An Evangelical Introduction to the Federal Vision

Steve Jeffery
Matke every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace (Ephesians 4:3)

1. Introduction

In recent months, the phrase ‘Federal Vision’ has been heard with increasing frequency in British
evangelical circles. It is generally accompanied by a quizzical expression — quite understandably, for its
meaning is far from obvious. What is the ‘Federal Vision’

‘The Federal Vision’ was originally the title of a Pastors’ conference held in 2002 at Auburn Avenue
Presbyterian Church in Monroe, Louisiana. The speakers (John Barach, Steve Schlissel, Douglas Wilson and
Steve Wilkins — all pastors in North American Reformed churches) addressed various aspects of Reformed
covenant theology. The English word ‘covenant’ translates the Latin foedus, from which the English ‘federal’
is derived, hence the conference title. This conference was part of an ongoing series of interactions, but
because of fairly high profile of the event, the name ‘Federal Vision’ (hereafter ‘FV’) caught on.!

The FV was thus not conceived as a well-defined theological system. It has no central ‘organisation’; there is
no one ‘in charge’; there is no ‘list’ of ‘members’. Rather, the FV is an ongoing conversation about a set of
issues connected with Reformed covenant theology. Trying to define the FV is rather like trying to define
‘evangelicalism’ or ‘Puritanism’ — they emerged as an identifiable group, sharing similar concerns but defying
simple theological delineation.

Recently the situation has become more complicated still, for some of those involved in this conversation
have been accused of serious theological unorthodoxy. Unfortunately, the critics have not always
understood the issues very well, and have denounced some associated with the FV for holding heterodox
views they in fact deny, or denying orthodox doctrines they wholeheartedly affirm. Much of the discussion
has taken place on the internet, where criticisms have been flying around in highly abbreviated form and
(sadly) often in extremely inflammatory terms.

In an effort to bring clarity to this confused situation, a number of participants in the FV conversation
issued ‘A Joint Federal Vision Statement’ (hereafter, ‘the Statement’) in 2007.2 Though they differ on some
points, the authors identified a set of key conclusions on which they agree. Consequently, whereas the FV
could previously only be defined in sociological terms, a theological definition is now possible.

Following an introductory preamble, the Statement contains 18 sections of affirmations and denials, all of
which ‘can be fairly represented as part of the Federal Vision.” The final section, entitled ‘Some Areas of
Intramural Disagreement’, identifies ‘important areas of disagreement or ongoing discussion among those
who are identified as “Federal Vision” advocates, which cannot accurately be described as part of the FV.

This article is not a comprehensive evaluation of the FV. It does not discuss the numerous subtle
differences among participants in the FV conversation, and it certainly does not purport to offer a
comprehensive biblical case for or against any of the doctrines discussed. Rather, it seeks simply to
introduce the FV by expounding the Statement, highlighting connections between the theological issues it
raises and locating them in their historic Reformed context. All of the 18 affirmations and denials are
quoted in full and discussed, and all the areas of intramural disagreement are examined. It is certainly not
the last word, but perhaps it may be a useful start.

It must be emphasised that the Statement does not represent the things that are most important to its
authors. Some of its affirmations are of course central (the doctrine of the Trinity, for example), but most
concern lesser matters, and many significant issues are omitted simply because on these all sides in the
debate agree. The Statement certainly does not seek to define theological boundaries, emphasising for

!'The original speakers at the 2002 conference later collaborated with several others to expand and publish their work in a
book entitled The Federal 1Vision, ed. Steve Wilkins and Duane Garner (Monroe: Athanasius Press, 2004).

2 John Barach, Randy Booth, Tim Gallant, Mark Horne, James Jordan, Peter Leithart, Rich Lusk, Jeffrey Meyers, Ralph
Smith, Steve Wilkins and Douglas Wilson, ‘A Joint Federal Vision Statement.” Online www.federal-vision.com/pdf,

fvstatement.pdf.
3 ‘Statement,” p. 7.
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example that eschatological views should not be ‘a test of fellowship between orthodox believers.’* The
Statement is a response to a particular situation, not an attempt to identify the heart of the Christian faith.

This is vital to remember in Britain, where in recent years evangelicals from different backgrounds have
increasingly been working together in joint evangelistic initiatives, ministry training courses and so on. We
have learned to overlook disagreements about minor issues in order to work together for the sake of the
gospel. The Statement encourages this, declaring that ‘because we are justified through faith in Jesus alone,
we believe that we have an obligation to be in fellowship with everyone that God has received into
fellowship with himself.”> If our ongoing struggles to refine our understanding of Scripture uncover some
previously unidentified differences between us, we must strive to avoid being driven apart. The gospel is too
important for that.

My prayer is that this article may help in some small way to prevent division among evangelicals in Britain.
It would be tragic if we witnessed a repeat of the bitter quarrels caused by misunderstandings of the FV in
America. We can scarcely afford to spend time squabbling when we are surrounded by millions of people
who are lost without Christ.

2. Our Triune God

The first declaration in the Statement concerns the doctrine of the Trinity.

We affirm that the triune God is the archetype of all covenantal relations. All faithful theology
and life is conducted in union with and imitation of the way God eternally is, and so we seek to
understand all that the Bible teaches—on covenant, on law, on gospel, on predestination, on
sacraments, on the Church—in the light of an explicit Trinitarian understanding.

This reflects the familiar biblical teaching that all created things reflect the character of the Creator. As
Herman Bavinck puts it, ‘Because the universe is God’s creation, it is also his revelation and self-
manifestation.”

The claim that Trinitarian theology should shape all our ‘theology and life’ underlies the subsequent denial,
which warns against the danger of lapsing into either practical polytheism (implicitly denying God’s
oneness) or functional unitarianism (implicitly denying his threeness).

We deny that a mere formal adherence to the doctrine of the Trinity is sufficient to keep the
very common polytheistic and unitarian temptations of unbelieving thought at bay.?

Broughton Knox has insisted similarly that we cannot be merely theoretical Trinitarians. The doctrine of the
Trinity ‘is the glory of the Christian religion. Through it we understand not only God’s nature and his
relationship to us, but our own nature and our relationships to one another.” For ‘God is ultimate reality,
and is the ground of all other reality.’10

This conscious, explicit Trinitarianism is reflected in numerous writings by FV proponents. For example,
Peter Leithart has written on the implications of Trinitarian theology for anthropology, soteriology,
ecclesiology and eschatology, and Douglas Wilson draws on the mutual bestowal of glory between the
Father and the Son to elucidate the glory of submission between husband and wife.!!

4 ‘Statement,’ p. 2.

> ‘Statement,” p. 4.

¢ ‘Statement,’ p. 2, italics original.

7 Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics Volume I1: God and Creation (Grand Rapid: Baker Academic, 2004), p. 109 (cf. pp.
95-110). See further John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2 Vols; ed. John T. McNeill; tr. F. L. Battles (Louisville:

Westminster John Knox Press, 2000), Li—v (1:35—69); John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Phillipsburg:
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987), p. 230.

8 ‘Statement,” p. 2, italics original.

O D. B. Knox, The Everlasting God, in D. Bronghton Knox;, Selected Works, V'olume 1: The Doctrine of God (Sydney: Matthias Media,
2000), p. 74.

10 Knox, Everlasting God, p. 75. See further John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed,
2002), p. 735; Bavinck, God and Creation, pp. 329-334.

1 Peter J. Leithart, “Trinitatian Anthropology: Toward a Trinitarian Re-casting of Reformed Theology,” pp. 58—71 in The
Auburn Avenne Theology, Pros and Cons: Debating the Federal Vision, ed. E. Calvin Beisner (Fort Lauderdale: Knox Theological
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3. Scripture
Sola Scriptura

The Statement declares that the Bible, and only the Bible, is God’s authoritative word to man.

We affirm that the Bible in its entirety, from Genesis to Revelation, is the infallible Word of
God, and is our only ultimate rule for faith and practice. Scripture alone is the infallible and
ultimate standard for Christians.!2

This robust affirmation of the plenary inspiration, infallibility, sole authority and sufficiency of Scripture is
familiar evangelical territory. It firmly rejects the Roman Catholic doctrine that Scripture must be
supplemented by sacred tradition and the Magisterium of the church. The Bible needs no supplement and
brooks no rivals — no private revelations, worldly presuppositions or ecclesiastical pronouncements may
stand against it.

Principles of biblical interpretation

According to the Statement, Scripture interprets Scripture. The New Testament is our guide to the
interpretation of the Old, and the whole Bible finds its fulfilment and coherence in Jesus Christ.

We affirm further that Scripture is to be our guide in learning how to interpret Scripture, and
this means we must imitate the apostolic handling of the Old Testament, paying close attention
to language, syntax, context, narrative flow, literary styles, and typology—all of it integrated in
Jesus Christ Himself. 13

This calls to mind the oft-quoted maxim that ‘Bible words have Bible meanings’. When we read of
‘redemption’ in the book of Romans, we should turn first to the Old Testament, not an encyclopaedia of
first-century culture or a 17t-century confession of faith, in order to understand Paul’s meaning. This does
not necessarily mean that extra-biblical data has no place in biblical interpretation; it does mean, however,
that the Bible should be privileged as a guide to its own interpretation.

The Statement’s insistence that ‘we must imitate the apostolic handling of the Old Testament’ elucidates this
affirmation further. Our reading of Scripture should be informed by the numerous New Testament citations
of Old Testament texts. If an apostle interprets an Old Testament text in a certain way, we should ask what
principles led him to this reading, and seek to imitate those principles ourselves.

The Statement’s insistence that Scripture provides the key to its own interpretation also implies that the
imposition of extra-biblical interpretative frameworks will inevitably distort the Bible’s teaching,.

We deny that the Bible can be rightly understood by any hermeneutical grid not derived from
the Scriptures themselves.!*

Thus the Statement opposes both modernism’s antisupernaturalism and historical scepticism, and
postmodernism’s deliberate attempts to re-interpret Scripture through extra-biblical philosophical lenses.

The ‘law-gospel hermeneutic’

These affirmations concerning biblical interpretation are also directed against another hermeneutical system.
This becomes clearer in a later section entitled Law and Gospel”:

We deny that law and gospel should be considered as a hermeneutics, or treated as such. We
believe that any passage, whether indicative or imperative, can be heard by the faithful as good
news, and that any passage, whether containing gospel promises or not, will be heard by the
rebellious as intolerable demand. The fundamental division is not in the text, but rather in the
human heart.15

Seminary, 2003); Peter |. Leithart, Deep Comedy: Trinity, Tragedy and Hope in Western Literature (Moscow: Canon Press, 2000);
Douglas Wilson, For a Glory and a Covering: A practical theology of marriage (Moscow: Canon Press, 20006), pp. 3-9, cf. pp. 66—068.
12 ‘Statement,” p. 2, italics original.

13 ‘Statement,” pp. 2-3, italics original.

4 Statement,” p. 3, italics original.

15 Statement,” p. 6, italics original.
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This opposes the so-called ‘law-gospel hermeneutic’. This hermeneutical approach seeks to divide the Bible
into two distinct types of passage — ‘law’ and ‘gospel’ — claiming that the purpose of the law’ passages is to
drive us to despair, forcing us to take refuge in the promise of forgiveness found in the ‘gospel’ passages.!©
Though the law-gospel hermeneutic originated in confessional Lutheranism, it has more recently found its
way into Reformed circles. In his lecture at the 2002 FV conference, Steve Schlissel lamented that ‘we
actually have people who divide the Bible into discreet verses, every one of which is regarded as a
proposition or demand for law or Gospel.”!”

The Statement claims that the law-gospel hermeneutic is an illegitimate extra-biblical framework imposed
on Scripture. Our Bibles do not come with colour-coding, telling us that one passage must be interpreted as
‘gospel’ and another as ‘law’. Besides being mistaken in principle, the law-gospel hermeneutic is impossible
in practice.

This does not mean abandoning the so-called ‘second use of the law” — to reveal our sin and drive us to
Christ. Neither does it ignore the obvious fact that some passages of Scripture contain clear ethical
instruction, whereas others express more clearly the promise of the gospel. It does not reject the concepts
of ‘law’ and gospel’ as such, nor does it blur the distinction between them. It merely rejects #his particular
application of the law/gospel distinction, which attempts to divide up the Bible, deciding in advance how
each verse should be read. For any part of the Bible can be read either as ‘good news’ or ‘intolerable
demand’; depending on who the reader is. Unrepentant sinners will be no less repulsed by the offer of the
gospel than the commands of the law, while believers love both the gospel and the law: ‘I long for your
salvation, O LORD, and your law is my delight” (Psalm 119:174).

We affirm that those in rebellion against God are condemned both by His law, which they
disobey, and His gospel, which they also disobey. When they have been brought to the point of
repentance by the Holy Spirit, we affirm that the gracious nature of @/ God’s words becomes
evident to them. At the same time, we affirm that it is appropriate to speak of law and gospel as
having a redemptive and historical thrust, with the time of the law being the old covenant era
and the time of the gospel being the time when we enter our maturity as God’s people. We
turther affirm that those who are first coming to faith in Christ frequently experience the law as
an adversary and the gospel as deliverance from that adversary, meaning that traditional
evangelistic applications of law and gospel are certainly scriptural and appropriate.!8

Even Guy Prentiss Waters, a strong critic of the FV, agrees that this concern about the law-gospel
hermeneutic is well-founded. Responding to Schlissel’s concerns, he describes it as ‘an extreme adaption of
the law/gospel distinction,” agreeing that ‘the law/gospel distinction can be and has been put to
mischievous uses.” Waters expresses frustration that Schlissel ‘does not cite examples among contemporary
Reformed writers,” but in fairness Schlissel was giving a lecture, not writing a book.!” In any case, the law-
gospel hermeneutic seems to be a popular-level misunderstanding not generally found in print —
unsurprisingly, since it is difficult to imagine many Reformed scholars and ministers seriously commending
1t.

Scripture, creeds and confessions

The Statement’s high view of Scripture raises the question of how the authors view secondary doctrinal
standards such as creeds and confessions. Many FV advocates are Ministers in American Presbyterian
denominations such as the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA) that require subscription to the
Westminster Standards, and many of the authors are ‘confessionally bound to the Three Forms of Unity or
to the Westminster Confession of Faith.’20 While it is perfectly normal in Presbyterian denominations for

16 The Lutheran theologian Philipp Melanchthon advocated such an approach in Article IV of his Apology of the Augsburg
Confession, claiming that ‘all Scripture should be divided into these two chief doctrines, the law and the promises. In some
places, it presents the law. In others it presents the promise of Christ’ (quoted in Horace Hummel, ‘Are Law and Gospel a
Valid Hermeneutical Principle?” Concordia Theological Quarterly 46 [1982], pp. 181207 [p. 184]. Online www.ctsfw.edu/
library/files/pb/1571).

17 Quoted in Guy Prentiss Waters, The Federal 1 ision and Covenant Theology: A Comparative Analysis (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian
and Reformed, 2006), p. 51, italics original.

18 ‘Statement,” p. 0, italics original.
19 Waters, The Federal Vision, pp. 51, 274.
20 ‘Statement,” p. 1.
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church officers to take exceptions to some minor matters, these exceptions must be formally approved. The
Statement’s authors clearly take such formal protocol seriously:

In any place where statements here would constitute an exception to whatever confessional
standards we are under, they are exceptions that have been noted and approved by our
respective presbyteries or classes.?!

Furthermore, the Statement emphasises the need for scrupulous integrity in subscribing to confessions:

We affirm that all who subscribe to creeds and confessions should do so with a clean conscience
and honest interpretation, in accordance with the plain meaning of words and the original
intent of the authors, as can best be determined.??

Nonetheless, despite this high regard for confessional commitments, Scripture remains the supreme
authority.

We deny that creedal or systematic understandings of scriptural truth can ever be given a place
of parity with Scripture, or primacy over Scripture. In line with this, we continue to honor and
hold to the creeds of the ancient Church and the confessions of the reformational Church.?3

This attitude will be familiar to British evangelicals, for the supreme authority of Scripture is upheld in many
of our doctrinal standards. For example, the Basis of Faith of the Fellowship of Independent Evangelical
Churches declares, “The Bible alone speaks with final authority and is always sufficient for all matters of
belief and practice.”?* Anglican evangelicals frequently appeal to Canon A5 of the Canons of the Church of
England, which states, “The doctrine of the Church of England is grounded in the Holy Scriptures, and in
such teachings of the ancient Fathers and Councils of the Church as are agreeable to the said Scriptures.’?>

The primacy of biblical language and phrasing

The Statement pursues further the implications of the divine origin of Scripture, arguing that Scripture is
perfect not only in its doctrinal content, but also in its rhetorical form. This follows from the doctrine of
plenary inspiration: since God deliberately and purposefully spoke every single word of the Bible, no better
words could have been chosen.

We affirm that God’s Spirit has chosen the best ways to express the revelation of God and
reality, and that the divine rhetoric found in Holy Scripture is designed to strike the richest of
all chords in the hearers of the Word of God. For this reason, we believe that it is pastorally
best to use biblical language and phrasing in the preaching and teaching of the Bible in the
Church.26

Perhaps the claim that ‘it is pastorally best to use biblical language and phrasing in the preaching and
teaching of the Bible in the Church’ is a touch overstated. Might it not be more accurate to say that it is
generally, but not always, ‘best to use biblical language and phrasing’ in the church? In some situations it might
be advantageous to use language not found in Scripture, such as when explaining the doctrines of the
Trinity or the incarnation.

The Statement seems to anticipate this suggestion, pointing out that in some circumstances it can be helpful
to employ specialized theological terminology not found in the Bible itself:

We deny that it necessarily unprofitable to ‘translate’ biblical language into more ‘philosophical’
or ‘scholastic’ languages in order to deal with certain problems and issues that arise in the
history of the Church.?’

2l ‘Statement,” p. 1.

22 ‘Statement,” p. 3, italics original.

23 ‘Statement,” p. 3, italics original.

24 “The Basis of Faith of The Fellowship of Independent Evangelical Churches.” Online www.fiec.org.uk/AboutUs
Beliefs/tabid/509/Default.aspx.

% “The Canons of the Church of England.” Online www.cofe.anglican.org/about/churchlawlegis/canons.

26 ‘Statement,” p. 3, italics original.

27 ‘Statement,’ p. 3, italics original.
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Nonetheless, proponents of the FV are concerned to respect the language of the Bible. Indeed, the
Statement claims, a disproportionate reliance on ‘philosophical” or ‘scholastic’ language at the expense of the
Bible can be pastorally unhelpful.

At the same time, we do deny that such translations are superior to or equal to the rhetoric
employed by the Spirit in the text, and we believe that the employment of such hyper-
specialized terminology in the regular teaching and preaching of the Church has the
unfortunate effect of confusing the saints and of estranging them from contact with the biblical
use of the same language.8

The Statement does not oppose the use of biblical words to mean something different from what they mean
in the Bible. Systematic theologians often give very precise definitions to terms that in Scripture have a
wider range of meanings, and the statement raises no objection to this. However, it does deny that such
‘theological” definitions of biblical terms should arbitrarily be privileged over the meanings those words
have in the Bible itself. Thus the Statement continues:

For this reason we reject the tendency to privilege the confessional and/or scholastic use of
words and phrases over the way the same words and phrases are used in the Bible itself.?

Again:

We deny that confessional commitments in any way require us to avoid using the categories and
terms of Scripture, even when the confessional use of such words is necessarily more narrow
and circumscribed.30

This all seems fairly obvious and uncontroversial. One can hardly object to using biblical words in biblical
ways simply because different ‘theological’ meanings have subsequently been attached to them.
Unfortunately, however, some confusion has arisen over this issue in relation to one particular biblical
word: ‘elect’. To this we turn in the next section.

4. Election, covenant and church
Unconditional election
The Statement affirms without reservation the doctrines of divine sovereignty and unconditional election.

We affirm that the triune God is exhaustively sovereign over all things, working out all things
according to the counsel of His will. Because this necessarily includes our redemption in Christ,
God alone receives all the glory for our salvation. Before all worlds, God the Father chose a
great host of those who would be saved, and the number of those so chosen cannot be
increased or diminished. In due time, Jesus of Nazareth died on the cross, and in that sacrifice
He secured the salvation of all those chosen for salvation by the Father. And at some time in
the earthly life of each person so chosen, the Holy Spirit brings that person to life, and enables
him to persevere in holiness to the end.?!

Accordingly, FV proponents frequently use the term ‘elect’ to refer to those predestined by God for eternal
salvation.?? This is how the term is most commonly used in historic Reformed theology, and Calvinist
evangelicals will need little persuasion that this reflects the teaching of Scripture.

Another meaning of ‘elect’ in the Bible and Reformed theology

Alongside this, the Bible also uses ‘elect’ and related terms in another sense, to describe those within the
visible people of God, including some who are not predestined for eternal salvation. For example, God
‘chose’ (literally, ‘elected’; LXX ek/ego) all those whom he ‘brought ... out of Egypt’ (Deuteronomy 4:37),

28 ‘Statement,” p. 3.

? ‘Statement,’ p. 3.

30 ‘Statement,” p. 3, italics original.

31 ‘Statement,’ p. 3, italics original.

32 See for example ‘Statement,” pp. 3—4, 7; Douglas Wilson, Mozher Kirk: Essays and Forays in Practical Ecclesiology (Moscow:
Canon Press, 2001), p. 249; Reformed’ Is Not Enough: Recovering the Objectivity of the Covenant (Moscow: Canon Press, 2002), pp.
25, 27-29, 38, 72.
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but among this number were Korah, Dathan and Abiram, who rebelled against God and perished in the
wilderness (Numbers 16). Similarly, Peter wrote his first letter to the ‘elect [ekleksos] exiles of the dispersion’
(1 Peter 1:1), but later warned that some of them would ‘secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying
the Master who bought them, bringing upon themselves swift destruction’ (2 Peter 2:1). Thus the term
‘elect’ in Scripture can refer not only to those predestined for final salvation, but also to members of the
visible church, not all of whom persevere to the end.?

Mainstream Reformed theology also uses the term ‘elect’ in this latter sense. John Owen, for example,
writes that ‘God chooseth some men unto some gffice in the church, or unto some work in the world’, and this
choosing, Owen states, ‘we call ... elction.” Yet not everyone who is ‘elect’ in this sense will finally be saved.
As Owen explains, Christ ‘chose’ all twelve of his disciples, but Judas was ‘certainly appointed unto
destruction’ (cf. John 6:70-71).3* Thus Owen uses the word ‘election’ in connection with a mixed group of
people, part of the visible church, some of whom fell away.

The Statement likewise recognises that the term ‘elect’ can legitimately be used in this latter sense. Having
affirmed God’s unchangeable decree of election, it continues:

We deny that the unchangeable nature of these decrees prevents us from using the same
language in covenantal ways as we describe our salvation from within that covenant.

It is important, of course, to avoid confusing these two senses of the term ‘elect’. One helpful way to do
this is to speak of the ‘decretally elect’ and the ‘covenantally elect’. The decretally elect are all those whom
God has decreed will inherit eternal salvation. The covenantally elect are all those who at one time or another
are part of God’s covenant people, whether under the Old Covenant or the New. When the Statement refers
to ‘covenantal’ language, it means using terms like ‘elect’ in this latter sense. As we shall see, it is vital to
remember this distinction between decretal and covenantal language to avoid misunderstanding the FV.

We should note in passing that this terminology reflects the view that the visible church is in some sense the
New Covenant people of God. This is by no means unique to the FV. Calvin took this position, and it is
common among paedobaptist Reformed theologians.3* For example, listen to John Frame:

The church is not, however, just any people. If is the peaple in covenant with God, through Jesus
Christ. In one sense, the church is the elect, those joined to Christ in eternity past and through
eternity future. In another sense, it is the people who sincerely or insincerely have identified
themselves with God’s people by profession and baptism. Don’t forget the discussion of the
last chapter, that the visible church contains both elect and nonelect. The nonelect are covenant
breakers, not covenant keepers; but they, too, are in the covenant. They are branches in the vine of Christ
that one day will be broken off.37

The visible and invisible church

The distinction between the covenantally elect and the decretally elect corresponds to the distinction
between the ‘visible’ and ‘invisible’ church. Imagine yourself on Judgment Day, surveying the whole human
race. In the words of the Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF), the znvisible church comprises ‘the whole

3 For additional biblical references see Berkhof, Systematic Theology (1941; London: Banner of Truth, 1959), p. 114.

3 John Owen, Discourse of Spiritnal Gifts, in Works, Vol. 4; ed. William H. Goold (1674; Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1967),
p. 430, italics original.

% ‘Statement,’” p. 4, italics original.

36 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Last Four Books of Moses, Vol. 4 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984), p. 342. Reformed Baptists
tend to take a different view, arguing that only the decretally elect (i.e. the invisible church, see below) are members of the
New Covenant. Professing believers who fall away, according to Reformed Baptists, were never in covenant with God at all.
I struggle to see how the Reformed Baptist position can adequately explain Hebrews 10:29, which states explicitly that
professing believers who fall away have ‘profaned the blood of the covenant, or passages like John 15:1—6 which use
covenantal language and imagery (‘branches’ in the ‘vine’) to describe professing believers who eventually turn away from
Christ. There is, of course, a great deal more to be said on this issue, but do to so here would take us beyond the scope of
this article.

37 John M. Frame, Salvation Belongs to the Lord: An Introduction to Systematic Theology (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed,
2000), p. 230, italics added. Similatly, Berkhof explains that ‘unregenerate and unconverted persons may be in the covenant,’
and therefore ‘it is possible for those who are in the covenant to break it” (Systematic Theology, pp. 288—289; see further pp.
284-289).
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number of the elect’ (WCF XXV.1), all of whom will be saved on that Day. The visible church is a larger
group, comprising all who have ever ‘identified themselves with God’s people through profession and
baptism.”8 It includes everyone in the invisible church, and also some others as well — people who at some
point professed faith and/or were baptized but subsequently turned away from Christ.

The term ‘elect’ can refer to either the invisible church or the visible church. When we use it to speak of
those predestined for final salvation, it corresponds to the invisible church. When we use it to refer to a
larger group, some of whom fall away, it corresponds to the visible church.

The distinction between the visible and invisible church should not be misunderstood to imply that there
are ‘two churches’. There is one church, and the labels ‘visible’ and ‘invisible’ are intended to make
distinctions within it. They ‘give us language to express the presence of both believers and unbelievers in the
church.”® The visible church is ‘the church’; the invisible church comprises those within the church who
will be saved on the Last Day.

The Statement recognises the value of this distinction between the invisible and visible church.

We affirm that there is only one true Church, and that this Church can legitimately be
considered under various descriptions, including the aspects of visible and invisible. We further
affirm that the visible Church is the true Church of Christ, and not an ‘approximate’ Church.40

Although the visible/invisible distinction wotks very well from the standpoint of the Last Day, it can create
confusion if applied to the present situation. For example, consider someone who is decretally elect but not
yet converted, or perhaps not even born. On the Last Day it will make perfect sense to say that they atre in
both the visible and invisible church, but at present this is rather strange, because they are not yet a member
of the church at alll

The visible/invisible distinction can also sometimes lead to a disparagement of the visible church. ‘After all,’
someone might say, ‘only those in the invisible church will finally be saved. Membership in the visible
church doesn’t guarantee anything about our eternal destiny, so surely the visible church is not so
important.” This overlooks the fact that the invisible church is a subser of the visible church, so under normal
circumstances membership of the invisible church should be reflected in commitment to a particular
(visible) congregation, ‘not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some’ (Hebrews 10:25).41

The Statement suggests an addition distinction to help avoid these misunderstandings. Having affirmed the
validity and usefulness of the visible/invisible distinction, it continues:

We deny that such a distinction excludes other helpful distinctions, such as the historical church
and eschatological church. The historical Church generally corresponds to the visible Church—
all those who profess the true religion, together with their children—and the eschatological
Church should be understood as the full number of God’s chosen as they will be seen on the
day of resurrection.*?

The historical/eschatological distinction takes into account the progtress of history, and thus avoids the
misunderstanding that there are two different churches existing az the same time. 1t clarifies that there is one
church, which prior to the Last Day is called the ‘historical church,” and on the Last Day will be called the
‘eschatological church’. The ‘membership list’ of the historical church is growing as people turn to Christ,
while tragically some names are also being removed as people who formerly professed faith turn away and
leave the church. On the Last Day, what had previously been called the historical church will have become
the eschatological church.#3

38 Frame, Salvation Belongs to the Lord, p. 236.

% Frame, Salvation Belongs to the Lord, p. 230.

40 ‘Statement,” p. 4, italics original.

# Of course, some members of the invisible church are unable to express such commitment to a visible church — believers
imprisoned for their faith, for example. But the point stands, for these people would love to be free to join a (visible) local
church; their plight is all the more dreadful because they are prevented from doing so.

# ‘Statement,’ p. 4, italics original.

# For a more detailed discussion see Wilson, Reformed’ Is Not Enongh, pp. 69-78.
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This helps to prevent disparagement of the church we now see, for the historical church has a glorious
future — it is in the process of becoming the eschatological people of God. It also enables us to describe
unambiguously those who are decretally elect but not yet born or converted: they will one day become
members of the historical church (and subsequently of the eschatological church), but they are not yet
because ‘history’ has not yet reached them.

Apostasy and regeneration

These distinctions raise an important question: what does a person have by virtue of his membership in the
visible church if he or she is not a member of the invisible church? To put the question another way, what
do those who are covenantally elect but not decretally elect lose when they apostatize, that is, turn away
from Christ, never to return?

Though such people were never chosen by God for eternal salvation, the Bible is clear that before they fell
away they nonetheless possessed something. They had ‘escaped the defilements of the world through the
knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ’ and ‘known the way of righteousness’ (2 Peter 2:20-21);
they were ‘branches’ in Christ, ‘the true vine’ (John 15:1-6; cf. Romans 11:17-24; Hebrews 06:4-0).
Similarly, having warned that ‘no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly ... a Jew is one inwardly,” Paul
immediately reminds his readers that even outward membership of the covenant brought great privilege:
‘Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? Much in every way (Romans
2:28-3:2).

According to WCF X.4, covenant members who are not decretally elect enjoy ‘common operations of the
Spirit” before they apostatize. This phrase is intended to describe a temporary experience of the Christian
life, such as fellowship in a Christian community, sharing in some of the blessings of God’s work in and
through his people, and so on, and is echoed explicitly in the Statement:

Those covenant members who are not elect in the decretal sense enjoy the common operations
of the Spirit in varying degrees, but not in the same way that those who are elect do.*

The crucial point is that those who are covenantally elect but later fall away do #o# experience the same work
of the Spirit as those who are decretally elect. We may not be able to tell the difference between them, but
God certainly can. Nonetheless, both the WCF and the Statement affirm that the Spirit is at work 7z some
way in covenant members who fall away. Thus speaking of the covenantal use of terms like ‘elect’, the
Statement says:

We further deny this covenantal usage is ‘pretend’ language, even where the language and
terminology sometimes overlaps with the language of the decrees. The secret things belong to
the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children, that we may keep
the words of this law. We affirm the reality of the decrees, but deny that the decrees ‘trump’ the
covenant. We do not set them against each other, but expect them to harmonize perfectly as
God works out all things in accordance with His will.4>

When someone who formerly professed faith apostatizes, he loses these covenantal blessings.

We affirm that apostasy is a terrifying reality for many baptized Christians. All who are baptized
into the triune Name are united with Christ in His covenantal life, and so those who fall from
that position of grace are indeed falling from grace. The branches that are cut away from Christ
are genuinely cut away from someone, cut out of a living covenant body. The connection that
an apostate has to Christ is not merely external 40

But this still leaves the crucial question unanswered: what exactly do apostates lose when they turn away
from Christ? This question is important because Reformed theology has historically identified personal
regeneration as one of the changes that occurs at conversion, insisting that this is only experienced by the
decretally elect. Covenant members who apostatize were never in fact regenerated at all. Regeneration,

# ‘Statement,” pp. 3—4.
# ‘Statement,’ p. 4.
4 ‘Statement,” p. 7, italics original.
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according to the Reformed tradition, is unlosable.#” Does the FV agree that personal regeneration is granted
only to the decretally elect?

There are a range of views among FV advocates on this question. Douglas Wilson represents one end of the
spectrum, believing that ‘the grace experienced by the apostate and the persevering grace experienced by the
elect differ” Moreover, he insists, ‘they differ in the hearts of those concerned ... the difference is not just
found in the inscrutable decrees of God.” The difference between apostates and the decretally elect concerns
‘whether or not the moral nature of the man in question has been changed in what we have come to call
regeneration.’ Thus Wilson stands firmly in line with the historic Reformed position that regeneration is
unlosable, and that apostates were never in fact regenerate in the first place.

Some of the Statement’s authors take a different view. The ‘areas of disagreement’ listed in the final section
include ‘whether or not personal regeneration represents a change of nature in the person so regenerated.’
Some of the authors affirm this, ‘while others question whether we actually have such an “essence” that can

be changed.’#
James Jordan has tentatively suggested the latter position. In a 2003 paper, he advances the following thesis:

Everyone who is baptized has been given the same thing. No one has been given a
permanently changed ‘regenerated’ heart. Everyone alike has been drawn into personal
fellowship with God and has been placed in union with Christ.>0

This view would imply that the experience of apostates prior to their apostasy differs from that of the
decretally elect in duration and in the mind of God, but not (contra Wilson) in their hearts.

Jordan knows that at this point he is questioning the Reformed tradition, and he does so with immense
caution. His paper is subtitled ‘Some Tentative Explorations,” and is intended as ‘an invitation to converse,
not an attempt to settle every detail.”> He freely admits, ‘I have not been able to resolve all the difficulties
with my thesis,” and emphasises, I am not saying that I regard this thesis as certain ... I'm confident that
more needs to be said.” He simply wants the matter to ‘be opened up for discussion.”>> He had apparently
not made up his mind when the Statement was published, for although some of the authors guestion the
Reformed doctrine, none of them deny it.

Some have suggested that Peter Leithart’s view is somewhat similar to Jordan’s. Leithart writes:

When asked, Do the baptized receive all the benefits of Christ, save persevering faith? I object
to the form of the question. The baptized are implanted into Christ’s body, and in Him share in
all that He has to give.>3

It is possible that Leithart shares Jordan’s view that ‘no one has been given a permanently changed
“regenerated” heart.”>* However, to my knowledge Leit