Auburn Theology:  Pros and Cons

T. David Gordon

Intro

Caveat--Range of opinion among Auburnites.  Not all who embrace the Auburn theology agree themselves on every point.

I. Salient Features:  A Protestant version of Roman Catholicism, that tends to suggest that all members of the visible church are in fact elect; that the sacraments are soterically efficacious in themselves; and that justification is based in part on the works the believer performs.  (The PCA study committee mention three major areas: Election and Covenant, Justification and Union with Christ, Perseverance, Apostasy, and Assurance).  Reacting against what it judges to be the subjectivism of contemporary Evangelicalism, Auburn tends to emphasize instead such objective realities as membership in the visible church, participation in its sacraments, and observable works.

II. Pros

I share vigorously each of Auburn’s stated concerns about the individualist, revivalist/pietist, non-ecclesiastical, non-sacramental nature of so much of the Evangelical/Reformed experience today (and for about two decades I have myself candidly said that I am not an Evangelical).  Auburn is right to insist that there are aspects of the Christian faith that are objective (not merely subjective), corporate (not merely individual), and ecclesiastical.

III. Cons

General:  

Auburn is an extreme reaction to American Evangelicalism.  Consider the analogous period of the Reformation, which had three parties:  Roman Catholicism, Protestantism, and the Radical Reformation.  Auburn avoids/evades the Radical Reformation by affirming views that appear, in substance, not to be different from Roman Catholicism.  But between those two options is another:  Protestantism.

Auburn is also an extreme version of a somewhat common tendency in Reformed theological circles--a tendency to read our technical theological vocabulary back into the Scriptures, before the terms had taken on technical meaning.  “Save” in the Bible is not always soteric; “justify” in the Bible does not always refer to acquittal in the final judgment; “covenant” in the Bible is not always a reference to the redemptive covenant of grace, etc.

Specific:

A. Rejection of the two-covenant structure of covenant theology (following John Murray).  All covenants are, effectively, gracious.

B. Sacramentalism/Sacerdotalism.  

While not employing the language of Trent (ex opere operato), some of Auburn’s statements seem indistinguishable from Trent.  Those who are baptized are sometimes referred to by Auburn as the elect, without qualification.  In its effort to avoid/evade Evangelicalism’s subjectivism (and the constant questions about whether the individual is “really sure” she is saved), Auburn points to the sacraments, as external rites, to answer the question of assurance.  It is always right, pastorally, to direct faith externally rather than internally.  But our faith is not in the sacraments by which a redeeming God discloses Himself; our faith is in God Himself.  

Most sacramental error comes from asking what the sacraments say about us; most sacramental truth comes from asking what the sacraments say about God.  Baptism marks us--as much as any ecclesiastical rite can mark us--as belonging to Christ, whose death washes away sin.  The Lord’s Supper marks us--as much as any ecclesiastical rite can mark us--as being invited within God’s house to sup as children at His table, reconciled to Him.  But these ecclesiastical marks are not infallible in how they mark us; they are infallible in the truths they proclaim about a redemptive God.  They infallibly testify that He washes away sin; they infallibly testify that He has reconciled sinners to Himself through the sacrifice of His Beloved Son.

Calvin viewed the Sacraments as analogous to the Word preached.  The Sacraments were the Word made visible (as opposed to the preached Word made auditory).  For Calvin, the grace offered in Proclamation and the grace offered in Sacrament were the same; each was a divinely-chosen, divinely-instituted means of God’s grace (thereby encouraging our participation in and submission to), yet grace was not tied to them mechanistically.  Calvin taught a sacramental view of kerygma/proclamation, and a kerygmatic view of sacrament.

[Analogy:  Robert Frost chose to disclose himself through poetry.  If one wishes to know Robert Frost, one will have to read his poetry.  Yet many read his poetry and cannot make any sense of it; others make sense of it, and it is the wrong sense.  So, there is no guarantee that, by reading his poetry, any particular individual will understand Frost.  But we can guarantee that those who do not read his poetry do not understand him; and that those who do understand him do so via his poetry.  So also, our redemptive, gracious God has disclosed Himself through Word and Sacrament.  Not all who are exposed to Word and Sacrament will know Him; but none who do not submit to Word and Sacrament will know Him, and those who do know Him do so via Word and Sacrament.]

C. Confusion of election and justification

“Election” is not always soteric.  An individual or group may be “chosen,” even by God, for a number of purposes.  Israel could well have been God’s “chosen people” without being chosen for an everlasting blessedness through Christ.  Similarly, an individual or group may be parties to some biblical covenants without being justified.

1. “Chosen” priests

Deut. 18:1   3 And this shall be the priests’ due from the people, from those offering a sacrifice, whether an ox or a sheep:  they shall give to the priest the shoulder and the two cheeks and the stomach.  4  The firstfruits of your grain, of your wine and of your oil, and the first fleece of your sheep, you shall give him.  5 For the LORD your God has chosen him (ἐξελέξατο) out of all your tribes to stand and minister in the name of the LORD, him and his sons for all time. 

Deut. 21:5 Then the priests, the sons of Levi, shall come forward, for the LORD your God has chosen (ἐπέλεξεν) them to minister to him and to bless in the name of the LORD, and  by their word every dispute and every assault shall be settled.

1Chr. 15:2 Then David said that no one but the Levites may carry the ark of God, for the LORD had chosen (ἐξελέξατο) them to carry the ark of the LORD and to minister to him forever.

2. “Chosen” rulers

1Sam. 10:20   Then Samuel  brought all the tribes of Israel near, and the tribe of Benjamin was taken by lot.  21 He brought the tribe of Benjamin near by its clans, and the clan of the Matrites was taken by lot; and Saul the son of Kish was taken by lot. …  24 And Samuel said to all the people, “Do you see him whom the LORD has chosen? (ἐκλέλεκται) There is none like him among all the people.” And all the people shouted,  “Long live the king!” 

2Sam. 6:21 And David said to Michal, “It was before the LORD, who chose (ἐξελέξατό με) me above your father and above all his house, to appoint me as prince (καταστῆσαί με εἰς ἡγούμενον) over Israel, the people of the LORD—and I will make merry before the LORD.

1Kings 8:16  ‘Since the day that I brought my people Israel out of Egypt, I chose no city out of all the tribes of Israel in which to build a house, that my name might be there.  But I chose (ἐξελεξάμην) David to be over my people Israel.’

Hag. 2: 21 “Speak to  Zerubbabel, governor of Judah, saying, I am about to shake the heavens and the earth,  22 and to overthrow the throne of kingdoms. I am about to destroy the strength of the kingdoms of the nations, and overthrow the chariots and their riders. And the horses and their riders shall go down, every one by the sword of his brother. 23 On that day, declares the LORD of hosts, I will take you, O Zerubbabel  my servant, the son of  Shealtiel, declares the LORD, and make you like a signet ring, for I have chosen you (σὲ ᾑρέτισα), declares the LORD of hosts.”

3. “Chosen” housebuilders

1Chr. 28:10 Be careful now, for the LORD has chosen you (ᾑρέτικέν σε) to build a house for the sanctuary; be strong and do it.”

4. “Chosen” mediators

Psa. 106:23  Therefore he said he would destroy them—had not Moses, his chosen one (ὁ ἐκλεκτὸς αὐτοῦ), stood in the breach before him, to turn away his wrath from destroying them.

5. “Chosen” people

The Israelites were, prior to the death and resurrection of Christ, God’s “chosen” people.  But “chosen” for what?  To be priests?  To be kings?  To build houses?  God had redemptive-historical and/or typological purposes for Israel; she was “chosen” to fulfill these purposes.  But the vast majority of the Israelites fell under God’s judgment in every generation, from the Exodus until the apostolic generation.  

D. Confusion of covenant and justification

1. First, a general confusion when using the language of “covenant.”  Auburn routinely talks about being “in the covenant,” without specifying which of the various biblical covenants it is talking about.  I’m not sure the language of being “in the covenant” is even helpful.  One can be a party to a particular covenant, but one is not “in” a covenant.  This confusion probably reflects a monocovenantalist tendency.

2. Second, Auburn seems to suggest many times that to be “in the covenant” (whatever that means) is to be justified:  “Covenant is a real relationship, consisting of real communion with the triune God through union with Christ…Thus, in the Scriptures, the Covenant is a structured relationship of love with the Triune God in which man participates in Jesus Christ.  The elect are all those who are presently ‘in Christ’ (as members of His body, the Church).”
  

Yet the evidence of Israel is contrary to this.  All twelve tribes of the Israelites entered the Sinai covenant, mediated through Moses.  Yet through most of her history, most of the Israelites came under God’s judgment.  They were “in the covenant” but under judgment (i.e., not justified).  They were not justified when God sent fiery serpents upon them that killed many of them; they were not justified when God sent Assyrians or Babylonians to ravage them militarily.  They all received the covenant sign of circumcision, yet the vast majority were not justified.

E. Confusion of works and faith in justification (and Ro. 2:13)

Rom. 2:12   For all who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law.  13 For  it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified.
This view faces two substantial (in my opinion, insurmountable) exegetical difficulties.  First, it requires us to understand Paul here as saying the opposite of what he says in the very next chapter of Romans:  “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight” (Rom. 3:20).  Second, it requires us to divorce 2:13b from 2:13a:  “For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law shall be justified.”  Paul’s reasoning here is “not A but B.”  Such reasoning only makes sense if the two sides of the contrast are logically similar.  Here are two examples:

I am not ordering a turkey sandwich, but (am ordering) a ham sandwich.

I am not flying to Denver, but (am flying) to Dallas.

What would not make sense is this:  “I am not ordering a turkey sandwich, but am flying to Dallas.”  Therefore, either both 2:13a and 2:13b are referring to actual reality, the actual reality that will occur at the judgment; or, alternatively, both 2:13a and 2:13b are referring to hypothetical reality, the hypothetical question of the condition on which the Law justifies (if any).  The latter interpretation makes perfect sense, especially contextually.  Paul simply reminds here that the judgment of God, about which he has been speaking, will come upon the Jews no less than the Gentiles (“For all who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law,” 2:12), because, after all, the Law requires doing-not-merely-hearing.  The Jews at Sinai were different from the Gentiles only by hearing the Law; not by doing, and are therefore no more immune from God’s judgment than Gentiles, even by the Law’s own standard.  But the alternative view would be catastrophic:  “The hearers of Law (the Jews) are not justified.”  If this were a statement about reality, we would surely shut down all synagogues and require Christian churches to remove Torah from their lectio continuo also.  If “those who hear the law are not justified,” then the last thing anyone would want to do is hear the Law.  
Appendix One:  Calvin and the Radical Reformation

Letter to Somerset, Letters, p. 92

From what I am given to understand, Monsignuer, there are two kinds of rebels who have risen up against the King and the Estates of the Kingdom.  The one, a fantastical sort of persons, who, under colour of the Gospel, would put all into confusion.  The others are persons who persist in the superstititions of the Roman Antichrist.

Comm on John 14.26

Mahomet and the Pope agree in holding this as a principle of their religion, that Scripture does not contain a perfection of doctrine, but that something loftier has been revealed by the Spirit.  From the same point the Anabaptists and Libertines, in our own time, have drawn their absurd notions.

Reply to Sadoleto, p. 61

Well, then, does Chrysostom admonish us to reject all who, under the pretence of the Spirit, lead us away from the simple doctrine of the gospel--the Spirit having been promised not to reveal a new doctrine, but to impress the truth of the gospel on our minds.  And we, in fact, experience in the present day how necessary the admonition was.  We are assailed by two sects, which seem to differ most widely from each other.  For what similitude is there in appearance between the Pope and the Anabaptists?  And yet, that you may see that Satan never transforms himself so cunningly as not in some measure to betray himself, the principle weapon with which they both assail us is the same.  For when they boast extravagantly of the Spirit, the tendency certainly is to sink and bury the Word of God, that they may make room for their own falsehoods.  And you, Sadoleto, by stumbling on the very threshold, have paid the penalty of that affront which you offered to the Holy Spirit when you separated Him from the Word.

Although this sect is certainly different from the papists’, inasmuch as it is a hundred times worse and more pernicious, nevertheless both of them together hold this principle in common:  to change Scripture into allegories and to long for a better and more perfect wisdom than we find in it.  And together both as a coverup appeal to Saint Paul’s statement that ‘the letter kills’ (2 Cor. 3.6). (Farley, Calvin’s Treatises Against the Libertines and Anabaptists, p. 222, emphasis mine).

See William Klassen, “Anabaptist Hermeneutics:  The Letter and the Spirit,” Mennonite Quarterly Review  40 (1966): 83-96.

Appendix Two:  PCA Study Committee’s Nine Areas of Concern

The Study committee also identified nine specific areas that it judged to be out of accord with the Westminster Standards:

The view that rejects the bi-covenantal structure of Scripture…

The view that an individual is elect by virtue of his membership in the visible church

The view that denies that the perfect obedience and satisfaction of Christ is imputed to believers

The view that strikes the language of merit from our theological vocabulary…

The view that union with Christ renders imputation redundant…

The view that water baptism effects a covenantal union with Christ through which each baptized person receives the saving benefits of Christ’s mediation…

The view that one can be united to Christ and yet not receive all the benefits of Christ’s mediation…

The view that some can receive some saving benefits of Christ’s mediation yet not persevere in faith

The view that justification is in any way based on our works…

� The Auburn Avenue Theology, Pros & Cons:  Debating the Federal Visison, ed. E. Calvin Beisner (Ft. Lauderdale: Knox Theological Seminary, 2004). 





� Cf. Appendix below for some quotations indicating Calvin’s awareness of his distance from the radical reformation.


� Steve Wilkins, italics his, from Auburn Avenue, op. cit., p. 262, 268.
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