Paul is not reserving the language of “justification” to the 
present right standing of those who are in Christ. 
 
 Would Paul be judged out of accord with the Confession as interpreted by the 
Minority Report? 
 
B. Works and justification. 

 
 The second concern of the Minority Report has to do with the role of works in 
justification.  The Minority Report states: “Reformed theology has always distinguished 
between ‘justification’ and ‘salvation,’ with good works being in some sense necessary for the 
latter, but never for the former.” 
 
 As a historical statement, this is simply false.  Edward Polhill wrote: 
 

Obedience is necessary, though not to the first entrance into justification, yet 
to the continuance of it; not indeed as a cause, but as a condition. . . .  If a 
believer, who is instantly justified upon believing, would continue justified, he must 
sincerely obey God. Though his obedience in measure and degree reach not fully to 
the precept of the gospel; yet in truth and substance it comes up to the condition of 
it; else he cannot continue justified; this to me is very evident; we are at first justified 
by a living faith, such as virtually is obedience; and cannot continue justified by a 
dead one such as operates not at all. We are at first justified by a faith which accepts 
Christ as a Saviour and Lord; and cannot continue justified by such a faith as would 
divide Christ, taking his salvation from guilt, and by disobedience casting off his 
lordship; could we suppose that which never comes to pass, that a believer should 
not sincerely obey: How should he continue justified? if he continue justified, he 
must, as all justified persons have, needs have a right to life eternal; and if he have 
such a right, how can he be judged according to his works? no good works being 
found in him after his believing, how can he be adjudged to life? or how to death, if 
he continue justified? These things evince, that obedience is a condition necessary as 
to our continuance in a state of justification: nevertheless it is not necessary, that 
obedience should be perfect as to the evangelical precept; but that it should be such, 
that the truth of grace which the evangelical condition calls for, may not fail for want 
of it: “Blessed are they that do his commandments, that they may have right to the 
tree of life, and may enter in through the gates into the city,” (Rev. xxii.14.) The first 
fundamental right to heaven they have by the faith of Christ only: but sincere 
obedience is necessary that that right may be continued to them: in this sense we 
may fairly construe that conclusion of St James, “Ye see, then, how that by works a 
man is justified, and not by faith only,” (Jam. ii.24.) Faith brings a man into a justified 
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estate; but may he rest here? No, his good works must be a proof of his faith, and 
give a kind of experiment of the life of it. 68 
 

Polhill distinguishes between the “forum of the law” and the “form of grace,” arguing that 
while in the former “Christ and his righteousness is all; neither our faith nor our works can 
supply the room of his satisfaction to justify against us against the law,” yet in the latter “our 
obedience answers to the evangelical condition, and is a means to continue our justified 
estate.” 
 
 Polhill cites Davenant, one of the members of the British delegation to Dort: 
 

Good works are necessary to retaining and conserving the state of justification, not 
as causes, which through themselves effect of merit this conservation; but as media 
or condition, without which God does not will to conserve the grace of justification 
in men.69 

 
 John Preston explicitly described a “double justification,” one of the person and the 
other of the person’s faith: 
 

there is a double justification; there is a justification of the person: so was Abraham 
justified by faith, as Saint Paul expresseth it, Rom. 4. But then there is a second 
justification, a justification of the faith that Abraham had, he justified his faith by his 
workes, he shewed that hee ahd not a dead faith, a livelesse faith, a faith without 
workes, but that he had a lively effectuall faith: for hee added workes to his faith, his 
workes wrought together with his faith.  So that if the question be, Whether 
Abraham was an hyprocrite? His workes justified him that hee was none.  If the 
question be, Whether Abraham was a sinner? His faith justified him, and shewes that 
he was made righteous through faith.  So there is a justification of the person, and a 
justification of the faith of the person: as when a man is said to justifie such an 
action, or such a cause, the meaning is not, that he will make that just which was 
unjust before, but he will make it appear to be just: so Abraham was declared to have 
a justifying faith, by that power and efficacie it wrought in him, in offering up his 
son.70 

 
 Biblically, again, the case is fairly simple.  Does the New Testament ever claim that 
works are, in any sense, necessary for justification.  Romans 2:16, again, claims that the 
“doers of the law are justified.”  That is a controversial passage, but it shows that works and 
justification are legitimately linked.  James 2 is even clearer.  Again, this is a controversial 
passage, but whatever the specific sense of James 2, he explicitly states that we are “justified 
by works and not by faith alone” (v. 24).  It is difficult to see how the Minority Report 
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conditiones, sine quibus Deus non vult justificationis gratiam in hominibus conservare. 
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makes allowance for this biblical language.  If the Minority Report interprets the Confession 
in a way that brings suspicion on Paul and James, the Minority Report has drawn the 
boundaries too tightly. 
 
C. Conclusion. 
 
 It is self-evident that the Confession teaches final judgment according to works 
(33.1).  If the Minority Report objects merely to the use of “justification” in this context, it is 
again quibbling over words and, in fact, ruling out expressions found in Scripture. 
 
V. Imputation of Christ’s Obedience. 
 
A. Historical perspectives. 
 
 Responding to my claim that the Standards do not require any particular position on 
the imputation of Christ’s active obedience, the Minority Report states that “The 
Westminster Confession and Catechisms are not as unsettled or unsure about the manner by 
which the benefits of Christ are communicated to his people.”  I demur.  There was diversity 
among Protestants, including among Reformed Protestants, about how best to formulate the 
doctrine of justification, including the role of Christ’s obedience.  This was evident to 
theologians of the post-Reformation period, and it is equally evident to contemporary 
historians of theology. 
 
 In his treatise The Doctrine of Justification (1677), John Owen states: 
 

as to the way and manner of the declaration of this doctrine among Protestants 
themselves, there ever was some variety and difference in expressions; nor will 
it otherwise be whilst the abilities and capacities of men, whether in the conceiving 
of things of this nature, or in the expression of their conceptions, are so various as 
they are. And it is acknowledged that these differences of late have had by some as 
much weight laid upon them as the substance of the doctrine generally agreed in. 

 
Specifically, Owen noted that there had been a well-known controversy among Reformed 
theologians about the imputation of Christ’s active obedience: 
 

There has been a controversy more directly stated among some learned divines 
of the Reformed churches (for the Lutherans are unanimous on the one side), 
about the righteousness of Christ that is said to be imputed unto us. For some 
would have this to be only his suffering of death, and the satisfaction which he made 
for sin thereby, and others include therein the obedience of his life also. The 
occasion, original, and progress of this controversy, the persons by whom it has been 
managed, with the writings wherein it is so, and the various ways that have been 
endeavored for its reconciliation, are sufficiently known unto all who have inquired 
into these things. Neither shall I immix myself herein, in the way of controversy, or 
in opposition unto others, though I shall freely declare my own judgment in it, so far 
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as the consideration of the righteousness of Christ, under this distinction, is 
inseparable from the substance of the truth itself which I plead for.71 

 
Owen himself affirms the imputation of Christ’s active obedience, but he does not treat its 
denial as a position that puts one outside the Reformed churches. 
 
 Chad van Dixhoorn, one of the leading contemporary authorities on the 
Westminster Assembly, notes that “though the imputation of Christ’s active obedience was a 
matter of prolonged debate at the Assembly, the minutes record that when ‘The Question 
was put’ to include the imputation of Christ’s active obedience in their definition of 
justification, ‘three or four only [were] dissenting.’”  According to the Assembly minutes and 
Anthony Burgess, who wrote a treatise on the active obedience of Christ, the dissenters 
“seem to have been the older theologians such as William Twisse, Thomas Gataker, Richard 
Vines, and William Reyner.”72 
 
 In his dissertation, Dixhoorn states, “The Assembly's confessional and catechetical 
documents certainly appear to reintroduce a level of ambiguity about the obedience of Christ 
which did not exist on this point in the revised eleventh article. But the introduction of 
ambiguous language does not, in itself, imply a motive or even intention for the change.”  
He adds, 
 

Although there are only a couple of plausible interpretations of the Assembly’s 
confessional and catchetical statements on Christ’s obedience, there must have been 
a range of postures toward these statements, and motives for voting the wording 
they now contain. Those divines who did not hold to the doctrine of the imputation 
of the active obedience of Christ could be satisfied with the statement if they 
believed that it was a consensual construction, not teaching their position, but not 
excluding it either. Members who held to the doctrine of the imputation of the active 
obedience of Christ but still wanted a consensual statement of the matter could like 
wise vote for this formulation, for it allowed their doctrine. Those who held to the 
imputation of the active obedience of Christ and who thought that the Confession 
allowed only for their position could be happy. However, the divines who held to the 

                                                
71 Doctrine of Justification by Faith, available at 
http://www.godrules.net/library/owen/131-295owen_e2.htm, accessed August 11, 
2008. 
72 In a footnote, he briefly summarizes the debate at the Assembly: “In the debates over 
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doctrine of the imputation of the active obedience of Christ, who thought that the 
Confession and catechisms were consensual but wanted to exclude the theology of their 
opponents, were bound to be dissatisfied and likely voted against the wording of the 
Confession and catechisms; such were the majority who revised the Assembly’s 
Confession in the 1650s. Clearly, the majority of the divines could share one intention 
but with diverging motivations. 

 
And, 
 

Perhaps the strongest evidence in favour of reading the Assembly’s Confession in a 
consensual fashion is the fact that when the Independents revised and then reissued 
the Assembly’s Confession of faith in 1658 [c.c.-i.e. the Savoy], they inserted the 
language of the “active and passive obedience” of Christ into their version of the 
Confession. These divines did not think that the Assembly's Confession of Faith held out 
the imputation of the active obedience of Christ as it ought, and they reintroduced 
language as strong as that used by the Assembly in 1643 in their revised text of 
Article Eleven.73 

 
 William Barker comes to a similar conclusion: 
 

One of the interesting debates in the summer of 1643 pertained to the question of 
the imputation of Christ’s active obedience, as well as his passive obedience, to the 
believer in justification. Daniel Featley, echoing Archbishop James Ussher, argued 
for the imputation of Christ’s active obedience. Ranged against him were such 
figures as William Twisse, Thomas Gataker and Richard Vines, who contended that 
it was Christ’s passive obedience alone that was imputed to the believer for 
justification. Such formidable theologians succeeded in getting the term ‘whole 
obedience’ removed from the phrase ‘imputing the obedience and satisfaction of 
Christ unto them’ in Chapter XI of the Westminster Confession, but the imputation 
of Christ’s active obedience was thus included; and in the Savoy Declaration, under 
John Owen’s influence, it would be sharpened into ‘Christ’s active obedience unto 
the whole law, and passive obedience in his death for their whole and sole 
righteousness’. The Westminster divines, in such controversies, sought to be clear 
and faithful to Scriptural language, yet to allow for shades of difference within a 
generic Calvinism. 

 
Barker’s point is clear: The Confession was written specifically to include not exclude 
ministers who denied that Christ’s active obedience is imputed. 
 
 It’s worth noting that none of these dissenters was ostracized for denying the 
imputation of active obedience.  Twisse served as Prolocutor of the Assembly.  Gataker was 
on the drafting committee to write the Confession.  Reyner continued his ministry in Surrey 
for some years after the Assembly, before being expelled as a result of the Act of 
Uniformity.  The Assembly formulated its statements to accommodate these dissenters, and 
clearly was not used to exclude them from ministry. 
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B. Biblical Perspectives. 
 
 The Minority Report offers Romans 5 as a defense of its affirmation of the active 
obedience of Christ.  It claims that the position I articulated – that by union with Christ we 
share in the verdict that the Father declares regarding Christ – says “significantly less than 
the Westminster Standards affirm” and “also contradicts Paul’s clear teaching in Romans 
5:15-19, where the apostle says that God’s people have received a ‘free gift of righteousness’ 
that consists of ‘one man’s obedience,’ i.e., Christ’s.”74 
 
 The cited passage is quite at odds with the Report’s claims, however.  In context, it is 
clear that the “obedience” in view is the “passive obedience” of Jesus at the cross.  Verse 9 
connects our justification directly with the cross, claiming that we are “justified by His 
blood.”  Verse 10 says that we have been reconciled by His death, and therefore shall be 
saved by His life.  In context, the “life” in view is the life of the resurrection, the life that 
follows the reconciling death, not the life that precedes it.  More decisively, the Minority 
Report quotes from verse 19, where Paul claims that we are made righteous by the 
“obedience of the One,” but ignores the preceding verse.  In verse 18 Paul says not only that 
Sin and Death are undone by One Man, the Last Adam, but says that there are undone by a 
single act of righteousness: “So then as through one transgression there resulted 
condemnation to all men, even so through one act of righteousness there resulted 
justification of life to all men.”  The symmetry that Paul describes is not just a symmetry of 
“one man/One Man,” but a symmetry of “one transgression/one act of righteousness.”  
One could argue that verse 18 is a proof text against the imputation of active obedience, since 
it roots justification not in a series of acts of obedience during the life of Jesus but in a single 
act of righteousness in His death on the cross. 
 
 The final challenge from the Minority Report is that is this: 
 

there is a vast difference between a person’s being given the obedience and 
satisfaction of Christ on the one hand, and “Christ’s history of obedience becom[ing] 
the life story of those who are in Christ” on the other. In the former, we actually 
receive our Lord’s righteousness, while in the latter it is unclear whether Jesus’ 
“history of obedience” is reckoned as our own (though TE Leithart is clear that it is 
not “independently imputed”), or whether it “becomes our life story” by means of 
the Spirit’s enabling us to live lives of covenant faithfulness (which TE Leithart calls 
“doing the law to be justified”). 

 
First things first: I have not been able to find the quotation attributed to me (“doing the law 
to be justified”).  I have searched my blog for that phrase, but have turned up no references.  
I don’t remember ever writing that, though I can imagine a context where I would say that 
(say, in an exposition of Romans 2, which states explicitly that the “doers of the law will be 
justified,” v. 13). I trust the writers of Minority Report can provide a citation. 
 

                                                
74 In a footnote, the Minority Report promises an appendix defending its reading of 
Romans 5, but I have not seen that appendix. 
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 As to the other claims: I don’t see the “vast difference” that the Minority Report 
suggests between imputation of active obedience and saying that Christ’s history of 
obedience becomes the life story of those in Christ.  My phrasing is, however, potentially 
ambiguous, though the force of it should have been clear from the fact that I use that phrase 
in the context of describing my views on imputation.  I do not mean that the obedience of 
Jesus becomes my life story by my obedience to Jesus.  It becomes my life story because I 
am united to Jesus by grace through faith.  His past is my past. 
 
 Finally, I have argued that the obedience of Christ is not “independently imputed.”  
Let me fill out that point a bit more.  The point is to emphasize that imputation, God’s 
regarding us as righteous, is not independent of our union with Christ.  Union with Christ 
entails imputation, entails the Father’s regard of us as righteous.  Righteousness is not some 
detachable substance or quality that can be transferred from Christ to me.  It is not as if I’m 
standing at some distance from Jesus, and God moves Christ’s righteousness from Jesus to 
me so as to impute that righteousness becomes mine.  Righteousness is Christ’s standing in 
His Father’s sight, and because I am in Him I too have that standing.   
 
C. Conclusion. 
 

In my view, the Minority Report is demanding a stricter standard than the Standards 
themselves.  The Confession cannot be used to exclude someone like myself, who has taken 
no strong position and is befuddled by the fuss on this issue. 
 
VI. Conclusion. 
 

I do not pretend that I have said the final word on any of these topics, and I look 
forward to the continuing conversation with and correction from the Presbytery.  I have 
tried to be honest and clear, but where I have been obscure I ask the Presbytery’s indulgence 
and charity.  
 
      Respectfully, 
      Peter J. Leithart 
 
 
 


