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MINISTRIES
Equipping the Scripture-Driven Church

Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. For what fellowship has righteousness
with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness? And what accord has Christ
with Belial? Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever? And what agreement has the
temple of God with idols?

— 2 Corinthians 6:14-16

The Auburn Affirmation of 1924

In early 1924, liberals in the Presbyterian Church in the U. S. A. published a manifesto of their
false principles that came to be known as the Auburn Affirmation. This document contains the
full text of the Affirmation as it appeared in Christianity and Neo-Liberalism by Dr. Paul M.
Elliott (The Trinity Foundation, 2004).

The subsequent acceptance of this landmark document in the PCUSA, and the fact that none of
its signers was ever disciplined by the church or evicted, revealed the extent to which the cancer
of liberalism had corrupted the denomination over the preceding three generations. The
publication of the Auburn Affirmation was one of the key events leading to a secession of
conservatives from mainline Presbyterianism in 1936.

Christians today can learn a great deal from these events of church history, as we face ungodly
"affirmations” in our day. The most notorious of these is the rise of support, even within
organized pseudo-Christianity, for so-called "gender affirmation" involving the psychological
deception, drugging and genital mutilation of young children and teenagers. Likewise, liberals
encourage religious "affirmation" — the monumental complex of lies which claims that no sin
requires repentance or cleansing by the blood of Christ, all roads lead to eternal bliss as long as
we all just coexist, and only those whom liberals deem politically incorrect are in danger of
damnation.

It is not far-fetched to assert that such evil present-day "affirmations" have their roots in the
kinds of twisted thinking we find in the Auburn Affirmation one hundred years ago.

A detailed discussion of the history, content, and effects of the Auburn Affirmation appears in
our Bible Knowledgebase at

http://www.teachingtheword.org/apps/articles/?view=post&columnid=9600&articleid=2756
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Appendix A

The Auburn Affirmation

The Auburn Affirmation was first published in January
1924. The document was initially signed by 150 ministers of the
Presbyterian Church in the U. S. A. (PCUSA). By the end of
May 1924 there were 1,294 signers, including both ministers
and ruling elders, and only one man had asked that his name be
removed. The text reproduced below is from the May 5, 1924
printing issued by The Jacobs Press, Auburn, New York.

An Affirmation
designed to safeguard the unity and liberty of the
Presbyterian Church in the United States of America
submitted for the consideration of its
ministers and people.

We, the undersigned, ministers of the Presbyterian
Church in the United States of America, feel bound, in view
of certain actions of the General Assembly of 1923 and of
persistent attempts to divide the church and abridge its free-
dom, to express our convictions in matters pertaining there-
to. At the outset we affirm and declare our acceptance of the
Westminster Confession of Faith, as we did at our ordina-
tions, “as containing the system of doctrine taught in the
Holy Scriptures.” We sincerely hold and earnestly preach the
doctrines of evangelical Christianity, in agreement with the
historic testimony of the Presbyterian Church in the United
States of America, of which we are loyal ministers. For the
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CHRISTIANITY & NEO-LIBERALISM

maintenance of the faith of our church, the preservation of its
unity, and the protection of the liberties of its ministers and
people, we offer this Affirmation.

The church's guarantee of liberty (1) concerning
the interpretation of the Confession of Faith, and
(2) concerning the interpretation of the Scriptures

I. By its law and its history, the Presbyterian Church in
the United States of America safeguards the liberty of
thought and teaching of its ministers. At their ordinations
they “receive and adopt the confession of Faith of this
Church, as containing the system of doctrine taught in the
Holy Scriptures.” This the church has always esteemed a suf-
ficient doctrinal subscription for its ministers. Manifestly it
does not require their assent to the very words of the Confes-
sion, or to all of its teachings, or to interpretations of the
Confessions by individuals or church courts. The Confession
of Faith itself disclaims infallibility. Its authors would not
allow this to church councils, their own included: “All sy-
nods or councils since the apostles’ times, whether general or
particular, may err, and many have erred; therefore they are
not to be made the rule of faith or practice, but to be used as
a help in both” (Conf. XXXI, iii). The confession also
expressly asserts the liberty of Christian believers, and con-
demns the submission of the mind or conscience to any
human authority: “God alone is lord of the conscience, and
hath left it free from the doctrines and commandments of
men which are in any thing contrary to his Word, or beside
it, in matters of faith or worship. So that to believe such
doctrines, or to obey such commandments out of conscience,
is to betray true liberty of conscience; and the requiring of an
implicit faith, and an absolute and blind obedience, is to
destroy liberty of conscience, and reason also” (Conf. XX, ii).
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The formal relation of American Presbyterianism to the
Westminster Confession of Faith begins in the Adopting Act
of 1729. This anticipated and provided for dissent by indi-
viduals from portions of the Confession. At the formation of
the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America, in
1788, the Westminster Confession was adopted as the creed
of the church; and at the same time the church publicly
declared the significance of its organization in a document
which contains these words: “There are truths and forms,
with respect to which men of good characters and principles
may differ. And in all these they think it the duty, both of
private Christians and Societies, to exercise mutual forbear-
ance towards each other” (Declaration of Principles, v).

Of the two parts into which our church was separated
from 1837 to 1870, one held that only one interpretation of
certain parts of the Confession of Faith was legitimate, while
the other maintained its right to dissent from this interpre-
tation. In the Reunion of 1870 they came together on equal
terms, “each recognizing the other as a sound and orthodox
body.” The meaning of this, as understood then and ever
since, is that office-bearers in the church who maintain their
liberty in the interpretation of the confessions are exercising
their rights guaranteed by the terms of the Reunion.

A more recent reunion also is significant, that of the
Cumberland Presbyterian Church and the Presbyterian
Church in the United States of America, in 1906. This re-
union was opposed by certain members of the Presbyterian
Church in the United States of America, on the ground that
the two churches were not at one in doctrine; yet it was con-
summated. Thus did our church once more exemplify its
historic policy of accepting theological differences within its
bounds and subordinating them to recognized loyalty to
Jesus Christ and united work for the kingdom of God.
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With respect to the interpretation of the Scriptures the
position of our church has been that common to Protestants.
“The Supreme Judge,” says the Confession of Faith, “by
whom all controversies of religion are to be determined, and
all decrees of councils, opinions of ancient writers, doctrines
of men, and private spirits, are to be examined, and in whose
sentence we are to rest, can be no other but the Holy Spirit
speaking in the Scripture” (Conf. I, x). Accordingly our
church has held that the supreme guide in the interpretation
of the Scriptures is not, as it is with Roman Catholics, eccle-
siastical authority, but the Spirit of God, speaking to the
Christian believer. Thus our church lays it upon its ministers
and others to read and teach the Scriptures as the Spirit of
God through His manifold ministries instructs them, and to
receive all truth which from time to time He causes to break
forth from the Scriptures.

There is no assertion in the Scriptures that their writers
were kept “from error.”” The Confession of Faith does not
make this assertion; and it is significant that this assertion is
not to be found in the Apostles” Creed or the Nicene Creed
or in any of the great Reformation confessions. The doctrine
of inerrancy, intended to enhance the authority of the Scrip-
tures, in fact impairs their supreme authority for faith and
life, and weakens the testimony of the church to the power
of God unto salvation through Jesus Christ. We hold that the
General Assembly of 1923, in asserting that “the Holy Spirit
did so inspire, guide and move the writers of Holy Scripture
as to keep them from error,” spoke without warrant of the
Scriptures or of the Confession of Faith. We hold rather to
the words of the Confession of Faith, that the Scriptures “are
given by inspiration of God, to be the rule of faith and life”
(Cont. 1, ii).
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Authority under the constitution for the
declaration of doctrine

II. While it is constitutional for any General Assembly “to
bear testimony against error in doctrine” (Form of Govt. XII,
v), yet such testimony is without binding authority, since the
constitution of our church provides that its doctrine shall be
declared only by concurrent action of the General Assembly
and the presbyteries. Thus the church guards the statement
of its doctrine against hasty or ill-considered action by either
General Assemblies or presbyteries. From this provision of
our constitution, it is evident that neither in one General
Assembly nor in many, without concurrent action of the pres-
byteries, is there authority to declare what the Presbyterian
Church in the United States of America believes and teaches;
and that the assumption that any General Assembly has au-
thoritatively declared what the church believes and teaches
is groundless. A declaration by a General Assembly that any
doctrine is “an essential doctrine” attempts to amend the
constitution of the church in an unconstitutional manner.

Action of the General Assembly regarding the
preaching in the First Presbyterian Church of
New York City

III. The General Assembly of 1923, in asserting that
“doctrines contrary to the standards of the Presbyterian
Church” have been preached in the pulpit of the First Pres-
byterian Church of New York City, virtually pronounced a
judgment against this church. The General Assembly did
this with knowledge that the matter on which it so expressed
itself was already under formal consideration in the Presby-
tery of New York, as is shown by the language of its action.
The General Assembly acted in the case without giving
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hearing to the parties concerned. Thus the General Assembly
did not conform to the procedure in such cases contem-
plated by our Book of Discipline, and, what is more serious,
it in effect condemned a Christian minister without using the
method of conference, patience and love enjoined on us by
Jesus Christ. We object to the action of the General Assembly
in this case, as being out of keeping with the law and the
spirit of our church.

The doctrinal deliverance of the
General Assembly

IV. The General Assembly of 1923 expressed the opinion
concerning five doctrinal statements that each one “is an
essential doctrine of the Word of God and our standards.”
On the constitutional grounds which we have before de-
scribed, we are opposed to any attempt to elevate these five
doctrinal statements, or any of them, to the position of test
for ordination or for good standing in our church.

Furthermore, this opinion of the General Assembly
attempts to commit our church to certain theories concern-
ing the inspiration of the Bible, and the Incarnation, the
Atonement, the Resurrection, and the Continuing Life and
Supernatural Power of our Lord Jesus Christ. We all hold
most earnestly to these great facts and doctrines; we all be-
lieve from our hearts that the writers of the Bible were in-
spired of God; that Jesus Christ was God manifest in the
flesh; that God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto
Himself, and through Him we have our redemption; that
having died for our sins He rose from the dead and is our
ever-living Saviour; that in His earthly ministry He wrought
many mighty works, and by His vicarious death and un-
failing presence He is able to save to the uttermost. Some of
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us regard the particular theories contained in the deliverance
of the General Assembly of 1923 as satisfactory explanations
of these facts and doctrines. But we are united in believing
that these are not the only theories allowed by the Scriptures
and our standards as explanations of these facts and doc-
trines of our religion, and that all who hold to these facts and
doctrines, whatever theories they may employ to explain
them, are worthy of all confidence and fellowship.

Extent of the liberty claimed

V. We do not desire liberty to go beyond the teachings of
evangelical Christianity. But we maintain that it is our consti-
tutional right and our Christian duty within these limits to
exercise liberty of thought and teaching, that we may more
effectively preach the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Saviour of
the World.

The spirit and purpose of this affirmation

VI. Finally, we deplore the evidences of division in our
beloved church, in the face of a world so desperately in need
of a united testimony to the gospel of Christ. We earnestly
desire fellowship with all who like us are disciples of Jesus
Christ. We hope that those to whom this Affirmation comes
will believe that it is not the declaration of a theological par-
ty, but rather a sincere appeal, based on the Scriptures and
our standards, for the preservation of the unity and freedom
of our church, for which most earnestly we plead and pray.

ElE I I I S CRE IR R G IR I R I

Presenters’ notes:

In issuing for the second time the Affirmation, first pub-
lished in January 1924, the Conference Committee is fulfil-
ling its promise to publish all signatures received up to April
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15th. That the record may be complete, the Note Supple-
mentary, issued in March, is also included. The committee
urges on the attention of the ministers and people of the
Presbyterian Church in the United States of America these
considerations:

1. The number of signatures, 1,274, is far greater than the
Committee had anticipated.! Furthermore, the Committee
has certain knowledge, through many letters and conversa-
tions, that beside the signers there are in our church hun-
dreds of ministers who agree with and approve of the Affir-
mation, though they have refrained from signing it.

2. No one can read this long list of signatures, containing
honored names of men whose Christian character is known
to all and whose ministries have been blessed with abundant
fruits, without recognizing that these ministers cannot justly
be charged with unfaithfulness to their ordination engage-
ments, with revolt against rightful authority in the church, or
with forsaking Christian belief. The support of such a com-
pany makes it evident that the principles restated in the
Affirmation are in accord with the standards of our church.

3. The signers of the Affirmation are not a theological
party. Among them are men who call themselves and are
called conservatives, and men who call themselves and are
called liberals. Differing as to certain theological interpreta-
tions, they are one in loyalty to our church, in devotion to the
kingdom of God, and in faith in our Lord and Saviour Jesus
Christ.

4. These signatures constitute an appeal to the church,
both at large and as represented in its commissioners to the
General Assembly, for a general adoption of this same spirit

1. The final total at the end of May 1924 was 1,294.
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of mutual confidence and unity, for a recognition of the fact
that our church is broad enough to include men honestly
different in their interpretation of our common standards
and yet loyal servants of Jesus Christ, and for a new conse-
cration of the whole church to work for the world in obedi-
ence to our Lord.

Murray Shipley Howland
Robert Brewster Beattie
Philip Smead Bird
James E. Clarke

John J. Lawrence
Alexander MacColl
Malcolm L. MacPhail
William P. Merrill
William L. Sawtelle
Robert Hastings Nichols
George B. Stewart

Conference Committee

May 1924
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