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Review: Stephen West erholm, Persp ect ives Old And New 
On Paul: Th e ‘Lutheran’ Paul And His Critics (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, ) lge. pbk., xix &  pp. . Reviewed 
by Dr. Rowland S. Ward, Past or of Knox Presbyterian Church, 
Melbourne, Aust ralia.

Another contribution to Pauline st udies from the associate 
professor of biblical st udies at McMast er University is to be 
welcomed. In this case it is the revision and expansion of 
his Israel’s Law and the Church’s Faith, published in . It 
has all the hallmarks of West erholm’s work: wide-reading, 
clarity, humour and informed orthodoxy. It deserves a wide 
readership.

As the quotation marks around ‘Lutheran’ in the book’s 
title suggest , West erholm is not arguing that Paul was a Lu-
theran, but he does make the case for the essential correct ness 
of Luther’s reading of Paul. At the same time he recognises 
the importance of a good underst anding of Judaism in the 
fi rst  century.

In the fi rst  part (pages -) West erholm off ers four por-
traits of Christ ian leaders who held an essentially Lutheran 
underst anding of Paul – August ine, Luther, Calvin and Wesley. 
While each is only about twenty pages, they suffi  ciently il-
lust rate that people of diff erent temperament and in diff erent 
situations concurred in the meaning of just ifi cation in Paul. 
West erholm closes with a review of Paul’s teaching, and lays 
down seven helpful points in his summary of it.

Aft er this fi tting introduct ion, we have a lengthy second 
part of about  pages in which the views of twenty-six 
twentieth century scholars are surveyed, grouped according 
to basic emphasis. West erholm does not critique their views 
at this point but seeks to encapsulate them in a succinct  and 
fair manner. In beginning with William Wrede’s Paul, issued 
in , West erholm provides an important reminder that 
views of Paul’s theology in which just ifi cation by faith is a 
secondary issue are not new. According to Wrede, Paul be-
lieved that Christ  has accomplished redemption from host ile 
powers eff ect ive for all and appropriated by faith. Just ifi cation 
by faith was a side issue, an eff ect ive polemic against  those 
who insist ed Gentiles should adopt Jewish ritual pract ices 
and/or observe the commandments in order to salvation, but 
not the heart of his teaching.

West erholm st eadily progresses through Schweitzer, 
Montefi ore, Schoeps, Sanders, Kümmel, Stendahl, Bultmann, 

Wilkens, Drane, Hübner, Räisänen, Wright, Dunn and Don-
aldson until he comes to the ‘Lutheran’ resp onses of Cranfi eld, 
Shreiner and Das, Th ielman and Seifrid. He closes looking 
at Laato’s consideration of Paul’s anthropology, Th urén and 
Aletti’s emphasis on rhetoric, Martyns’ st udy of Paul’s apoca-
lyptic world view and Jürgen Becker’s underst anding of Paul’s 
theology of the cross. Th ese scholars fi nd coherence of thought 
in a ‘Lutheran’ reading of Paul taken along with the other 
asp ect s they have st udied. A select ion of quotable quotes from 
the anti- ‘Lutheran’ persp ect ives concludes the part.

Th e survey provided of a century of scholarship is of value 
for its own sake. Readers of this review may be particularly 
interest ed in West erholm’s summary of N.T. Wright, since he 
is the most  conservative of writers on the new persp ect ive, and 
the one most  likely to impact  Reformed circles. In fact , four 
pages are suffi  cient to summarise Wright’s position in which 
just ifi cation is regarded as God’s vindication of his people at 
the end of hist ory, anticipated in the present, and determined 
not on the basis of ‘works of the law,’ considered as boundary 
markers, such as circumcision, Sabbath and the food laws, 
but on faith in the gosp el. Paul was not opposing the notion 
of earning one’s salvation by good deeds, but a nationalism 
that insist ed on the observance by Gentiles of the boundary 
markers that set apart Jews from Gentiles. Just ifi cation is about 
identifying who belongs to God’s people not about declaring 
a person righteous. Th us N.T. Wright.

Th e third part (pages -) is of great importance for 
here West erholm deals with the key issues. He fi rst  takes 
up the dikaio word group (righteous, righteousness, just ify, 
just ifi cation etc.) and dist inguishes an ordinary meaning in 
which, in contrast  with sin, righteousness is what one ought 
to do: the one who does righteousness is righteous, and the 
just ifi ed are those declared to be innocent of wrongdoing. 
It is not the hearers of the law but the doers of the law who 
are just ifi ed in God’s sight (Rom :). ‘Paul insist s that the 
good sp elled out in the law is the resp onsibility of Jews and 
non-Jews alike, and that all will be judged by whether or not 
they have done this good.’ (p. ) 

But there is also an extraordinary usage for the acquittal of 
those heretofore sinful, by which sinners are made righteous 
through the obedience of Christ  (Rom :). West erholm puts 
it well (p. ): ‘No one has better grasp ed the absurdity of 
“receiving righteousness” than N.T. Wright: “Righteousness 
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is not an object , a subst ance or a gas which can be passed 
across the courtroom” (Founder, ). But the absurdity of it 
all in no way alters the fact  that Paul sp eaks of “receiving the 
abundant overfl ow of grace and of the gift  of righteousness” 
(Rom :); and both  Cor : and Phil : sp eak explicitly 
of a righteousness “from God.”’ Further, God’s righteousness 
is referred to in a manner which shows God maintains the 
moral order at the same time as he declares sinners righteous 
(Rom :-).

When writers on the new persp ect ive claim that righteous-
ness refers to membership of the covenant community they 
fl y in the face of the evidence. Ordinary righteousness is what 
sinners as sinners lack and need, whether Jew or Gentile. Ex-
traordinary righteousness granted to sinners is what Jew and 
Gentile lack and need, whether or not they have an outward 
covenant relationship with God. God’s righteousness could 
refer to God’s faithfulness to his promises, but in fact  righ-
teousness itself does not mean covenant faithfulness. Indeed, 
Paul never explicitly links righteousness and covenant, but 
does st ress that God’s righteousness reverses human unrigh-
teousness so that all who have faith are ‘righteous.’ For Paul, 
though not for Judaism, all men were fundamentally lost  in sin 
and became members of God’s covenant by the extraordinary 
act  of grace which declared them righteous.

West erholm then takes up the defi nition of law. He shows 
that while Paul sometimes uses the term nomos to refer to 
part or all of the Old Test ament scriptures, his more common 
use is to refer to the body of law given to Israel by the hand 
of Moses at Mt Sinai. Th e broad and narrow uses need to be 
clearly dist inguished. ‘Th e law that can be kept, done, fulfi lled 
or transgressed is clearly “the legal parts” of the Pentateuch. 
Th e law given  years aft er the Abrahamic promise (Gal 
:, ) was not the Pentateuch as a whole but the Sinaitic 
legislation…’ (p. ). As far as Paul is concerned the essence 
of law in this sense is that it requires works, and just ifi cation 
by faith is the antithesis of this.

If just ifi cation by faith was simply a useful polemic 
against  those Jews whose nationalism made them insist  that 
Gentiles observe certain Jewish boundary markers, then it is 
not something Jews need, or, if they do, it arises from their 
racism. But Paul insist s all people – Jews, whether or not rac-
ist s, and Gentiles – are under sin and all need to be declared 
righteous through faith. Nor is it legalist ic works done out of 
self-righteousness that Paul reject s as the path to righteous-
ness, but all works.

West erholm turns briefl y to the defi nition of grace 
(pages -). While it is indeed wrong to view Judaism 
as typically preoccupied with gaining enough merit to pass 
the Divine scrutiny in the judgment, rabbinic Judaism is not 
unequivocal in its reject ion of merit and works. Judaism did 
not see grace and works as opposed to each other as Paul 

did. Judaism thought of God’s choice of Israel as according to 
grace, but that grace had a reason in, for inst ance, the merit 
of the patriarchs or Israel’s willingness to submit to the law 
before God would grant it to them. Judaism was really very 
much in a Pelagian mould, and thus in some way thought one 
could contribute to salvation, whereas Paul’s underst anding of 
grace excludes any and all of our works absolutely.

A survey of just ifi cation by faith in Paul’s thought (pages 
-) and a discussion of the law summarised in nine 
theses (-) complete this st imulating volume. Th e new 
persp ect ive’s presentation tends to say the diff erence between 
Jews and Christ ian was not on grace but only on who was the 
Messiah. But Paul does not say that Gentiles should become 
like Jews (except for Jewish boundary markers) to enjoy God’s 
blessings. Rather, he insist s that Jews and Gentiles alike are 
sinners and need to st op pursuing righteousness by law but 
receive righteousness through faith in Jesus. 

Th e volume is quite demanding but repays careful st udy. It 
is probably the best  introduct ion to the issue for theological 
st udents currently available. Some issues remain, for further 
consideration, including how one may best  st ate the nature 
of the Mosaic covenant, the proper interpretation of Romans 
, and asp ect s of imputation. Th e eff ect  of West erholm’s st udy 
is to give a subst antial rebuttal of the dist inguishing marks 
of the new persp ect ive, of which only the general lines have 
been indicated in this review, and so set us to the heart of the 
Gosp el of Christ .■

Review: Leonard J. Coppes, Th e Divine Days of Creation 
(Th ornton: Providence Presbyterian Press, ).   pp. Pb. 
.. Reviewed by Dr. Benjamin Shaw, Assist ant Professor, 
Hebrew & Old Test ament, Greenville Presbyterian Th eologi-
cal Seminary.

Since the publication of Th e Genesis Flood by Whitcomb 
and Morris in , there has been almost  literally a fl ood of 
publications by conservative Christ ians dealing with some 
asp ect  or another of the early chapters of Genesis. Th is work 
by Dr. Coppes is one of the most  recent contributions to the 
literature. In nine chapters and fi ve appendices, sp read over 
some  pages, he deals with a variety of issues related to the 
“days” of Genesis . His fi rst  chapter is a discussion of herme-
neutical issues which clearly sets his work in the context of a 
traditional Reformed approach to the underst anding of the 
Scriptures. Th e second chapter is an analysis of the issue of 
whether or not Genesis  is to be considered hist ory. Th e third 
chapter discusses the relationship of the other Ancient Near 
East ern materials to the Genesis creation account. Chapters 
 through  treat the meaning of a number of Hebrew terms 
and phrases: “day,” “a thousand years as a day,” “evening and 
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morning,” and “day and night.” Th e fi nal two chapters deal 
with the issue of death before the fall and the length of the 
days in Genesis .

Th e appendices deal with a variety of issues related to the 
discussion of the Genesis  creation account. Th e fi rst  deals 
with the Hebrew term raqia` which is traditionally translated 
“fi rmament,” arguing that it should inst ead be rendered “ex-
panse,” as it is in many of the more recent translations, such 
as the NIV, the NASB (Update), and the ESV. Th e second ap-
pendix deals with the fi ats—the divine pronouncements—of 
the creation account. Th e third appendix deals with Herman 
Bavinck’s treatment of the days of creation in the fi rst  part of 
his syst ematic theological work, now available in English as In 
the Beginning. Th e fourth appendix deals with John Collins’s 
“analogical” view of the days of creation. Th e fi nal appendix 
deals with the “ plus ” formula as it is found in the Ancient 
Near East ern mythological material.

As the above survey shows, the book intends to deal ex-
clusively with the issues of Genesis  and the interpretation 
of those issues in the context of the modern conservative 
Reformed debate about them. It is at this point that one of 
the major weaknesses of the work is revealed. Aside from the 
work of Collins, Dr. Coppes shows almost  no familiarity with 
the modern discussion of the issues with which he deals. He 
relies very heavily on the forty year old work of E. J. Young, 
Studies in Genesis One. As fi ne as that work is, the discussion 
has moved considerably beyond it at many points, and Coppes 
shows no awareness of that movement. His treatment of the 
Ancient Near East ern materials is also dated, refl ect ing none 
of the massive amount of literature that has grown up around 
that material in the last  generation. He deals only briefl y, and 
in this reviewer’s opinion unsatisfact orily, with the work of 
Meredith Kline, whose labor in defense of the so-called 
“framework hypothesis” has to a certain extent set the agenda 
for this debate as it moves now into the st  century.

Th e second major weakness of the work is apparent in 
Coppes’s “word st udy” approach to exegesis. He sets this out 
as one of his major hermeneutical principles in the st atement, 
“Word st udies should be undertaken in the light of the ac-
cepted procedures in Hebrew lexicography.” (p. ) While this 
st atement is, in itself, unobject ionable, his further discussion 
on pages - demonst rates that he is unfamiliar with the 
incisive critique of the approach off ered a generation ago 
by James Barr in his Th e Semantics of Biblical Language. It 
is necessary when undertaking word st udies to pay careful 
attention to the context of the material under consideration, 
and the possibility of the same words being used in diff erent 
senses by diff erent authors. In addition, it is necessary to 
separate idiomatic usages of words from more normal us-
ages. For example, in English, no one who is a native sp eaker 
of English would consider using the clause “it was raining cats 

and dogs” to come to any conclusion about the meanings of 
the words “cat” and “dog.” Yet when Dr. Coppes undertakes to 
examine the various meanings of the Hebrew word yom (day), 
he includes the idiomatic expression beyom (a Hebrew idiom 
that simply means “when”) in his examination. Incidentally, 
this is a mist ake also made by Kline in his arguments in de-
fense of the framework hypothesis. Th is same sort of mist ake 
is found in Coppes’s discussion of the meaning of the pairs 
“evening-morning” and “day-night.” He consist ently fails to 
take into account the context of each usage, as if the meaning 
were separable from the larger context. 

Th ere are, in addition to these two major shortcomings of 
the work, a number of other defi cits that might fall under the 
category of “annoyances.” Th e organization of the chapters 
appears to be haphazard, and the outline of each chapter is 
unclear. Th ough most  of the chapters include defi nite con-
clusions, these are unhelpfully not set apart typographically. 
Th ere is also no bibliography provided for the work. In short, 
while there is useful material here, the book cannot be recom-
mended due to its syst emic weaknesses.

Response: Th eology by Word Study and Wrong Method of Word 
Study.

I very much appreciate the opportunity to resp ond to Dr. 
Shaw’s review of my book, Th e Divine Days of Creation. In 
answer to some of the criticism, I will simply say that it was 
written to help the debate within the Presbyterian churches 
rather than as a scholarly paper. 

As to the balance of the review, I do wish that Dr. Shaw had 
interact ed with the arguments presented in the book. It was 
my intention to defend the proposition that we cannot deter-
mine from the Biblical text the length of the days of creation 
as well as to point out the weaknesses of other approaches 
popular in our churches (the ordinary day view, the frame-
work hypothesis, the day age view, and the analogical view). 

We can conclude exegetically that these were real “days” in 
the Hebrew sense of that word, and that they were continuous, 
contiguous, and sequential. It is important to note that this 
was the position of Dr. Edward J. Young who sp ent a lifetime 
writing, lect uring, and debating this issue. Indeed, his major 
work in the fi eld sp ent much time showing the complete in-
adequacy of Dr. Meredith Kline’s work (Young’s argument is 
summarized and extended on pages -). Even though his 
work was done many years ago, as was the work of Calvin and 
others, it has st ood the test  of time and, like his commentar-
ies on Isaiah and Daniel, is an example of some of the best  of 
reformed exegetical thinking. It is of note that Young, Kline 
and their peers were quite aware of Dr. James Barr’s work. 

I sp ent several years in post -graduate st udies in Hebrew 
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and Akkadian. Th is is not the place to enter into a presenta-
tion and evaluation of lexicographical and philological work 
and the diverse approaches employed in Hebrew and related 
language st udies. At that time, there were several approaches 
to language st udy (one of them being Barr’s work). For vari-
ous reasons, that work is seriously fl awed methodologically. 
So, although I agree with some of Barr’s conclusions, I do 
not feel that his sweeping reject ion of almost  all that was 
done exegetically (lexicographically and philologically) in 
reformed hist ory st ands. Hence, my argument about word 
st udies, a major building block of proper exegesis, is intended 
to follow along the old paths with whatever insights from Barr 
and others that may be useful. So, although such diachronic 
and induct ive argumentation is not explicitly disp layed in the 
book, it was used in the process of deriving the conclusions. 
Th e point made in the book is that yom always refers to a 
period of time and has a much wider semantic dist ribution 
than “an ordinary day,” and that a proper underst anding of 
a given occurrence depends upon more than a word st udy 
that sets the bounds of the semantic possibilities, and one’s 
preconceived theological necessity—it depends upon an 
evaluation of the requirements of the context. (Incidentally, 
a st udy of beyom will unearth several places where the phrase 
cannot mean “when,” cf., Ps. :).

I am glad to see that Dr. Shaw does not seek to suggest  ar-
guments against  any of the pillars supporting the book’s thesis, 
so the thesis st ands untarnished. Some of those pillars are:

 Th e Hebrew word yom always represents a period of 
time and this may be as short as a moment and as long as 
an age. Th e creation account itself uses Heb. yom in several 
connotations.  

 Th e fi rst  day opened with darkness and closed with 
a period of darkness. Young correct ly argues exegetically 
that Gen. :- is a unit. Hence, the fi rst  day was longer 
than an ordinary day, or it was a day of ordinary length but 
extraordinary composition consist ing of two nighttimes and 
a daytime. Th is means that we cannot determine the length 
of the creation “days” from the phrase “there was an evening 
and there was a morning, a fi rst  day.”

 Th e Bible, outside of Gen. , never uses the evening-
morning couplet to mean an ordinary day. Th e only other use 
of the couplet to signify a day appears in Dan. :- where 
it signifi es a day of indeterminable length. 

 Th e couplet used at every period and genre of Biblical 
literature for an ordinary day is day-night. So, the fact  that 
this couplet is not used in the coda of days one and four also 
argues that an ordinary day is not in view in the coda.

 Th e coda closing the days of creation is unique in days 
six and seven. In the fi rst  fi ve codas ordinary Hebrew gram-
mar is set aside and the ordinal appears without the defi nite 
article, but in codas of the last  two days the article is inserted. 

Hence, these two days are esp ecially marked as concluding 
resp ect ively the creating week and the entire week with its 
day of rest . 

Dr. Leonard J. Coppes 

Reply by Dr. Benjamin Shaw.

I appreciate Dr. Coppes taking time to comment on my review 
of his book. It was helpful to have him summarize his own ar-
guments, and I would like to resp ond to those summaries.

First , no one disp utes something that Dr. Coppes goes to 
great lengths to demonst rate—that yom is used in a variety 
of senses in the Hebrew Bible. He alleges at the beginning of 
Chapter  that “there has been so much debate on the range 
of meaning (semantic dist ribution) of this Hebrew word 
[yom].” In fact , there has been very little debate on that issue. 
A quick look at any of the st andard Hebrew lexica would 
satisfy anyone of the fact , that it has long been recognized 
that yom is used in a variety of senses in the Old Test ament. 
Th e issue that has been debated is what yom means in Gen-
esis , which is a diff erent quest ion entirely. Coppes st ates in 
his resp onse, “Th e creation account itself uses Heb. yom in 
several connotations.” Th is is technically true, since “several” 
means more than two but less than many. But it tends to 
mislead the reader. Th e Hebrew yom is used fourteen times 
in the creation account (Gen :-:). Nine times it is used 
in the phrase “the nth day.” What it means in this phrase is 
really at the heart of Dr. Coppes’s discussion. Four times it 
is used in the sense of “the daylight hours” (Gen :, , , 
). Once it is used in the phrase “for signs, and for seasons, 
and for days, and years” (Gen :) where it probably has the 
meaning “sp ecifi c, or set, days.” 

Second, Coppes says “Th e Bible, outside of Genesis , never 
uses the evening-morning couplet to mean an ordinary day.” 
Th is assertion, as st ated, is simply not true. I susp ect  that what 
Dr. Coppes means is that the couplet, outside of Genesis , 
never refers to the totality of an ordinary day. Inst ead every 
single case where the morning and evening occur in the same 
verse, they refer to a part of an ordinary day. Many of the 
uses refer to the morning and evening sacrifi ces, which took 
place at st ated times on ordinary days. Th ere is not a single 
verse where evening and morning are used in the same verse 
that refers to anything other than an ordinary day. Second, 
there is no place in the Bible where the precise clause “and 
there was evening and there was morning” occurs, outside 
of Genesis . Hence, given the fact  that every verse where 
“morning” and “evening” occur in the same verse they refer 
to parts of an ordinary day, it is reasonable to conclude that 
the sequence “and there was evening, and there was morn-
ing” refers to the course, or the totality, of an ordinary day, 
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contrary to Dr. Coppes’s conclusion. (It should be noted that 
there are some minor errors in Dr. Coppes’s list ing of verses 
on p. .  Chron : should be  Chron :. Neither 
morning nor evening is used in  Chron :. Job : should 
be Job :.)

Th ird, when Dr. Coppes argues that the couplet “day-night” 
is necessary to conclude that an ordinary day is in view, he 
is arguing far beyond what the evidence will allow. As just  
demonst rated, the morning-evening couplet clearly refers to 
ordinary days, and we should not think Moses must  have 
been const rained to the use of day-night if he wanted to refer 
to ordinary days. Th e fact  the day-night does not appear in 
Genesis simply does not give the exegete room to argue from 
silence that Moses must  therefore have had something other 
than ordinary days in mind.

Fourth, due to what I perceived as serious fl aws in Dr. 
Coppes’s argument, I decided not to deal in detail with those 
arguments, but rather with underlying methodological issues. 
But since Dr. Coppes has seen fi t to see in my silence an im-
plicit approval of his conclusions, I will say the following. I 
agree with Dr. Coppes (Chapter ) that the account in Genesis 
 is intended to be hist orical. I agree with Dr. Coppes (Chapter 
) that the Hebrew word yom can have a variety of sp ecifi c 
connotations. I disagree with Dr. Coppes (Chapter ) that 
Psalm : has anything of relevance to say for underst anding 
the length of the day in Genesis . I disagree with Dr. Coppes 
(Chapters  and ) that the couplets “evening-morning” and 
“day-night” have the signifi cance relative to Genesis  that 
he gives them, and I further would ask the reader to evaluate 
those usages for himself to see whether the interpretation 
Dr. Coppes gives them hold up under the light of unbiased 
examination. 

Finally, I was seriously disappointed with both the quality 
and the tone of Dr. Coppes’s resp onse. If he really intended to 
help the debate within the Presbyterian churches, he had the 
resp onsibility to determine whether Dr. Young’s forty-year-old 
work st ill st ood up in the light of work done since then. My 
own conclusion is that it was an exegetically weak argument 
forty years ago, and that it has not aged well. (Just  as a note: in 
my review I st ate that the Hebrew phrase beyom simply means 
“when.” Dr. Coppes off ers Psalm : as a counter-example. 
It is not, as the reader can easily tell. In addition, the phrase 
beyom when it does not occur in const ruct  with another noun, 
has the meaning “when,” and is regularly so translated in a 
variety of reliable translations, including the KJV, RSV, NIV, 
NASB, etc.) In addition, he dismisses the work of Barr with 
the st atement “that work is seriously fl awed methodologi-
cally.” While it may be that Barr sometimes paints with too 
broad a brush, one of the things against  which Barr warns is 
the ignoring of context in the determination of the connota-
tion of a word. In my opinion, Dr. Coppes regularly ignores 

this st rict ure, and hence comes to conclusions that really are 
exegetically untenable.

Dr. Benjamin Shaw■

Review: Norman Shepherd, Law and Gosp el in Covenantal 
Persp ect ive. A Lect ure Presented at Trust  and Obey: A Sym-
posium of Law & Gosp el, March , , Warrenville, IL. 
Sponsored by Reformation and Revival Minist ries (Audio Re-
cording). Norman Shepherd. Law and Gosp el in Covenantal 
Persp ect ive (Holland: Norman Shepherd, ). Reviewed 
by Wayne Forkner, Past or of Covenant Presbyterian Church, 
Berkeley, CA (OPC).

“Covenant Th eology” of Norman Shepherd versus Covenant 
Th eology of the West minst er Standards
At a meeting called “Trust  and Obey: A Symposium of Law 
& Gosp el” a number of sp eakers from various churches sp oke 
on the dist inct ion between law and gosp el. Most  of the sp eak-
ers argued that the law/gosp el dist inct ion, as it is underst ood 
in Reformational churches, is not a biblical dist inct ion. One 
of the chief sp eakers was Rev. Norman Shepherd, who also 
affi  rmed that this commonly underst ood dist inct ion between 
law and gosp el is a false const ruct . 

As his teachings have been at the center of much de-
bate among Reformed churches in recent years, a little 
background on Rev. Shepherd and his views here follows. 
Norman Shepherd was a professor of syst ematic theology 
at West minst er Seminary, Philadelphia, beginning in . 
While at West minst er, Mr. Shepherd’s view of the doct rine of 
just ifi cation sp arked seven years of controversy at the Semi-
nary. Aft er a professorship of  years, Mr. Shepherd took 
a past oral position at a Christ ian Reformed Church. Th en 
in , aft er his retirement from the past orate, Shepherd 
again expounded his views, evoking renewed debate in the 
Reformed community as to the means of just ifi cation. Some of 
the discussion concerning his views has been heated, bringing 
accusations from both sides. 

Th e main point of this review is to show that Mr. Shepherd’s 
formulation of covenant theology is not in accord with the 
West minst er Standards. Th is is important because there ap-

 . Th e text of this lect ure may be obtained from the author by 
sending a st amped ( cents), self-addressed business size envelope 
to: Norman Shepherd,  Wave Court, Holland, MI .  Mr. 
Shepherd has been off ered sp ace for a resp onse in the next issue.
 . One notable exception was Dr. Nelson D. Kloost erman of Mid 
America Reformed Seminary, who called for a return to the reformed 
confessions, which he said, teach, explain and apply the “Law/Gosp el” 
dist inct ion.
 . A hist orical overview of the discussion at West minst er is 
provided by O Palmer Robertson in Th e Current Just ifi cation 
Controversy (Unicoi: Th e Trinity Foundation, ).
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pear to be minist ers and elders in Presbyterian churches who 
agree with his views of covenant theology. Were they to teach 
these views, they would be denying the very st andards they 
have vowed to uphold. My hope and prayer is that Presby-
terian elders and past ors would rethink their allegiance to 
Rev. Shepherd’s formulation, underst and how it diverges from 
the hist orically Reformed view, and embrace the West minst er 
Assembly’s biblically accurate theology of the covenant, ap-
preciating its fullness as God’s glorious truth and provision 
for His Church.

Mr. Shepherd’s lect ure given at the aforementioned meet-
ing is entitled Law and Gosp el in Covenantal Persp ect ive. It is 
divided into three sect ions: “Law and Gosp el in the Adamic 
Covenant,” “Law and Gosp el in the Mosaic Covenant,” and 
“Law and Gosp el in the New Covenant.” In this review, I will 
deal mainly with the fi rst  sect ion, the underst anding of the 
Adamic covenant, for it is here that Rev. Shepherd fi rst  denies 
the covenant of works/covenant of grace syst em that fi nds its 
clearest  Reformed expression in the West minst er Standards. 
I will then briefl y show how this fundamental reject ion of a 
covenant of works in the Adamic agreement also alters his 
underst anding of the nature of faith and the work of Christ  
in the new covenant and how they do not agree with the 
Reformed view of the Confession.

Mr. Shepherd gives a summary of the theology of the 
Adamic covenant as expressed in the West minst er Standards 
(Law & Gosp el, ):

Reformed theology as it developed from the late sixteenth 
century onward commonly sp oke of a covenant of works made 
with Adam and his post erity. God created Adam righteous, 
without sin, and promised to him and his post erity confi r-
mation in righteousness and eternal life “upon condition of 
perfect  and personal obedience. “ Th at is to say, Adam would 
earn or achieve whatever eschatological blessing and privilege 
was held out to him on the ground of perfect  law-keeping.

Th us, Norman Shepherd correct ly acknowledges that the 
West minst er view of covenant theology maintains that Adam 
was to “work” for his confi rmation in righteousness. Th e Stan-
dards themselves defi ne this righteousness-confi rming work 
of Adam’s as “perfect , perpetual, and personal obedience” 
(WCF .; WSC ; WLC ). 

A new view of the Adamic Covenant
Aft er giving the Confession’s expression of the Reformed view, 
however, Rev. Shepherd then introduces, “a diff erent way of 

 . In Reformed theology the Covenant of Grace is part of the Cov-
enant of Redemption (Pact um Salutis). Th e Son of God performs the 
“work” in the Covenant of Redemption which secures God’s “grace” 
to those in the Covenant of Grace.

looking at the Adamic covenant” (Law & Gosp el, ). He begins 
by st ating that the operating principle in the Adamic covenant 
was not “works,” but rather “faith”.

Consider the fact  that Adam was created holy and righteous, 
without sin. He was the original just  man. He would live 
and live forever not by the merit of his works but by faith. 
He would exhibit the principle st ated in Habakkuk : and 
reiterated by Paul in Romans : , “Th e righteous will live 
by faith.” Whatever blessing was in st ore for him was not a 
reward to be earned by performance but a gift  to be received 
by faith. (Ibid.).

Mr. Shepherd here explicitly denies that a covenant of 
works was ever part of God’s terms of agreement with Adam. 
He reiterates this belief in his description of the Mosaic cov-
enant: “Th e Law of Moses is not a republication of a covenant 
of works made with Adam because there was no covenant of 
works to republish” (Law & Gosp el, ). He further elaborates 
his belief that works were never a part of God’s covenantal 
requirement by st ating it more emphatically: “Th e Lord God 
did not and never does deal with His image bearers in terms 
of a principle of works and merit, but ever and always in terms 
of a principle of faith and grace.” (Law & Gosp el, ). 

As already st ated, the West minst er Standards do affi  rm 
a covenant theology of works in the Adamic covenant; they 
also affi  rm a diff erence between God’s dealings with pre-fall 
and post -fall man. God enters into a covenant of works with 
pre-fallen, righteous man, and a covenant of grace with 
post -fallen sinful man. Th e operative principle of the pre-
fall covenant was “works” and the operative principle in the 
post  fall-covenant is “grace.”  In the post -fall covenant, the 
inst rument that connect s someone to the grace of God in 
Christ  is faith. 

The Method of Justification
Norman Shepherd’s view of covenant theology aff ect s his 
view of just ifi cation. In discussing just ifi cation, he says, “Th e 
method of just ifi cation for Adam before the fall is exact ly 
what it is for Paul aft er the fall: ‘Th e righteous will live by faith’ 
(Romans :)” (Law & Gosp el, ). He says that the method 
of just ifi cation for Adam was “faith.” But, notice that in mak-
ing this st atement, Mr. Shepherd does not deal with the text 
of Genesis (you will not fi nd the word “faith” anywhere in 
Genesis ). Inst ead he quotes, without any exegesis, Habak-
kuk : and Romans :, “the righteous will live by faith,” 
and then applies an abst ract  “principle” of faith to Adam. In 
context, Paul is sp eaking of faith in Jesus. Habakkuk is sp eak-
ing of faith in the Lord, and what He will do. In Reformed 
underst anding, what the LORD promised to do in Habakkuk 
He accomplished through Jesus Christ . In both of these pre-
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fall texts, the object  of faith is the same: a rest ing on the Lord 
Jesus Christ  and His meritorious work.

Mr. Shepherd has not only redefi ned the method of just i-
fi cation for Adam but also for believers under the covenant 
of grace (Law & Gosp el, ):

Th is is the promise side of the new covenant – just ifi cation, 
sanct ifi cation, and eternal life through union with Jesus Christ . 
And this new covenant, like all the covenants that preceded it 
in redemptive hist ory has an obligation side as well. Th e ob-
ligation side of the covenant is no diff erent from what it has 
always been, namely, faith, repentance, and obedience.

Here he says that what is required of those in the covenant 
of grace is “faith, repentance, and obedience.” So on the one 
hand, what was required of Adam was “faith” and on the other 
hand, what is required of post  fall man is “faith, repentance, 
and obedience.” Th e West minst er Standards are very clear that 
what was required of Adam before the fall was obedience and 
what is required of man aft er the fall is faith. We must  be care-
ful not to misrepresent Mr. Shepherd’s view. He is not saying 
that there are two diff erent methods of just ifi cation. Even in 
the above quote he says, “Th e obligation side of the covenant 
is no diff erent from what it has always been….” So how can 
we underst and the apparent contradict ion? What we need to 
see is that Rev. Shepherd is blurring the dist inct ions between 
faith and obedience. Th at brings us to our next point.

Norman shepherd’s understanding of faith
Mr. Shepherd’s denial of the covenant of works aff ect s his un-
derst anding of faith. In his book Th e Call of Grace he writes, 
“All of this [fulfi llment of Abrahamic promises] is made pos-
sible through the covenantal righteousness of Jesus Christ . His 
was a living, act ive, and obedient faith that took him all the 
way to the cross. Th is faith was credited to him as righteous-
ness.” Here Rev. Shepherd uses one of his favorite concepts 
“obedient faith.” Th is may simply mean a “living faith” that 
will produce obedience as fruit. However, it is hard to believe 
that this is what he means. Th is can be seen in the Scripture 
text used in the above quote.

Mr. Shepherd is alluding to a st atement about Abraham 
in Gen : and applies it to our sinless Lord. At best , this 
st atement is confusing. When the Bible sp eaks of someone’s 
faith being “credited” to him as righteousness, it is sp eaking of 
an alien righteousness. Jesus did not have to be credited with 
an alien righteousness as Abraham did. One wants to ask Rev. 
Shepherd, “Who was the object  of Jesus’ faith?” Abraham’s 
faith rest ed in the Mediator of the covenant of grace: “Such a 
high priest  meets our need – one who is holy, blameless, pure, 
set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens” (Heb. :). 
According to the Standards, this “faith” of Abraham was but 

the inst rument that connect ed him to the act ual righteousness 
of Christ . While Jesus had to trust  His Father, He had no need 
for “credited” (alien) righteousness. 

Th e confusion about faith continues. A couple of para-
graphs later Mr. Shepherd says, “But just  as Jesus was faithful 
in order to guarantee the blessing, so his followers must  be 
faithful in order to inherit the blessing” (Call of Grace, ). 
Notice that where Jesus had an “obedient faith,” His follower 
must  be “faithful” in order to inherit the promises. Now we 
see a clear indication that Rev. Shepherd has blurred “faith” 
with “faithfulness” or “obedience.” Th e Standards see a clear 
dist inct ion between “faith” and “obedience”:

WLC . Faith just ifi es a sinner in the sight of God, not be-
cause of those other graces which do always accompany it, 
or of good works that are the fruits of it, nor as if the grace 
of faith, or any act  thereof, were imputed to him for his just i-
fi cation; but only as it is an inst rument by which he receives 
and applies Christ  and his righteousness.

According to the Larger Catechism, just ifying faith “re-
ceives and rest s upon Christ  and His righteousness” (WLC 
Q. ). What does Mr. Shepherd mean by “faithful”? Does he 
mean that Jesus’ followers need to be obedient to inherit the 
blessings? If this is what he means, then here again he is at 
odds with the West minst er Standards. Th ey clearly maintain 
that a just ifi ed person will be obedient, but they also clearly 
maintain that this obedience is in no way the basis for just ifi ca-
tion. It is only the merit of Christ  that just ifi es a sinner. 

Reformed theology has not ignored an asp ect  of faith for 
pre-fallen Adam. Louis Berkhof in his Syst ematic Th eology 
says:

In the covenant of works the keeping of the law is the way 
of life; in the covenant of grace, it is faith in Jesus Christ . 
Whatever faith was required in the covenant of works was a 
part of the righteousness of the law; in the covenant of grace, 
however, it is merely the organ by which we take possession 
of the grace of God in Jesus Christ .

Mr. Shepherd is able to confuse “faith” and “faithfulness” 
in his covenant theology because he has jettisoned merit as a 
Biblical concept. Th is is our next point.

Denial of Merit and Active Obedience of Christ
Mr. Shepherd’s denial of the Covenant of Works has af-
fect ed his view of the work of Christ . In order to affi  rm that 
a sinner needs to be “obedient” and yet not be charged with 

 . Norman Shepherd, Th e Call of Grace (P&R, ) .
 . Louis Berkhof, Syst ematic Th eology (Grand Rapids: Wm B 
Eerdmans Publishing, ) .
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“works righteousness,” he has categorically denied that man 
can “merit” anything from God. Th at is how he can say, “His 
[Jesus’] was a living, act ive, and obedient faith … this faith 
was credited to him as righteousness” (Call of Grace, ). For 
Rev. Shepherd to be consist ent, even Jesus cannot not merit 
anything from God. It is here that we can clearly see the 
danger of his “faith and grace” principle as opposed to West -
minst er’s “works and merit” principle. Th e Standards present 
and preserve a “works and merit” principle for the two cov-
enant heads: Adam and Christ . Th ey are the only two who 
can “merit” anything while in covenant with God. With his 
denial of the “merit” principle, Mr. Shepherd ends up saying 
that God was gracious to Jesus because of Jesus’ faith.

Th us, the denial of the Covenant of Works also leads 
Norman Shepherd to deny the imputation of the act ive obe-
dience of Christ . He has explicitly denied the imputation of 
the act ive obedience of Christ  at a conference in , in his 
address entitled, Just ifi cation by Faith in Pauline Th eology. 
Th e address was published as a chapter in a recently released 
book: Th e Backbone of the Bible: Covenant in Contemporary 
Persp ect ive, P. Andrew Sandlin, ed. (Nacogdoches: Covenant 
Media Press, ).

Th e West minst er Standards affi  rm both act ive obedience 
and merit in WLC  (bold emphasis added):

How does Christ  make intercession? Christ  makes interces-
sion, by his appearing in our nature continually before the 
Father in heaven, in the merit of his obedience and sacrifi ce 
on earth, declaring his will to have it applied to all believers; 
Answering all accusations against  them, and procuring for 
them quiet of conscience, notwithst anding daily failings, ac-
cess with boldness to the throne of grace, and acceptance of 
their persons and services.

In summary we see that Norman Shepherd’s denial 
of the covenant of works with Adam has an eff ect  on the 
entire st ruct ure of his theology. It produces a syst em of  
doct rine that is clearly diff erent than the syst em found in 
the West minst er Standards. Th e words of the th century 
Dutch theologian Wilhelmus à Brakel seem prophetic:

Acquaintance with this covenant [of works] is of the greatest  
importance, for whoever errs here or denies the exist ence of 
the covenant of works will not underst and the covenant of 
grace, and will readily err concerning the mediatorship of the 
Lord Jesus. Such a person will very readily deny that Christ  
by His act ive obedience has merited a right to eternal life for 

the elect . Th is is to be observed with several parties who, be-
cause they err concerning the covenant of grace, also deny the 
covenant of works. Conversely, whoever denies the covenant 
of works, must  rightly be susp ect ed to be in error concerning 
the covenant of grace as well.

I would urge offi  cers in Reformed churches to be very care-
ful when a new and untest ed theology comes along. Certainly, 
because Rev. Shepherd’s theology is new and there has been no 
syst ematic expression of it, there may be some misunderst and-
ings of it, and I for one welcome any correct ion from him if 
I have misconst rued any of his st atements. But one thing is 
perfect ly clear: Mr. Shepherd’s covenant theology is diff erent 
from the covenant theology of the West minst er Standards. ■

Review: Robert Traill, Just ifi cation Vindicated (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth Trust , ) xii, pp. Puritan Paperback Se-
ries. Reviewed by Andrew J. Webb, Past or of Providence Pres-
byterian Church (PCA).

It would be underst andable if a reader of Just ifi cation Vindi-
cated were to conclude that this book had been written only 
quite recently, for in it Scottish Presbyterian Past or Robert 
Traill was resp onding to the rise of alarming new views on 
just ifi cation within the Presbyterian and Reformed commu-
nity that seemed to run contrary to what he rightly described 
as “the good old Protest ant doct rine” of just ifi cation by faith 
alone. Th ese “new” views will be eerily familiar to observers 
of some contemporary movements in Presbyterian and Re-
formed thought with their repudiation of the act ive obedi-
ence of Christ  as a vital component in the biblical doct rine of 
just ifi cation, their emphasis on the necessity of the holiness 
and obedience of the believer in order to be just ifi ed, and their 
criticism of those who hold to the older view of just ifi cation 
by faith alone as “antinomians.”

Traill (-) however, was not writing for today’s 
readers. His book, which originally appeared in , was 
written to outline and resp ond to an alarming decline in the 
beliefs of English Presbyterians regarding the doct rine of 
just ifi cation in his own time. Its enduring value to modern 
readers lies not only in the fact  that Traill’s defense of the 
Biblical doct rine of just ifi cation by faith alone is as edifying 
and inst ruct ive as it was when it was written over  years 
ago, but also in the fact  that many of the issues in contention 
regarding just ifi cation in his day have resurfaced in contempo-
rary debates. For inst ance, the neonomian view of just ifi cation 
esp oused by Traill’s contemporary, Richard Baxter, has many 
similarities with the views of modern neonomians such as 
Norman Shepherd. Th erefore, it is not going too far to say that 
if a reader is well acquainted with the just ifi cation controversy 

 . Wilhelmus à Brakel, Th e Christ ian’s Reasonable Service (Morgan: 
Soli Deo Gloria Books, ) ..
 . Neonomians deny that Just ifi cation depends upon the 
imputation of Christ ’s perfect  obedience to the law and inst ead 
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as it exist ed in Traill’s day, he will be better equipped to un-
derst and and deal with the errors of the st  century. 

At only seventy-seven pages in length in the Banner of 
Truth paperback edition, it is diffi  cult to think of a book 
length examination of the doct rine of just ifi cation that is 
as succinct  and easy to follow as Just ifi cation Vindicated. 
Buchanan’s magist erial work, Th e Doct rine of Just ifi cation, 
may be more comprehensive, and indeed readers whose ap-
petites are whetted to learn more about just ifi cation by faith 
alone would be well advised to tackle that work as well; but 
those wishing an introduct ion to the doct rine and the ways 
in which it can be and oft en is misunderst ood would be well 
advised to st art with Just ifi cation Vindicated.

Why is maintaining and defending the biblical doct rine 
of just ifi cation so important? Traill answers that quest ion by 
pointing out that just ifi cation is the keyst one in the arch of 
all Christ ian doct rine (Traill, ):

All the great fundamentals of Christ ian truth centre in this 
of just ifi cation. Th e Trinity of persons in the Godhead; the 
incarnation of the only begotten of the Father; the satisfac-
tion paid to the law and just ice of God, for the sins of the 
world, by his obedience and sacrifi ce of himself in that fl esh 
he assumed; and the divine authority of the scriptures, which 
reveal all this, are all st raight lines of truth that centre in this 
doct rine of the just ifi cation of a sinner by the imputation and 
application of that satisfact ion. Th ere can be no just ifi cation 
without a righteousness; no righteousness can be but what 
answers fully and perfect ly the holy law of God; no such 
righteousness can be performed but by a divine person; no 
benefi t can accrue to a sinner by it unless it be some way his, 
and applied to him; no application can be made of this but by 
faith in Jesus Christ . And as the connect ion with, and depen-
dence of this truth upon the other great myst eries of divine 
truth is evident in the plain proposal of it, so the same has 
been sadly manifest  in this, that the forsaking of the doct rine 
of just ifi cation by faith in Christ ’s righteousness, has been the 
fi rst  st ep of apost asy in many, who have not st opped till they 
revolted from Christ ianity itself.

Traill was by no means alone in his convict ions regarding 
the centrality of just ifi cation by faith alone to true Christ ian-
ity. One of his contemporaries on the continent, the Dutch 
Puritan Wilhelmus à Brakel (-) wrote:

[Just ifi cation] is the soul of Christ ianity and the fountainhead 
of all true comfort and sanct ifi cation. He who errs in this 
doct rine errs to his eternal dest ruct ion. Th e devil is therefore 
continually engaged in denying, perverting, and obscuring 
the truth expressed in this chapter and, if he does not accom-
plish this, to prevent exercise concerning this truth. When 

assert that it is the covenant obedience of the just ifi ed believer that is 
necessary. Th is evangelical obedience does not need to be perfect  but 
it must  be sincere. Th us for neonomians faith is oft en indist inguish-
able from the believer’s faithfulness. 
 . Wilhelmus à Brakel, Th e Christ ian’s Reasonable Service, Volume 
 (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, , ) .
 . Socinians were followers of Socinus. Th ey rejected both the 
Trinity and the Divinity of Christ, and became the precursors of 
modern Unitarians.

new errors appear on the horizon, even when they initially 
do not pertain to just ifi cation at all, they in time will eventu-
ally culminate in aff ect ing this doct rine. One must  therefore 
be all the more earnest  to properly underst and, defend, and 
meditate upon this doct rine.

Traill was also quite prescient in his conclusion that if the 
English Presbyterians persist ed in their denial of the necessity 
of Christ ’s righteousness to just ifi cation, they would inevitably 
become Arminian and from there it was but an easy st ep to 
Socianism, a development which sadly occurred as the ma-
jority of English Presbyterians ended up becoming Unitarian 
in their theology. 

In Just ifi cation Vindicated, therefore, Traill sets out from 
the very beginning not only to defend the true doct rine of 
just ifi cation from the unjust  charge of Antinomianism, but 
also to defend the absolute necessity of the imputation of 
Christ ’s righteousness to the believer for just ifi cation. As a 
“guiding principle,” Traill gives us the following defi nition of 
just ifi cation (Traill, ):

Th at a law-condemned sinner is freely just ifi ed by God’s grace, 
through the redemption that is in Jesus Christ ; that he is jus-
tifi ed only for the righteousness of Christ  imputed to him by 
God of his free grace, and received by faith alone as an inst ru-
ment; which faith is the gift  of the same grace. 

Traill goes on to st ate that those who were most  zealous 
to defend the concept that just ifi cation is entirely founded on 
the imputation of the righteousness of Christ  and does not 
depend in any sense the works of the believer, nevertheless 
also maintained that those who are truly just ifi ed will inevi-
tably manifest  holiness and good works. By doing so, Traill 
shows that the link between just ifi cation and sanct ifi cation is 
inseparable, but is never to be confounded. Th e good works of 
the believer are the “fruits” of just ifi cation, and as such they 
are an evidence of a lively faith, but are never in any sense the 
grounds of a believer’s salvation.

Indeed, Traill is zealous to point out the diff erences be-
tween the evangelical doct rine of just ifi cation and the new 
scheme regarding the place of the works of believers. He 
denies, for inst ance, the mixing of faith with the obedience 
of believers, holding fast  to the idea that faith is the “hand or 
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inst rument, receiving the righteousness of Christ , for which 
only we are just ifi ed” rather than the belief held by many in 
his day of “faith’s just ifying as it is the sp ring of sincere obedi-
ence” (Traill, , ).

Th is idea of the mixing of faith and evangelical obedience 
as the grounds of salvation, was not only a problem for the 
“new schemers” of Traill’s day; many modern theologians 
who hold to some form of what is oft en called “Covenant 
Nomism” have posited the necessity of the believer’s obedience 
for salvation or fi nal just ifi cation. One such clear example of 
this tendency to confuse faith with obedience can be found 
in the twenty-third thesis of Norman Shepherd’s 34 Th eses 
on Just ifi cation:

. Because faith which is not obedient faith is dead faith, and 
because repentance is necessary for the pardon of sin included 
in just ifi cation, and because abiding in Christ  by keeping his 
commandments (John :; ; John :; ) are all neces-
sary for continuing in the st ate of just ifi cation, good works, 
works done from true faith, according to the law of God, and 
for his glory, being the new obedience wrought by the Holy 
Spirit in the life of the believer united to Christ , though not 
the ground of his just ifi cation, are nevertheless necessary for 
salvation from eternal condemnation and therefore for jus-
tifi cation (Rom. :, ; Gal. :-).

Shepherd is not the only contemporary advocate of a new 
scheme of just ifi cation who includes “sincere obedience” as a 
vital part of the faith that just ifi es. Th is tendency is also seen 
throughout the works of those who advocate a “New Persp ec-
tive on Paul” (NPP) and the biblical doct rine of just ifi cation. 
N.T. Wright for inst ance has written:

Faith and obedience are not antithetical. Th ey belong exact ly 
together. Indeed, very oft en the word “faith” itself could prop-
erly be translated as “faithfulness,” which makes the point 
just  as well.

Traill, no doubt would have seen the above defi nitions 
of faith as very similar to the defect ive defi nitions in vogue 
amongst  late th century Presbyterians of which he said 
(Traill, ):

Inst ead of just ifi cation by perfect  obedience, we are now to 

be just ifi ed by our own evangelical righteousness, made up 
of faith, repentance, and sincere obedience.  

One of Traill’s central purposes in writing Just ifi cation 
Vindicated was to prove that any patchwork of our own 
righteousness and Christ ’s, whether it be proposed as part of 
the popular Neonomianism of Traill’s age or the Covenant 
Nomism of our own, could never just ify or save any man. 
Traill fi rmly believed that the very antithesis that N.T. Wright 
denies in the above quote lay at the heart of the biblical gosp el. 
Simply put, just ifi cation and therefore salvation is either all 
of Christ  or it is no just ifi cation at all.  As Traill put it so very 
eloquently (Traill, -):

It is also true that whatever variety and diff erences there 
are in men’s notions and opinions (and there is a great deal) 
about just ifi cation, they are all certainly reducible to two; one 
of which is every man’s opinion. And they are, that the jus-
tifi cation of a sinner before God, is either on the account of 
a righteousness in and of ourselves, or on the account of a 
righteousness in another, even Jesus Christ , who is “Jehovah 
our righteousness.” Law and gosp el, faith and works, Christ ’s 
righteousness and our own, grace and debt, do equally divide 
all in this matter. Craft y men may endeavour to blend and mix 
these things together in just ifi cation, but it is a vain attempt. 
It is not only most  expressly reject ed in the gosp el, which 
peremptorily determines the contrariety, inconsist ency, and 
incompatibility between these two; but the nature of the things 
in themselves, and the sense and conscience of every serious 
person, witness to the same thing, that our own righteous-
ness, and Christ ’s righteousness, do comprehend all the pleas 
of men to just ifi cation – one or other of them every man in 
the world st ands upon – and that they are inconsist ent with, 
and dest ruct ive one of another, in just ifi cation.

If a man trust s to his own righteousness, he reject s Christ ’s; 
if he trust s to Christ ’s righteousness, he reject s his own. If he 
will not reject  his own righteousness, as too good to be re-
nounced, if he will not venture on Christ ’s righteousness, as 
not suffi  cient alone to bear him out, and bring him safe off  at 
God’s bar, he is in both a convict ed unbeliever. And if he en-
deavour to patch up a righteousness before God, made up of 
both, he is st ill under the law, and a desp iser of gosp el-grace 
(Gal. :). Th at righteousness that just ifi es a sinner, consist s 
in aliquo indivisibili, and this every man fi nds when the case 
is his own, and he serious about it.

Let us hope that in our own time, theologians in the mold 
of Traill will arise once again to st rive for and vindicate the 
“Good Old Protest ant doct rine” of just ifi cation from its 
enemies, for certainly the warning Traill sounded regarding 

 . Norman Shepherd, Th irty-four Th eses on Just ifi cation in Relation 
to Faith, Repentance, and Good Works, Presented to the Presbytery 
of Philadelphia of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church November , 
, Th esis #.
 . N.T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, ) .
 . By which he refers to the act ive obedience of Christ  imputed 
to believers and received by faith alone.
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the controversy over just ifi cation is just  as true of the current 
situation (Traill, ):

Last ly, We complain, that the scheme of the gosp el contended 
for by our opposers, is clouded, veiled, and darkened by school 
terms; new, uncouth, and unscriptural phrases; whereby as 
they think to guard themselves against  opposition, so they 
do increase the jealousies of their brethren, and keep their 
principles from the knowledge of ordinary people, who are as 
much concerned in those points as any scholar or divine.

Th is controversy looks like a very bad omen. We thought we 
might have healed our old breaches, in smaller things; and, 
behold, a new one is threatened in the greatest  matters. We did 
hope, that the good old Protest ant doct rine had been rooted 
and riveted in the hearts of all the minist ers on our side; but 
now we fi nd the contrary, and that the sour leaven of Armin-
ianism works st rongly. Th eir advocates do not yet own the 
name; but the younger sort are more bold and free: and with 
them no books or authors are in est eem and use, but such as 
are for the new rational method of divinity….

It is undoubted that the devil designs the obst ruct ing of the 
course of the gosp el; and in this he has oft en had the service 
of the tongues and pens of good men, as well as of bad. Yet 
we are not without hope, that the Lord, in his wisdom and 
mercy, will defeat him; and that these contentions may yet 
have good fruit and a good issue. ■

Review: Th e Auburn Avenue Th eology, Pros and Cons: Debat-
ing the Federal Vision. Th e Knox Th eological Seminary Collo-
quium on the Federal Vision. Edited by E. Calvin Beisner. Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida: Knox Th eological Seminary, .  pp. 
$.. Reviewed by J. Ligon Duncan III, Ph.D., Senior Minis-
ter, First  Presbyterian Church, Jackson, MS (PCA), and Adjunct  
Professor, Reformed Th eological Seminary. Dr. Duncan is also 
presently Moderator of the Presbyterian Church in America, 
and President of the Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals.

Before off ering a brief review of this volume, it will perhaps 
be helpful to the reader to know some of the background as to 
the need for its exist ence. Esp ecially since the content of this 
book is itself the result of a signifi cant event in a developing 
ecclesiast ical debate.

For some years now there has been a handful of voices 
within the reformed community advocating for theological 
revision. Concerned that the reformed churches have been 
too infl uenced by revivalism and rationalism, and believing 
the traditional reformed doct rine itself has not escaped the 

blindsp ots of its contexts, these men have articulated a need 
for reformed past ors and churches to undertake some serious 
theological reassessment. A small sub-culture has grown up 
around these voices, and their message has been sp read via the 
internet, weblogs, newsletters, self-published books, confer-
ences, tapes/CDs/MP3 downloads and various other media. 
Th is diverse group of conversation partners has more recently 
embraced the designation “Federal Vision” as a description of 
its collect ive asp irations. Among other things, they believe that 
classical Covenant Th eology is in need of a biblical makeover 
and a fresh deployment in the reformed churches and in the 
lives of reformed Christ ians. Th eir proposals have not been 
widely embraced, but they have sp arked controversy in the 
American reformed community.

Several things in combination have put this issue on the 
front-burner. In the year , P&R published Professor Nor-
man Shepherd’s little book, Th e Call of Grace. Mr. Shepherd 
left  West minst er Seminary under a cloud in the early s, 
aft er a long-running controversy around his doct rine of 
just ifi cation. He had not had a high profi le in the reformed-
evangelical community since that time, but the publication 
of his book drew new attention to him, and set the st age for 
a more positive assessment of his views by some affi  liated 
with the Federal Vision. His own criticisms of “regenerational 
evangelism” in favor of a “covenantal approach to evangelism” 
clearly resonated with many in that sub-culture. In , the 
Auburn Avenue Presbyterian Church (PCA) of Monroe, 
Louisiana held a Past or’s Conference in which key asp ect s of 
the Federal Vision were articulated. Douglas Wilson, Steve 
Wilkins, Steve Schlissel, and John Barach all sp oke. As word 
of their messages fi ltered out into the American reformed 
community, there was an immediate react ion of surprise 
and susp icion. Indeed, in July of that same year, one smaller 
reformed denomination, the Reformed Presbyterian Church 
in the United States produced resolutions condemning the 
teaching propounded by these four men at the Monroe confer-
ence. Soon thereaft er it became common to refer to the new 
views of covenant, elect ion and sacraments as “the Auburn 
Avenue Th eology.”

Th e various churches of all four of these past ors resp onded 
with st renuous denials of the label “heresy” regarding their 
past ors’ views, and in September of , the session of the 
Auburn Avenue Presbyterian Church issued a st atement 
attempting to clarify its views on covenant, baptism and 
salvation, and to demonst rate that these views are consist ent 
with subscription to the West minst er Standards. Late in , 
Douglas Wilson elaborated on his own views, in his self-pub-
lished “Reformed” is Not Enough: Recovering the Object ivity of 
the Covenant. Th is book, far from clarifying the issues and set-
tling the growing concerns of the larger reformed community, 
succeeded in merely heightening the controversy.
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Meanwhile, in -, the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church was conduct ing a trial of an elder whose teachings 
resembled those of Norman Shepherd and intersect ed at 
points with the teachings of some Federal Vision advocates. 
When his previous convict ion was overturned on appeal at 
the OPC General Assembly, there was widesp read concern 
about the infl uence of Shepherd’s views in the OPC, and a 
fear that the OPC was weak in its embrace of the traditional 
reformed doct rine of “just ifi cation by grace alone through 
faith alone in Christ  alone.”

In , the Auburn Avenue Presbyterian Church, again 
host ed a Past or’s Conference with Douglas Wilson, Steve 
Wilkins, Steve Schlissel, and John Barach sp eaking. Th is time, 
however, a group of reformed st alwarts were called in to serve 
as resp ondents, among them Joseph Pipa, Morton Smith, Carl 
Robbins, and R.C. Sproul Jr. Th ese men had longst anding 
friendships with a number of the Federal Vision proponents, 
and so it was hoped that forthright presentation and debate 
would clear misunderst andings and remove susp icions of “her-
esy.” Once again, rather than quelling fears, this conference 
resulted in even more widesp read awareness and concerns 
relating to the Federal Vision. Christ ian Renewal magazine ran 
interviews with the Auburn Avenue Conference’s proponents 
and opponents of the Federal Vision. 

Th at same year, , saw a vigorous online discussion 
(via PCANews.com) of the New Persp ect ives on Paul, in 
which men affi  liated with the Federal Vision criticized RTS 
professor Douglas F. Kelly’s negative assessment of the New 
Persp ect ives on Paul and plead for a more positive evaluation 
of the work of N.T. Wright by the reformed community. Th e 
debate publicly revealed the diversity of opinion and intensity 
of feeling within the PCA on matters relating to the Federal 
Vision and the New Persp ect ives.

In August  of , Dr. E. Calvin Beisner, a personal 
friend of many of the key players in the  Auburn Av-
enue Conference, brought them together, along with other 
prominent proponents and opponents of the Federal Vision, 
in Florida, in hopes that further face-to-face discussions in a 
non-threatening environment would disp el concerns, clarify 
misunderst andings and lead to unity in the truth. Once again, 
the best  hopes were disappointed, and opponents of the Fed-
eral Vision were more concerned than ever about its content 
and consequences. Th e content of the book that is the subject  
of this review was fi rst  presented at this meeting.

In , the Reformed Church in the United States adopted 
a st atement condemning the teachings of Norman Shepherd 
on just ifi cation, and three books relating to the Federal 
Vision controversy were produced. () Th e Federal Vision, 
edited by Steve Wilkins, and published under the ausp ices of 
the Auburn Avenue Presbyterian Church, provides chapters 
by Douglas Wilson, Steve Wilkins, Steve Schlissel, and John 

Barach, but also has articles from James Jordan, Peter Leithart, 
Rich Lusk, and Mark Horne. () Th e Auburn Avenue Th eology, 
Pros and Cons: Debating the Federal Vision, resulting from the 
aforementioned symposium sp onsored by Knox Th eological 
Seminary, and moderated by Cal Beisner. And () Backbone 
of the Bible: Covenant in Contemporary Persp ect ive, edited by 
Andrew Sandlin, appeared, with a foreword by John Frame. 
Th is book featured chapters by Norman Shepherd, Randy 
Booth, Roger Wagner, and others, and contains the incred-
ibly unhelpful assertion regarding the relation of the Bible to 
Christ ian doct rine: “Th e Bible is unchanged and unchanging 
( Pet. :-); but doct rine, which is fl awed human refl ec-
tion on the Bible, is dynamic and developing.” No Arian could 
ever hope for a better formulation of that issue!

All the while that discussion and debate has been proceed-
ing on the Federal Vision via books, blogs and conferences, 
there have been denominational invest igations moving ahead 
as well in both the PCA and OPC. Nevertheless, the January 
 rendition of the Auburn Avenue Past ors Conference 
featured Church of England Bishop N.T. Wright, the most  
eff ect ive and prominent proponent of the so-called New Per-
sp ect ives on Paul, with a rejoinder from Professor Richard 
Gaffi  n of West minst er Seminary.

Th is hist orical background to the content of this book, 
perhaps suggest s why the volume is important. First , this 
book provides the reader fi rst hand accounts of the views of 
key proponents and critics of the Federal Vision in their own 
words. Second, it is the record of a signifi cant attempt to meet 
face-to-face in hopes of promoting the peace of the church by 
attempting to clear up misunderst andings, alleviate misp laced 
concerns and create consensus on disp uted matters. Both of 
these points are signifi cant because of the regular assertion 
of Federal Vision proponents that their critics are misread-
ing them, falsely accusing them, uncharitably dealing with 
them and failing to meet with them and hear them out. Th is 
is clearly not the case with regard to the interact ions in this 
book—which are the result of critics of the Federal Vision 
going out of their way to underst and precisely what the pro-
ponents are saying, to deal fairly and Christ ianly with them, 
and yet also to express sincere concerns about the theological 
assertions and formulations of the Federal Vision.

Th ird, the Federal Vision proponents who are contributors 
to this volume are minist ers in various reformed denomina-
tions. Th is is signifi cant for at least  two reasons. Th e fi rst  is 
that this indicates that the Federal Vision is having at least  
some infl uence amongst  the minist ry of various reformed 
and evangelical churches in North America. Yet it has been 
propounded without the affi  rmation of any major reformed 
denomination. Th at is, though its advocates assert it to be both 
consist ent with and an improvement upon hist oric reformed 
confessional formulations, no reformed denomination of 
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st anding has recognized it as such, and yet minist ers within 
those communions are openly and publicly promoting it, 
among clergy and laity alike. Th is seems to be a very individu-
alist ic way to promote a view that claims to have a higher view 
of the church than that of the prevailing evangelical culture. 
Secondly, this is signifi cant because one of the interest ing 
features of the promotion of the Federal Vision, esp ecially in 
the world of the internet, has been the fact or of those who lack 
theological and ecclesiast ical credentials advocating the doc-
trinal reformation of the churches. It is nice to have minist ers, 
at least  in this volume, taking up that task, because some of 
the occupants of the blogosp here advocating for the Federal 
Vision () are possessed of no formal theological education, 
and () have not been recognized as having the qualifi cations 
for the teaching offi  ce, even by a local church—that is, not 
only are they not ordained as minist ers, they have not even 
been recognized as elders in a local church.

Th e book is divided into four parts, and twenty-three 
chapters. Cal Beisner’s introduct ion helpfully invites the 
reader into the debate with a healthy dose of context. It is an 
introduct ion not to be skipped. Th e fi rst  sect ion of the book 
is an overview of some of the concerns of the proponents of 
the Federal Vision, as well as of concerns about the Federal 
Vision by its critics. It will give the reader a good feel for the 
issues in play in this debate.

Douglas Wilson sp eaks for the Federal Vision side. Wilson 
assures the reader of the Federal Vision’s commitment to di-
vine sovereignty and elect ion and argues that this discussion 
should be treated as intramural—that is, he wants to st ress 
that both Federal Vision proponents and opponents are 
legitimate members of the reformed, orthodox, Christ ian, 
community, and thus that all discussion about the Federal 
Vision proposals should acknowledge that and refl ect  it in 
tone. His several emphases include: highlighting () the Fed-
eral Vision’s desire to articulate and pract ice a more consist ent 
view of the place of children in the covenant community and 
in relation to the promises of God; () the Federal Vision’s 
concern to use language more biblically than has been the 
case, in their opinion, in traditional reformed dogmatics, 
as well as its desire to subject  traditional, confessional sys-
tematic theology to a rigorous scriptural re-think; () the 
Federal Vision’s concern to coordinate the doct rine of union 
with Christ , with the doct rine of the Church, so as to correct  
what it sees as an errant dist inct ion between (or at least  an 
unhelpful deployment of the idea of) the visible and invisible 
church in traditional reformed ecclesiology; asserting () that 
the Federal Vision is squarely in the center of the Reformed 
tradition, but desirous to recover something that the original 
reformers had discovered but which the reformed church of 
late seems to have misp laced; and that () the Federal Vision 
wants to use what it thinks is more scriptural language and 

categories relating to faith and obedience. Th e Federal Vision 
does not think that the New Test ament entertains the kind of 
opposition between faith and obedience that is oft en articu-
lated in evangelical explanations of the relation between law 
and gosp el, between faith and work.

Dr. Joseph Pipa of Greenville Seminary provides the 
rejoinder to Wilson and, aft er expressing appreciation for 
some of the Federal Vision’s diagnosis of modern evangeli-
calism, proceeds to indicate a st ring of problems: () a faulty 
hermeneutic and exegesis, including a naive and sometimes 
irrational version of biblicism; () a faulty view of syst ematic 
theology; () confusion in theological defi nition; () an im-
balanced, past orally problematic covenant theology; () an 
incipient sacramentalism; and () deviant views of covenant 
and just ifi cation.

Sect ion two of the book commences with Steve Schlissel’s 
meandering essay “A New Way of Seeing” in which he at-
tempts to position the Federal Vision proponents as those who 
see the big cultural and theological pict ure, while their detrac-
tors are small-minded nitpickers arguing about tassel-length 
on vest ments while Lenin rides a boxcar into Russia. He sees 
the culprit behind this narrow-mindedness as the Babylonian 
captivity of the church to Hellenist ic philosophy, and posits a 
propositional-personal dichotomy that is reminiscent of the 
one many readers will have heard from their Barthian profes-
sors in halls of divinity thirty years ago. Chris Hutchinson’s 
reply is humble in tone and devast ating in content.

Peter Leithart’s essay in chapter fi ve is the most  impressive 
piece in the whole volume from the pro-Federal Vision side. 
Leithart’s intellect  and theological training come through in 
his outline for a trinitarian recast ing of reformed theology. 
Th ose familiar with the work of T.F. Torrance will already 
be acquainted with a number of Leithart’s themes. Leithart’s 
signature tags regarding “reifi cation” and “abst ract ion” appear 
here, and nicely complement Schlissel’s diatribe.

Rick Phillips’ essay “Covenant and Salvation or What is a 
‘Christ ian?’” begins the third and longest  sect ion of the book, 
and is the fi rst  of two st urdy pieces he contributes. We may 
note in passing that though all of the contributions of the 
critics of Federal Vision theology are solid and competent, 
Phillips’, Hutchinson’s and Robbins’ chapters st and out. Rich 
Lusk’s chapter ten resp onse to Morton Smith’s essay will 
quickly introduce the reader to themes Lusk oft en develops in 
his writings (if you have not read him on the internet before), 
as will John Barach’s chapter eleven contribution on “Covenant 
and Elect ion” to his st andard fare. Th e sources Lusk cites, by 
the way, on the hist ory of the covenant of works do not refl ect  
a grasp  of the st ate of the art on that hist orical theological is-
sue. Carl Robbins’ piece on regeneration in chapter thirteen 
is a treasure trove.

Continued on Page .


