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Dedication
I want to dedicate this short booklet, and the entire sweat of my labor in regard to this debate, to RJ Rushdoony. To be precise, I want to dedicate this to a specific quotation by RJ Rushdoony:
“The purpose for Christ’s atoning work was to restore man to a position of covenant-keeping instead of covenant-breaking, to enable man to keep the law.”
(Rousas J. Rushdoony, “The Institutes of Biblical Law, vol. 1, Pg. 3)
If I had not seen this atrocious “boogeyman quote” (as some people call it) early on in my study of this topic, the insidious and dangerous nature of hyponomy might have been lost on me.
As I train people in evangelism and teach them that we use the Law to bring awareness of our need for and eventually acceptance of the Gospel, there are some who do the opposite…they use the Gospel to bring our awareness and acceptance of the Law. It is the backwards approach and diminishes the preeminence of Gospel, stirring me to contend for the truth in this matter.
Introduction
American Vision, in promotional material, called this debate “The Great Theonomy Debate.” I beg to differ. I beg to differ, because the great theonomy debate was over in Acts 15 before it began. I also beg to differ because there was nothing great about this debate. With fewer than two-hundred people in the audience (and with fewer than twelve thousand views on YouTube more than a month later), the son-in-law of Gary North, a resident blogger at American Vision debated a rural-church Montana pastor who is most known for the Modern Day Downgrade sermon and a podcast hosted by Worldview Weekend. This, in so many ways, failed to be a clash of theological giants. Far from the highly credentialed debate in 1988 of North and Demar versus Ice and Hunt, this debate may have been exciting and highly anticipated, but it was not great. Like the movement of theonomy itself, it gives evidence of the dying embers that seldom can be fanned to produce a spark.
There were no ivory towers of learning that promoted this exchange, but a battle of podcasts, blogs and social media. A small, but aggressively enthusiastic minority of theonomists, berated me incessantly after I made several remarks regarding Christian Reconstruction on the Pulpit & Pen Program, and soon I was approached by Joel McDurman asking me to engage in a dialogue on my good friend’s Chris Rosebrough’s program, Fighting for the Faith. Feeling that a dialogue would fall short of the type of ideological clash I believed would be helpful, I suggested that we have a formal, moderated debate. The rest, as they say, is history.
There was no shortage of the type of chest-thumping machismo that often leads up to such debates, especially on the McDurmon side. This was to be a bloodbath, a real pounding. On Apologia Radio the day before the debate, McDurmon quipped that he would start only that evening to study for the debate. Reality would paint a different picture from that expected from the overconfidence displayed by McDurmon.
Immediately following the debate, a number of church members at Apologia Church, (which hosted the conference) bore witness that they had changed their minds regarding theonomy. Debaters and apologists, who are respected by both sides, such as Dr. James White and Chris Rosebrough (and a host of others), indicated explicitly that I had won the debate with little challenge. Quoting Dr. White, “I'm going to score the debate on a 30 point system...the basis of my analysis of the debate - I'm not talking about the subject - but the debate proper that includes preparation, presentation, organization, prowess in cross examination, proper rebuttal, focus...simply on a debate level, I would score it 30-26 Hall." Or to quote Chris Rosebrough, “Jordan Hall put the nail in the coffin…he hands down, won this debate.”
To theonomists, on the other hand, that couldn’t be further from the case. To some extent, the debate recordings will have to suffice for people to glean their own judgments.
It is for that reason that I am hesitant to give an extensive post-mortem of the debate. Meredith Kline, in his famous and brilliant challenge to theonomy, referred to “the over-heated typewriter of Greg Bahnsen.” Theonomists seem to believe in a victory-by-volume apologetic, along with continuous accusations of (1) straw men fallacies (2) misrepresentations and (3) unfair argumentation toward their opponents. I did the debate, in part, to avoid the endless and time consuming back-and-forths with McDurmon and any other members of the theonomic blogging class. Sadly, this hasn’t prevented McDurmon from engaging in ceaseless and continual blog posts, giving point after point from the above three common accusations by theonomists toward their critics. Perhaps, this is because before we even left the stage, McDurmon noted to me that the debate did not go well for him, and expressed the same sentiment on the phone several days afterward. In that second admission, McDurmon asked me to engage in ongoing back-and-forths on our websites, giving points and counterpoints and “continuing the dialogue.” I politely declined, knowing that feverishly toiling over the keyboard would not only diminish the preeminence of the debate, but would muddy the waters as to what was accomplished there.
The original contract between McDurmon and me said, “The event will be recorded in both audio and video. Both participants, along with their ministries and/or businesses, will have equal rights to publish audio, video or print versions of the debate in full and unaltered.”
This contract was written by McDurmon, and as plain reading would suggest, the venue hosts would ensure that video and audio was recorded and both participants would have equal rights to it. This was confirmed to me numerous times before the debate, as I asked when I would receive the debate audio, and McDurmon, each time, indicated it would be before I left the debate venue. I also asked this question prior to the debate on the night thereof, and received the same answer. I again asked this question immediately after the debate, and McDurmon called over the videographer who said that I would get it the Tuesday afterward.
Only several days after, when inquiring when the debate audio would be released to me, did McDurmon tell me that there was “a hang-up.” I then awoke to see that McDurmon had used the debate audio to create a transcript for his first post-debate assault on the American Vision website. This, of course, is hardly equal rights to the audio.
It was then that I received an email from McDurmon, saying “I have to apologize for perpetuating a misunderstanding about the audio of the debate. While we spoke of having it ready and providing you a copy, in casual conversation, at the end of the debate that evening, I recalled that the original language of the agreement does not actually promise that. I am sorry, but the section only states two facts; one, that the debate would, in fact, be recorded. Second, it states that both sides have the right to publish in full and unaltered. This does not mean, that you have a right to our footage or audio [emphasis his].”
The argument, essentially, was that the contract specified the debate would be recorded and both sides could publish it, but that the recording by American Vision would not be made available to me. Rather, McDurmon argued, if I wanted it recorded I should have recorded it myself. He went on to suggest that if I wanted an unedited recording, I could help share the costs of its production. (Of course, none of this was stipulated in the contract). Essentially, this would be the same as arguing that “just because the contract says a microphone would be provided and you would have equal access to it, does not mean we have to give you our microphone…you should have brought your own.” McDurmon’s camp even suggested that had I really wanted the debate recorded, I could have had someone record it on his cell phone. Silly me. I thought it was in the contract and, I had McDurmon’s word, numerous times, promising equal possession of the recording.
Since releasing the audio and video (I still do not have unedited copies), McDurmon has fired up the blog almost daily with new accusations and demands – even suggesting that the Montana Southern Baptist Convention (of which my church is not a part) should remove me from the pulpit for (in his opinion) misusing a quotation from RJ Rushdoony. My favorite line from his series of attacks was comparing me with Jimmy Swaggart. Comparing me to President Obama during the debate, didn’t surprise me but was humorous in a hyperbolic sort of way. Planning to avoid all of this, of course, is why I chose to do the debate and not have the “back and forths.” McDurmon, knowing the debate did not fare well for him, has chosen to engage in a one-man third round on the American Vision website.
I will respond to some of those accusations, although not in exhaustive detail (to use Bahnsen’s term), primarily because it does not interest me, nor do I find McDurmon’s accusations compelling. I will give my own summary of the not-so-great theonomy debate. Anything to come from the American Vision camp, at this point, will be flatly ignored. Repeating an argument over and over again does not make the argument any more valid. There is a reason so few have been willing to debate this topic from the non-theonomic side. Actually, there are a number of reasons but the greatest is the manner in which theonomists behave both toward one another and those on the outside. I quoted Rushdoony in the debate as saying, “Sanctification is by law.” One need look no further than the behavior of McDurmon and others, in the time period following the debate, to determine that this simply is not true.
How I Prepared
As a part of my debate preparation, I had the pleasure of speaking with men, far smarter than I, who have tackled this subject in the past. I spoke with professors at Westminster Theological Seminary whose lectures were pivotal in my study, as well as their works in the seminary’s powerful rejoinder to Theonomy: A Reformed Critique. I sought counsel from my broadcast partner at Worldview Weekend, Dr. Tommy Ice, who was the last to formally debate theonomy in 1988, and who gave me considerable valuable advice and answered numerous questions about his book, Dominion Theology: Blessing or Curse. I spoke with Greg Lauren Durand, who I believe, unquestionably, has the best book on the topic, Judicial Warfare: Christian Reconstruction and Its Blueprints for Dominion. I would highly, highly recommend the latter.
I also read books opposed to theonomy that I did not feel were compelling, the material from which I did not collate my notes or use in the debate, such as “No! A Theological Response to Christian Reconstructionism” and Hal Lindsey’s “The Road to Holocaust.”
I read approximately 27 thousand pages in total, most from pro-theonomy books by theonomic leaders. These included the massive Institutes of Biblical Law by RJ Rushdoony, Debate Over Christian Reconstructionism by Demar, Christian Reconstructionism by Demar and North, Theonomy in Christian Ethics by Greg Bahnsen, Theonomy: An Informed Response by North, and numerous others. I read books that were not theonomic, but were often quoted by theonomic leaders, such as The Calvinistic Concept of Culture and Christian Apologetics by Van Til. I also read every book of my opponent, including Biblical Logic: In Theory and Practice and Restoring America One County at a Time.
Perhaps, my most valuable study came from countless conversations with small church pastors who have had dealings with theonomy and its consequences on their own local congregations, who have had to become experts in the field to ward off the negative ramifications of this aberrant theology. There were also countless conversations with former-theonomists, like my anonymous but extremely helpful friend in Louisiana (you know who you are) to whom I am eternally grateful for teaching me in a soft fashion what he learned the hard way.
Finally, I hovered in and around the blogosphere and social media circles of theonomists. After several days, this became an entertainment-driven endeavor. Watching unfiltered dialogue between theonomists might be the single greatest deterrent to that theology. Watching unhinged, permanent cage-stage theonomists like Bojidar Marinov calling both Dr. James White and me “drunks” is only slightly more fanatical than what can ordinarily be observed in those groups on a daily basis. Reading run-of-the-mill theonomists, in social media, opining about how Baptists could not have citizenship in the coming Neo-Mosaic theocracy led to me scouring the theonomic founders to test their authenticity or determine if they were on the rabid fringe, only to find again and again that their source of information was solid and that the students were simply becoming like their teachers.
From Westminster professors to anti-theonomic authors, from small church pastors and former theonomists to social media, then to the thousands of pages of original theonomic sources, I truly did my best to understand the movement and its distinctive doctrines. I was called an “imbecile” and “idiot” on theonomic threads following the debate. If I still do not understand theonomy after all my studies, it must surely be from what theonomists claim is my abnormally small IQ and limited cognitive capacity but not from a lack of trying.
Why Debate?
It has become very apparent to me that those who spoke out about theonomy, since its inception a few short years ago, do not feel a continuing dialogue to be helpful. I asked a leading Westminster Theological Seminary professor why neither he nor other professors have spoken out since their writing of Theonomy: A Reformed Critique and a series of lectures done a few years later – especially since leading theonomists gave their own heated response. The brilliant professor responded, “If your argument was not compelling to begin with, it’s not compelling when you keep repeating it.”
This is true. Theonomists, including Joel McDurmon, repeatedly argue that they “answered” all the critiques years ago. They stand in amazement, it seems, wondering why no one answers them back. They have given answers, no doubt. The answers are insufficient, and the consensus among both Covenant theologians and Dispensationalists is that they are wrong and their viewpoint is to be rejected.
There is another reason for the lack of dialogue, which has been repeated to me numerous times, and one that I believe. There is a certain conviction that to debate the subject is to acknowledge or lend credibility to the serious of the thenomist’s position when it should not be taken seriously. This was not true during the heyday of the theonomic position, as the Chalcedon Institute had million-dollar donors and Reconstructionism was powerful enough a movement to launch presidential campaigns. Men like Kline and Nicole responded, and responded strongly. Today, the movement is hardly growing. I insist strongly – against possible and even likely argument from some of my friends – that theonomy is not in a “resurgence.” The advance of social media might have flamed some embers, but social media makes any small movement appear far larger than it is, in reality. In reality, the movement is still incredibly small and poorly funded (which for dominionists promising financial prosperity in return for an obedience to God’s Law must be terribly disappointing). I also insist that theonomy is not experiencing a resurgence because of the back, revolving door. Few converts stay within the movement, and its exiles become its greatest critics. This results in diminishing returns that do not bode well for the movement.
Regarding the reluctance to debate this topic lest one gives credibility to the movement, I am partially convinced this to be true. Had I been more than a rural-church Montana pastor, I probably would not have chosen to engage. Considering I am best known in the “blogosphere,” and given that theonomy does not exist in any practical or tangible way outside of the blogosphere, I do not feel that I have done much damage in regard to lending it credibility.
So why debate? Following are my pre-debate thoughts which were released immediately after the debate:
1) Due to the great amount of misinformation regarding what theonomy is, people who believe in a traditional and biblical worldview can be misled to call themselves theonomists when, in fact, they are not. Sadly, I do not see theonomic leaders correcting these misinformed souls as to what theonomy actually teaches. When theonomy is defined by its theonomic leaders, it is often explained without the distinctive marks unique to it, which, if disclosed, would differentiate it from a Biblical worldview. This, I believe, is deceptive.
2) Theonomy is antinomian. There is more than one path to becoming antinomian. One way is to disobey or disregard a binding law that solicits obedience. Another way to be antinomian is to diminish the law and minimize what it requires. In the appeal to Deuteronomy 28 which requires total and flawless obedience to the laws preceding that chapter, in order to reap the blessings promised in that chapter, theonomists change the requirements of the law from do to try. In their view, the covenant of Moses has become strive. Try to keep “these laws” and you will receive “these promises,” they tell us. Not only have theonomists reduced the law that required perfection to mere effort, they have also strip-mined the commands of the Old Covenant for legal principles that minimize the law given.
3) Theonomy is hyponomian™. No, I am not really trademarking that term but I did make it up. I hope to show during the debate that the typical theonomic assertion that Matthew 5:17 supports their position, does violence to Matthew 5:20 and puts us under the law (hypo = under). This tendency to re-submit ourselves under the law and its curse is evidenced in much theonomic writing and teachings.
4. Theonomy is divorced from the historic confessions. Among Bahnsen's most radical claims is that the Westminster Confession agrees with the theonomic system; whereas Rushdoony and others were more honest in their admission that it certainly does not. How many self-pronounced theonomists are aware that their understanding of law does violence to their own confession?
5. Theonomy makes the Dispensational error. And yes, I realize I'm making both dispensationalists and theonomists angry with this claim. Dispensationalists (often) fail to see the church as spiritual Israel, of whom the nation of Israel stood as a typological prototype. This is the theonomic mistake. Yes, they may give credence to the church as spiritual Israel, but theonomists fail to put this belief into practice or let it inform their understanding of Israel's Civil Code.
How These Thoughts Will Be Organized
For the sake of clarity and organization, I will go through each segment of the debate and remark on what I feel should be further discussed. Instead of addressing the ceaseless rebuttals at American Vision one by one, I’ll discuss McDurmon’s complaints regarding the debate section by section.
I will present prepared remarks and excerpts from my manuscripts, rather than transcripts from the debate itself, except where necessary. This is because I began to write this booklet at 3PM on this fine day, and I am intent on having it done before I hit the pillow this evening. If I completed anything more substantial or time-consuming, I would feel that I’ve spent too much time on this endeavor. Again, I am well aware that what I am presenting in manuscript will differ slightly from what was said in the debate, as I changed my planned presentations to account for McDurmon’s presented arguments.
It should also be clarified that without having first listened to the debate and Q&A (which, inexplicably, has been produced in a separate video by American Vision), you will be sufficiently lost. This is not an exhaustive summary of theonomy’s vast Biblical problems. That was created by Greg Lauren Durand in Judicial Warfare, a response to theonomy so complete and rigorous I truly feel it is kryptonite to the entire theonomic movement (clearly, you can tell that I am a fan of Durand’s work and rather than writing my own book, I would be satisfied at just having an endorsement on the back of the next edition of his).
First Constructives
McDurmon begins his first constructive this way. . .
“Mosaic Civil Laws are obligatory for civil governments today. The argument is simple. If the laws are just and they have not been rescinded by Scripture, explicitly or by some necessary deduction, then they’re applicable. And not just applicable, but obligatory. Because what is the alternative? If you take away what is just, you have what is unjust.”
To rebut this opening point of McDurmon’s, let me tie it in with his closing anecdote, also in his first construction.
McDurmon gave the example of a Puritan-era sexual deviant and his execution, as an example of the good old days and something to which we should aspire, again repeating his failed supposition, “[The judicial laws] were just then, and there’s no reason they’re not just today.” The scenario is this: In September of 1642, Thomas Graunger was the first person to be hung in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. He was a servant who was convicted of sexually molesting farm animals. McDurmon seemed to desire his argument to hinge on this question (as he referred to it several times throughout the debate), “Was that penalty just? Was that penalty unjust?”
Interestingly, this is an account that is taken from William Bradford’s diary Of Plymouth Plantation. Of course, as I’ve pointed out numerous times both in the debate and in various interviews, theonomists desire strongly to link their doctrine to various historical figures. This, of course, is because theonomy is a relatively new doctrine, aside from a few marginalized historic figures that were intentionally blacklisted from influence for their unbiblical position. Theonomists favor using Puritans as a source for claiming fidelity to their position. While it is true that Graunger was executed for bestiality, this does not indicate the Puritans put him to death in order to fulfill a theonomic perspective. As with Calvin, who was adamantly and vehemently non-theonomic (and was hostile toward the unnamed few who would seem to suggest it) theonomists purport a theonomic bent because they enacted the death sentence for various crimes that carry a Mosaic penology. A correlated coincidence hardly derives as causation, however, in the same way that I believe in capital punishment for murder without necessitating that belief from Mosaic penology.
There were basically three Puritan sects, including 1) the Nomists who claimed an excessive adherence to the law 2) antinomians who rejected law-keeping altogether) and 3) orthodox Puritans who were balanced in their view and who held the clear majority in Puritan New England. The orthodox Puritan majority is evidenced by the laws created by the Massachusetts Bay Colony. As I pointed out later in the debate, it took 18 years for the colony to produce a system of laws (which hardly should have been necessary if theonomy was the status quo) and what was produced was nowhere close to theonomic. Furthermore, when the second colonial charter for the Massachusetts Bay Colony was approved in 1691, it grew citizenship well beyond church membership. It forced religious tolerations, creating penologies that clearly were not Mosaic. Proving theonomic convictions among Calvin, the Reformers, the Puritans, or any other sect is demonstrated by their holding to some penalties similar to those mandated in commonwealth Israel, but not to all of them. But for McDurmon, it is enough to use the Puritan death sentence handed down on Graunger as an example of Mosaic penology rightfully carried out.
McDurmon’s argument is three fold. First, it is that capital punishment for bestiality was just, because God required it in the commonwealth of Israel. Of this, no one can rationally argue. Secondly, McDurmon argues that if capital punishment for bestiality was just in the commonwealth of Israel, it is just today for the United States or any other culture. This really is the heart of the debate. McDurmon’s second point hinges on a presupposition. The presupposition is that “just” must mean “unchanging.” Of course, the thought of committing sodomy on the long list of animals McDurmon listed would result in even the most compassionate Christian wondering why such a man should remain breathing. Of course, this would also go for adulterous spouses, disobedient children, Sabbath-breakers, or any others on a long list of capital criminals in the commonwealth of Israel. The third part of McDurmon’s argument is that if capital offense was a just crime for buggery of farm animals, it must be the only just penalty. To McDurmon and theonomists in general, there simply cannot be two just punishments, but only one.
My rebuttal to this particular point came most strongly in my second constructive. I began…
“The error in what is most typically the theonomic apologetic is found primarily in one basic supposition; if something is just, they would argue, it is unchangeable. Therefore, if it was just then (to stone the adulterous woman, to stone the rebellious child or one who has cursed a parent and so on), then it MUST be the law of the civil magistrate today, it must be the ONLY just penalty, and anything different must by definition be unjust. This is what is inherently flawed in the theonomic reasoning – the idea that ‘Just = Unchangeable.’
To argue these logically failed presuppositions, the theonomist turns to Romans 13, teaching that the civil magistrate is a minister of God to punish the wicked and reward good. Therefore, as ministers of God, the theonomists presume, they must use Israel’s civil code as the criterion standard of punishing the wicked and rewarding the good. But nothing in the Text supports the assumption that the civil magistrate must govern by the judicial laws of a now-defunct body-politic designed for a typological foreshadow of the church. Consider Peter’s admonition regarding submission to the governing authorities in 1 Peter 2:13-14, “Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by Him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good. We are told to submit ourselves to human ordinance (ktissis anthropinas – meaning, “an institution, ordinance, or something created by man). Far from the mind of either Apostle Paul or Peter in their short treatises on civil government is the idea that Christians are to strive for the implementation of Israel’s civil ordinances as their own.
But how could the civil magistrate possibly punish the wicked and reward the good without establishing “Neo-Mosaic theocratic Penology”? After all, if the Mosaic penology was just, it must be lasting, they presume.
Consider Cain. Genesis 4:10, “And the LORD said, “What have you done? The voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from the ground. And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it shall no longer yield to you its strength. You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.”
Now, this is just one of many examples I can give you of Israel’s Judicial Law not being an abiding standard of justice or the plumbline or civic righteousness. Before the Almighty penned the Moral Law into tablets of stone, murder was a sin. The Moral Law was in force before it was given to Moses. It reflects His eternal nature and standards of righteousness. At no time can you find God violating His own eternal moral law. But here, God violates the Mosaic civil code and judicial law of Israel. In fact, this was in violation of the penology found in the Noahic Covenant in Genesis 9:6 as well. So exactly how eternal is that civil code, I would ask you? Doesn’t an eternal standard go eternity back as well as eternity forward? And yet, the penology of both the Noahic and Mosaic covenant does not, apparently, provide a complete standard of righteousness in regard to God’s own perfect nature in the same way as does the moral law. Or consider, if you will, the killing of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:5&10. Lying about such a matter was not a capital offense in Mosaic penology, and yet God struck them dead. Was that, I would ask my opponent unjust? The only way it could not be unjust is if the Moral Law, but not necessarily the judicial code penology, reflects God’s eternal and immutable righteousness. As Calvin would explain in Institutes of the Christian Religion, book 2 chapter 11, “The covenants between works and grace are the same in substance, but different in administration.” Administratively, God has a different way of handing down punishments that are in accordance to the freedom of his sovereign will and purpose.”
One of only two scriptures presented by McDurmon (I was very disappointed at McDurmon’s utter lack of Scripture use after this point) in his first constructive was 1 Timothy: 3-11.
[3] As I urged you when I was going to Macedonia, remain at Ephesus so that you may charge certain persons not to teach any different doctrine, [4] nor to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies, which promote speculations rather than the stewardship from God that is by faith. [5] The aim of our charge is love that issues from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. [6] Certain persons, by swerving from these, have wandered away into vain discussion, [7] desiring to be teachers of the law, without understanding either what they are saying or the things about which they make confident assertions. [8] Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it lawfully, [9] understanding this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers and mothers, for murderers, [10] the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, enslavers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine, [11] in accordance with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted. (1 Timothy 1:3-11 ESV)
McDurmon’s exegesis of this passage was that this is a “presuppositional standard,” and that “Paul had done well and read his Van Til and Bahnsen” and that “The only way to use the law is according to the law. If you want to know…what it means, go read the law” and therefore “it doesn’t just apply to the church, but those outside the church.”
Inexplicably, Joel draws from 1 Timothy this statement, “The judicial laws apply, and they apply to those outside the church.” One has to wonder where on Earth Paul tells Timothy that the judicial laws apply to him, because it’s nowhere in the Text itself, and McDurmon made no attempt to explain how his eisegesis fits within the context of that verse. It is simply an assumption on McDurmon’s part, and a spectacular one at that. The “applies to those outside the church,” of course, comes from verse 9, “The law is not laid down for the just, but for the lawless.” But just where the judicial law, in particular, comes in, well…only a theonomist could tell you.
I, and only I, gave examples of the law (rightfully or properly). McDurmon did not provide a single, solitary use of the Mosaic judicial law by Paul or any of the Apostles. One would think that if the crux of his argument and his only in-depth attempt to use Scripture in the entire debate hinged upon the proper use the Mosaic judicial law, he would have given an example of Paul or another Apostle using the judicial law in a way which would clarify its theonomic use. There is a reason McDurmon did not provide a single example of the law’s proper use, however. He could not and cannot. I asked him, in the second cross-examination, to provide a single example of the civil code in the New Testament being applied to the civil magistrate and not the church (which is spiritual Israel), and of course, he could not. Unable to provide examples from the New Testament of how to use the law “lawfully,” as I did in my first rebuttal, McDurmon’s argumentation falls flat when transferred from conjecture to reality.
Seemingly as an after-thought, McDurmon references Romans 13, which teaches that the civil magistrate is a minister of God to punish the wicked and praise the good. McDurmon asks the question regarding Romans 13, “If [the civil magistrate] is God’s servant and the avenger of God’s wrath, then whose standard of wrath and punishment must he impose? If He is to punish evil, who gets to define what evil is? If you don’t go to the judicial law, you don’t have a standard for that.”
As a classic deconstructionist, McDurmon asked good questions in his first constructive. But like a classic deconstructionist, if you noticed, McDurmon provided no answers other than a presupposition that has been rejected by historic Christian orthodoxy. Whose standard of wrath and punishment must the magistrate impose? God’s standards, clearly. Who gets to define what evil is? Clearly, God’s Moral Law, which exists for that very purpose and is still in force. “If you don’t go the judicial law,” McDurmon argued, “you don’t have a standard for that.” This, of course, is where the presupposition falls flat. Is it really true that without the judicial code there is no standard of right and wrong? Apparently not, considering that right and wrong existed from the very Garden of Eden, and God has been punishing people for their transgressions of the Moral Law long before the civil code existed. From the Garden sanctions to Cain and onward, determining evil from good has always been possible without the judicial code given to the commonwealth of Israel. The second cross examination of this debate will demonstrate quite well this fallacious thinking.
In my first constructive, I laid out several main points in order to frame the debate. I knew that the first round would not provide as much point-to-point contact and direct clashes as the second round, because the strategy I chose to employ amounted to “laying the foundation.” I purposefully chose to lay out the orthodox division between the three kinds of God’s Law and their uses because that is an absolutely essential task for understanding the foundation. I suggest you listen to the debate to assist you in understanding the foundation, if you have not already done so.
As a part of this task, I quoted Bahnsen as asserting that those of us seeing this clear division are “latent antinomians.” My statement in question was “Theonomists, though, as you are aware, tend to think of a two-fold division [of categories of the law]. As a matter of fact, according to Bahnsen, to think of a division between the civil code and the moral law, he says, is quote, ‘latent antinomianism’ (Theonomy in Christian Ethics [TICE], 310).”
McDurmon has since taken issue with that, for a reason which is still unclear to me. McDurmon writes on his website:
“Here Jordan was arguing, as he did later as well, that theonomists only see two categories of law (moral and ceremonial) and apparently strongly disallow a three-fold distinction (moral, ceremonial, and civil/judicial). The claim here is that Bahnsen called the attempt even to “think of” the latter view, in which the civil law is also divided out apart from the moral law, “latent antinomianism.”
The passage in question is actually found on page 304 of the latest printing of TICE, under a section heading called “Unwarranted Compartmentalization.” Bahnsen wrote, “Latent antinomianism expresses itself in different ways. Sometimes it comes in the form of multiplying distinctions and qualifications which are not enumerated in God’s word. Some people (e.g., Charles Hodge) try to draw a line between “moral” and “civil” laws with the intention of giving the impression that the latter class are mere matters of time-bound administration which are irrelevant today; in this way they can shave off those laws of God which have social and punitive application. Yet Scripture recognizes no such demarcation. God’s law does and should have public implications, for He alone can be the sole legislator with respect to issues of crime and punishment. When people get so accustomed to doing things in a secular way because they live amidst a secular society, they bring themselves to believe that there simply is no other way to do things; it is not surprising, then, they are recalcitrant to having God’s law transform the society and its traditionalism or “progress” (take your pick). The concealed presumption in eliminating commandments from God which directly apply to social matters (e.g., the execution of certain types of criminals) is that a law from God is only valid if I can find a good reason for it or if it does not shock my general “Christian” feelings. Such an approach does not live under the sovereign authority of God but is a reversion to rationalism and inclination.”
While it is clear that Bahnsen did speak of an expression of “latent antinomianism” in relation to a particular unwarranted compartmentalization of “civil” apart from “moral” law, it should be clear to any reader that this was not an absolute statement in any regard [emphasis mine].”
This will be a common theme in the American Vision rejoinders to the debate. McDurmon routinely takes a statement or quotation cited from a particular source, then he broadens what he calls “the context,” (abusing the meaning of the term), and then says, “Aha! That was out of context!” and then creates an entire blog post regarding it. The careful reader will observe that the greater context only reaffirmed my statement. While more explanation could be provided (indeed, I could have provided the entire book for context – and would have been very happy to - had I not been limited to 15 minutes), the context validates the claim. Indeed, Bahnsen believed such divisions were unhelpful and essentially antinomian.
And oddly, McDurmon, very noticeably, went back and forth from trying to assert that he and the theonomic leaders believe in these divisions, to diminishing those divisions like he did in the second cross-examination and saying, “…I don’t divide the law in this way…” All of this bears witness to my assertion that theonomists claim to see a division in God’s law, to appear orthodox, but what they have in fact done is proclaim a difference without a meaningful, tangible distinction. Personally, as someone who has read Theonomy in Christian Ethics by Bahnsen at least two times (and certain chapters three or more times), it is offensive that anyone would suggest he held to these distinctions in any real way, for in doing so, the main thesis of the book is clearly denied.
I laid out the case, from Scripture, that the church is spiritual Israel, a fact with which a Covenant theologian like Joel McDurmon should have no problem. The point is very simple; if the Mosaic civil code was given to commonwealth Israel (it was), and if the church is Israel (it is), then the civil code does not belong to the civil magistrate of any particular nation, but to the church that is “the holy nation” according to Peter (1 Peter 2:9). And if the Mosaic civil code belongs to the church, we need to see how the Apostles applied the laws to the church. And when we see that, we see that the general equity (or moral principles therein) is used to convict the lawless (back to 1 Timothy) and guide the church but never to explain the responsibilities of the civil magistrate. It is of interest that of the dozens of times I used the term “given to the commonwealth of Israel,” Joel never refuted it or asserted any Scriptural passage to indicate that the civil code was given to anyone but Israel – not a single time. That is, of course, because he cannot.
In this first constructive, I made it very clear that if we are to abide by the civil code lest we face judgment, we should be able to find a nation in the Old Testament that was judged for not following the civil code. Notice, again, even when given a direct opportunity to correct me on that assertion in the second cross-examination, McDurmon could not and did not attempt to refute my assertion that no nation has ever been judged for violating Israel’s civil code (except for Israel itself).
Furthermore, a charge again ignored by McDurmon is my listing of numerous New Testament passages that explicitly proclaim a change in administration between covenants, clarifying a certain degree of discontinuity. Ignored completely, this constitutes a dropped argument by McDurmon. My charge of latent dispensationalism for ignoring the unity of the church and Israel remained completely unaddressed, much to my displeasure.
First Cross-Examinations
Joel began his cross examination with a number of questions, apparently prepared beforehand from gleaning the possible direction of my first construction from my interview the day before on Dr. James White’s program, the Dividing Line. McDurmon knew that I was particularly concerned that as the stalwart defenders of the Westminster Confession of Faith at Westminster Theological Seminary were busy defending their Presbyterian heritage from such violent assaults upon the confession, with Rushdoony calling it “nonsense,” Bahnsen was busy trying every which way possibly to desperately cling to the Westminster (and his career). In a strange and off-putting position of bewildered compromise, McDurmon went back-and-forth in the debate arguing for a theonomic reading of the Westminster Confession of Faith, while at other times demonstrating quite clearly that the Confession, Calvin and other Presbyterian fathers were in error. After listening to the debate several times, I’m still not sure that McDurmon would argue that section 19 of the Confession is theonomic, particularly in consideration of the repeated overture that the Confession could be flawed and suspect. Interestingly, after the debate I saw some theonomists who had seen the debate argue that Calvin was a theonomist, apparently oblivious to McDurmon’s scathing critique of Calvin in the debate as a compromised figure in Reformation history. Theonomists simply can’t have it both ways. In his first rebuttal, McDurmon even postulates the possibility that the Reformers compromised on “God’s Law” to placate sinful demands of their church members, all the while insisting fidelity with the Reformers. It was bizarre to watch.
McDurmon began with the question, “Do you agree with Calvin’s view of baptism?” He followed it with “Do you agree with the Westminster Confession of Faith on baptism,” both of which received from me an obvious and predictable “no.” McDurmon followed this up by asking, “Is it possible the confession or Calvin has errors on other issues as well?” This received an obvious and predictable “yes.” McDurmon’s point, of course, which might better have been left to a rebuttal rather than a cross-examination (given the predictability of the answers), was that I didn’t agree entirely with the Westminster Confession on the issue of baptism and therefore it might be wrong on other issues.
Consider the oddity of that particular assertion! Here is a theonomist and Presbyterian, who supposedly believes (on some level) that theonomy is perfectly consistent with his confession, trying to get me to admit that the Confession is erroneous on certain points so as to make it seems as though the confession was not credible. What irony! A strange approach, to attack the credibility of your confession, the desire your opponent concede on its error, to defend your position which – in part – relies upon the presumption it jives with your confession. It really was a perplexing show of cognitive dissonance, and one of several that McDurmon would demonstrate through the debate – his ability to hold two contradictory views at the same time.
Of course, I conceded that there may indeed be errors in the Westminster, which you would expect to believe or else I would be a Presbyterian. But as I pointed out in my response, the Westminster Confession is not my confession. It is my opponents, who seems bent on proving it an unreliable source (when he’s not busy trying to prove it to be theonomic). It is apparent that McDurmon takes the same route as so many theonomists. They claim the Reformation fathers, Puritans, Westminster divines and so on, until their arguments are proven to lack substance or historic validity. They then attack the Reformation Fathers, Puritans and Westminster Divines as shameless compromisers whose flawed bodies of work we simply can’t trust.
McDurmon moved to say, “You said the view of three fold distinction of law was more historic. You quoted Calvin and the Confessions as a part of that.” He then asked my familiarity with a number of signers of the Confession. Perkins. Cartright. Turretin. Bolton. Palmer. Rutherford. Goodwin. Hall. Gouge. Keach. Others.
I responded in the negative on most of those, with the exception of Rutherford. I demonstrated in my first rebuttal that I was “familiar” with a number of those men (in fact, I had the work of all of them, particularly in regards to the meaning of “general equity”), but I wasn’t expecting a full list and answered in the negative to most of those names. One exception was Samuel Rutherford, the commissioner of the Westminster, whose works in regard to the Confession I’ve read at great length.
McDurmon seemed to have thought, as he prepared that list sometime between the Dividing Line and that night’s debate, that it would be a “gotcha” moment. Knowing that in my possession were quotations from Perkins, Baynes, Bolton, Gouge, Rutherford and others that I would share in the rebuttal helped me maintain my bearings in his line of questioning. I knew already what the audience would come to know in just a few minutes. McDurmon could rattle off a list of names, but what he could not do (nor even attempt to do) is provide any evidence or suggestion that they disagree with my interpretation of the plain-spoken words in article 19 of the Confession. I’m sure the audience members were on the edge of their seat in eager anticipation to hear Joel rattle of the opinions of all Perkins, Turretin, Bolton, Palmer, Rutherford, Goodwin, Hall, Gouge and others to prove the classical and historical interpretation of article 19 wrong. But again, I knew that it wouldn’t come. It couldn’t come. In fact, the only one to provide actual quotations from any of these men to reinforce our conflicting interpretation of the Confession was me. McDurmon’s characteristically theonomic attempt to gain victory by volume in a list of names has fallen entirely flat in his own inability to articulate how, exactly, those men view article 19 differently than I presented.
Later in his first rebuttal, McDurmon would claim that I hushed my tone and sped through the phrase, “…no further than the general equity may require.” You will see that this characterization could not be any further from the truth, which you’ve already ascertained if you have watched the debate. I did no such thing, and even took the time to volunteer the information that Bahnsen – unlike Rushdoony, who despised the Confession – tried to claim that theonomy didn’t contradict the confession by redefining the term, general equity. Certainly, no one was running from the aspect of the debate, and I was well-prepared for it in my notes.
I read from Perkins in the first rebuttal (not to get ahead of myself), Perkin’s distinguishing between laws of particular and general equity. As a part of that, Perkins says, “Common equity [or general equity] is the conformity to the law of nature found in some of the judicial laws.” Of course, theonomists would gnash their teeth at the notion of any such “law of nature.” And yet, this has been a traditional and historical way of speaking of the moral law written upon our hearts. I read from Paul Baynes, who said “…as the perpetual equity of God, agreeable to the law of nature and moral, is in them…” (emphasis mine). Samuel Bolton (a pastor from the era) said that the general equity is in force because it is “those judgments that are common and natural, are moral and perpetual.” I read from Rutherford, “the manner or degree of punishment is more positive: as to punish theft by restoring four oxen for the stealing of one ox, doth not so oblige all nations…” The point of my selection of quotations from the era and, in particular, the divines, was to demonstrate that (1) their view of general equity was basically the limitation of the moral aspect within said law as applied to current events and (2) as with Rutherford, clearly they did not believe that the Mosaic penology was a part of the general equity, which gives a final deathblow to any silly notion by theonomists that general equity would allow for a theonomic view of Mosaic Law.
McDurmon raged at this on his blog several days after the debate, which is a bit strange considering he was so intent on proving the Westminster to be an untrustworthy document. McDurmon writes…
“Like many of our modern critics, Jordan emphasized “not obliging under any [State] now,” and only when later called out on it, explained the obligation through “general equity” (quoting from the Oxford English Dictionary, a late-nineteenth century standard, in an attempt to prove what the Divines meant by the term “equity” (not even the whole phrase “general equity”) two hundred and forty years earlier in a different context) in a pietistic, spiritualized way. Those of us who know the background, however, know this will not do.”
Well, saying “our modern critics” is a bit redundant. There aren’t any other kind of theonomic critics, quite frankly, because theonomy is still a new philosophy. Notice again the untruth in this paragraph from McDurmon, as he says that I “explained the obligation through ‘general equity’ only when called out on it.” Notice that I was the one to bring up the disagreement about general equity, not McDurmon.
“In my closing for the first segment, I therefore related how these Divines really understood the judicials and general equity. It was not a phrase that reduced Old Testament laws to vague, general principles, denuded their penal sanctions, and limited them to church and personal-piety applications only, as Jordan seemed to argue. Instead, the Divines argued for a distinction within the category of judicial laws: those that had “general equity” (meaning that they are expressions of moral law in general, and therefore apply generally to all peoples of all times), and those have merely have “particular equity” (meaning, they were tied particularly to aspects of Israel’s position in the land, such as the land itself, the temple, priesthood, tribal separations, etc.), and these latter alone are those which expired with the State of Israel.”
Actually, McDurmon did no such thing. He didn’t provide a quotation from a single divine, let alone one that was contrary to my position. He did not “relate how these Divines really understood the judicials and general equity.” He asserted that they held his position, without giving any evidence thereof, other than having written down their names prior to the debate. This is actually a perfect example of the post-debate tactics that McDurmon has repeatedly given on an almost-daily basis. Essentially, he takes an articulation of the theonomic position, provides what he calls “context” (which rarely, if ever, deals with the actual subject at hand and has yet, at the time of this writing, negated a single assertion I’ve made) and claims that he’s added some kind of new, profound insight into the discussion that was previously missing or that his opponent has purposefully withheld. In reality, as with this case in particular, the additional information does nothing to negate my position, and neither does it advance his own. It’s merely additional, unnecessary information for the discussion at hand. Yes, as I read from Perkins and McDurmon later re-asserted, the divines believed in a particular equity and a general equity.
This is of no consequence. The question is, in particular, what is general equity? General equity is the “universal justice” that according the divines is both moral and natural. As Rutherford demonstrates in the quotation about, Mosaic penology is not a part of said general equity, but particular. The entire thesis of McDurmon’s argumentation on these grounds falls in his own citation. As the Confession adds “as the general equity may require,” they did not believe in Mosaic penology, but rather took the general equity to mean that which was of moral and natural law.
Along with never once giving an opposing position from his long list of names presented in the cross-examination, in his attempt to portray a mastery of the historic implications of article 19 of the Confession, McDurmon shockingly admits an ignorance of Fisher’s Catechism. Apparently not having heard of the most widely circulated and used catechism taken directly from the confession, McDurmon displays his own unknowingness of an essential part of the puzzle, in trying to interpret the signer’s understanding of general equity. I wouldn’t necessarily expect a Reformed Baptist to be intimately familiar with the Westminster divines, but it’s reasonable to expect a Presbyterian like McDurmon to have known of the catechism that it produced as an exposition of the Shorter Catechism.
McDurmon continues his cross-examination by asking, essentially, if I really believe they avoid a three-fold distinction of the law. Again quoting Bahnsen on his antinomian charge of such a division, McDurmon asked, “Did Bahnsen qualify the antinomian statement anywhere?” My answer was, “Not well enough, but because when we look at what he’s presented it’s a practical denial that the law can be divided.” McDurmon asked again, “So a practical denial? If Bahnsen came out directly and said he did not hold to a two-fold, but a three fold distinction would you believe him?”
I found this entire line of questioning absurd at the outset. Anyone, and I do mean anyone, who has read Theonomy in Christian Ethics would know that the entire premise of the book is built upon the notion that there is no real distinction between the civil and moral law. This is found in Bahnsen’s continual use of the purposefully imprecise term, “God’s Law,” which references the civil and moral, but not the ceremonial, law. Again, consider McDurmon’s own answer when I asked him in later cross-examination if God had ever judged a nation for violating the civil code given to the commonwealth of Israel, as he answered that he didn’t divide God’s law that way. It’s certainly no secret that while acknowledging on some insufficient, shallow level that there is a three-fold distinction (again, Bahnsen tried desperately to appear to have allegiance to the Westminster), he provided a distinction that allowed for no real difference.
On the American Vision website a few days after the debate, McDurmon tried to provide “context” for Bahnsen’s quotation that would undo its plain reading.
“Latent antinomianism expresses itself in different ways. Sometimes it comes in the form of multiplying distinctions and qualifications which are not enumerated in God’s word. Some people (e.g., Charles Hodge) try to draw a line between “moral” and “civil” laws with the intention of giving the impression that the latter class are mere matters of time-bound administration which are irrelevant today…”
Here, we have it. Bahnsen has clearly called making a distinction and qualification between civil and moral law “antinomian.” Bahnsen even goes further to define the error as trying to give “the impression the latter class are mere matters of time-bound administration.” Well, of course. The Westminster Divines clearly distinguished between the moral and civil law and did so in the realm of time-bound administrations. Any real distinction with real consequences for interpretation, Bahnsen clearly calls “latent antinomianism.” Again, an entire post from McDurmon on his this supposed context undoes what Bahnsen clearly says.
And yet again, I’m perplexed at this line of argumentation. Would McDurmon argue that Bahnsen, North, Rushdoony and virtually every theonomist under the sun has repeatedly called the rest of us antinomians? This is common knowledge, and is available for viewing in almost every theonomic work in existence. Just as John Frame said in the 1975-76 edition of the Westminster Theological Journal (page 200-201), “In other words, if one continues to hold to a threefold rather than a twofold division of the law, then all Bahnsen’s argument proves is the continuing validity of the moral law. His argument cannot be sustained apart from the rectitude of his twofold division.”
McDurmon asked if I would believe Bahnsen if I heard him say that he believes in a three-fold distinction. I answered in the negative, for if I have seen his own words in print to the contrary, why would I believe him in this hypothetical scenario? McDurmon aggressively asked, “So you would call him a liar? So we’re all deceptive liars?” A strange question indeed, accusing me of calling Bahnsen a liar for not believing a statement he didn’t actually make except in McDurmon’s hypothetical scenario. But again, not much in McDurmon’s cross-examination seemed rational.
Eager to discuss actual Scripture, something my opponent seemed reluctant to do throughout the debate and particularly in the cross-examinations, I began a series of questions on a passage that I was sure my opponent would bring up first. I was surprised at his complete ignoring of Matthew 5, considering it’s overwhelming importance to the theonomic position and particularly to Greg Bahnsen. I asked McDurmon, “Is πληρόω used to covey the meaning of ‘establish or confirm’ any of the 17 times it’s used in Matthew?” Considering that this word of this sentence in this passage of Matthew is of pivotal importance, I was literally shocked by McDurmon’s answer, “I’m not familiar with that actually.” You’re telling me you’re not familiar with the one verse in all the New Testament that would seem to indicate that the full body of Mosaic laws are obligatory (and you’re a theonomist) and you’re not familiar with it?
I was taken aback. And so I asked, “Can you think of anywhere in the Scripture that πληρόω means “establish or confirm?” His answer, “Not of the top of my head. That would be something I’d want to study.” I quickly saw that a direct discussion of specific passages was not something that McDurmon wanted to do in this debate, as we would see time and again, especially as I wrote previously, in cross examination.
Just as Matthew 5:17-20 was the “locus classicus” text to Bahnsen, Bahnsen’s commentary is the locus classicus text to me, regarding the theonomic error and their merging of theonomy with hyponomy. I asked Joel how his righteousness exceeded that of the Pharisees, and he said with much assurance (praise God) that it was because of what was imputed to him of Christ’s righteousness. And then I read the quotation from Greg Bahnsen, “Why must the Christian teach and follow the law of God? So that our righteousness will exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees.” Clearly, Bahnsen and McDurmon believe two very, very different things. A double-minded man, McDurmon would not concede to that reality, saying upon being asked if he disagreed with Bahnsen, “I’d have to read the entire context.” When prodded further, McDurmon insisted that πληρόω could mean both “establish” (Bahnsen’s interpretation that led to his hyponomy) and “fulfill” (the orthodox interpretation that McDurmon claimed he embraced). I asked McDurmon how πληρόω could mean both, and it was met with silence. I never received an answer. Clearly, he was stuck between a rock and the Gospel. There is no way to defend Bahnsen’s interpretation of that word – which is the foundation of his theonomic thesis – and maintain an interpretation that preserves the Gospel.
My next question for McDurmon was in regard to 2 Corinthians 5:1-11, in which Paul exhorts the Corinthian church to restore one who had sinned, so long as they were repentant. As I pointed out int eh debate, virtually all commentaries and scholars believe the person in question here is the adulterer in 1 Corinthians 5, as this incident is the precipitating cause of the letters to Corinth being written at all.
I could quote many commentaries on this point, but I’ll use John Gill, since McDurmon quoted Gill as a source later in the debate:
But if any have caused grief.... The incestuous person is here manifestly designed, though he is not named, who had been the cause and occasion of much grief and sorrow.
So then, my question was essentially this…if the man having his father’s wife was committing a capital offense under the Mosaic judicial code, how could the church restore him? Having listened to McDurmon’s presentation on “Two Kingdoms, One Law” (which refer to the church and the state, respectively), I’m well aware that he believes both the church and state are to operate from Mosaic law. My question to McDurmon is if the mission of the magistrate is violently opposed to the mission of the church. Is the church to restore the one (under a command by the Apostle Paul) who the magistrate is to execute (under a command by Moses)? Is the magistrate to execute who the church is to restore?
McDurmon’s response, of course, was one of evasion. He claimed there were too many “assumptions,” indicating that the commentaries might be wrong. So, I asked him directly to assume it was an adulterer, could the church restore him in a coming neo-Mosaic theocracy. His answer was, “…to answer your question directly, if they committed adultery and were convicted in a court of law with two witnesses and the victim chose the highest penalty, then they’d be put to death.”
I asked him to clarify, questioning “So this [instruction for restoration via the Apostle] couldn’t be followed then?” McDurmon’s response was, “Yeah, but I don’t know that it’s talking about this kind of sin.” Notice that even though he’s unsure of what most scholars would assert, his answer was in the affirmative, “Yeah.” Yeah, Paul’s instruction to restore the adulterer couldn’t be done if the magistrate was doing its job.
Consider the tragedy of the theonomic position. Even though McDurmon couldn’t come to recognize the offender of 2 Corinthians 2 as the same offender throughout the rest of the two epistles to the Corinthians church, he agreed that in the hypothetical, an adulterer couldn’t be restore. This should ring loudly to all those seriously considering the theonomic position. Here, the civil code of Moses does violence to the command of Christ through his Apostles.
First Rebuttals
McDurmon, who spent the majority of his time in the first cross-examination arguing for his own fidelity to the Westminster Confession and a confused attempt to argue for a theonomic Westminster, began with his own, unique conspiracy theory aimed at maligning the divines. The conspiracy theory, as stated by McDurmon, was “if you’re following confessional standards, how do you know that the same thing is not what those guys did to begin with? How do you know they didn’t create that distinction in order so they didn’t have to follow these laws? So that when certain people piped up and said, ‘the Bible says this is God’s standard of judgment,’ but this standard imposes severe financial penalties on the nobles, and the clergy at the time were all in the employ of the nobles. That sounds like a recipe to make a fine distinction to get out of the law to me. How can Jordan prove that’s not the case?”
The look on the face of several in the audience was, as they say, “classic.” It was one of horror combined with bewilderment. What was McDurmon saying, I could see their facial expressions asking. Was he really claiming a conspiracy? Was he really claiming that the Westminster divines created a distinction between civil and moral law to get out of following laws because they were employed by “the nobles”? And he is arguing this right after asking me if I’m calling Bahnsen a liar and theonomists “deceptive liars” for claiming they don’t believe in a real distinction between civil and moral law, all the while reciting this bizarre theory about why the divines made this distinction? The divines who McDurmon claims agree with him?
McDurmon then says, “if you want go by the traditional, classical distinction, that’s fine…it’s up to you.” Here I say, “thank you.” Thank you for acknowledging that we – and not theonomists – hold to the traditional, classical distinction. That is, frankly, all that I was trying to demonstrate. McDurmon destroyed the arguments he put forward in the first cross-examination in the first rebuttal. After all that work, his insistence that theonomists hold to Confession was much ado about nothing. The divines, in fact, were sell-outs who compromised. His hostility with the Confession could not be hidden for long.
McDurmon complained that I did not answer his use of 1 Timothy as given in his first constructive. Of course, he’s right. I did not address his first constructive arguments because I didn’t need to until the first rebuttal, which would come soon enough. I spent my first constructive time laying out the essential work of dividing between the three distinctions of Old Testament Law, without which, any number of heresies abound.
McDurmon then made a passing accusation, “…it also makes a difference which one of the London Baptist Confessions you’re reading. Are you reading the original that says the general equity of the judicial is of moral use only? Or are you reading the later edition that changed it to say they’re of modern use only? Which opens the door wide open to the same Theonomic view as the Westminster Confession. And that just so happens to be the version that got picked up by Charles Spurgeon when he did his popularized version, he said it’s of modern use not merely moral use but modern use and that was the version that got published when JD Hall published his version, and I can make the case that that opens the door to Theonomy just as easily.”
This has caused a bit of a stir in Baptist circles, probably more than anything else McDurmon alleged. My friends at the Confessing Baptist looked at this and provided some analysis. Interestingly, by all apparent signs, it appears that (as one commenter in an online thread said) “Spurgeon was puffing while he was editing.” Maybe it was during an inhale on one of his famous cigars, but there’s nothing in the historical record to indicate a reason for this change, and in fact, not even acknowledging the change. Could Spurgeon have wanted to clarify that the general equity remain in force today by replacing the word “moral” with the word “modern”? Sure. Spurgeon was in agreement with the 1689 Confession and the Westminster Confession and might have thought “modern” was more explicit in pointing out the continual nature of the general equity, which is perfectly consistence with the spirit of the confession. To indicate that a change of “moral” to “modern” not only would the theonomist need to demonstrate it was more than a puffing mistake or typographical error, but that Spurgeon was indeed departing from confessional orthodoxy. Of course, there’s no commentary on why this was changed, and the most plausible explanation is that it was inadvertent. If not, we can stand with Spurgeon in agreement because the general equity certainly is to be of modern use, because it is – as the divines said – moral and natural, and therefore, perpetual.
McDurmon then offers his second scripture of the debate, from Psalm 19. He says, “In Psalm 19, God makes the same point about his judgments…the law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul…the precepts of the Lord are right…the commandments of the Lord is pure…the rules of the Lord are true and righteous altogether…not just part of them, all of them. Now, if you want to say they don’t endure, you have to go to God who says they’re altogether righteous…”
Here, McDurmon makes the error that I discuss in the first constructive, as well as the error that I discuss in the beginning of my second constructive. The first error, quoting the Psalms that assert that God’s law is perfect, right, pure, true and righteous altogether (and McDurmon’s deep, rich voice especially emphasizes the word altogether in his Southern drawl). Yes, that’s an error for him – at least in this debate. Of course, the Psalmist was and is right. God’s law – all of it, “altogether” – is all of these things. But as McDurmon emphasizes the “altogether,” he has to admit that this must by necessity include the ceremonial law. It is also a part of God’s judgments, commandments, and precepts. And, after all, God’s law is altogether righteous. McDurmon refuses to distinguish between the ceremonial and moral law, but in doing so has absolutely no recourse in explaining why the ceremonial law is not also enduring. You see, the second error McDurmon makes (which I describe in the second constructive) is the assumption that just equals unchanging. If the law was good, it is unchanging, is the theonomic presumption. And yet, the first and second errors of McDurmon collide into a mix-mash of illogical fallacy. McDurmon assumes that good or just or righteous means immutable, but he also believes the law is altogether (meaning every part of it) is what is spoken of in Psalm 19. And yet, McDurmon is not a Galatian heretic, meaning he doesn’t Judaize the ceremonial law. If the “law” is altogether righteous (like McDurmon emphasizes, altogether) and good means immutable, then why are we not under the ceremonial law? If the ceremonial law was good and just and righteous, then by McDurmon’s logic, why would we not be obligated to follow circumcision and the Levitical Holiness Code?
There are, of course, no good answers from theonomy on that line of reasoning. Nearly each and every verse the theonomist points to in an attempt to demonstrate the abiding obligatory nature of the Mosaic civil code, it includes within it the obliging of the ceremonial code. This is the reason the notion of Judaizing often accompanies the argument against theonomy. It’s not as though theonomists are Judaizers of the ceremonial law (Rushdoony certainly was) but it’s that there’s no logical or Biblically consistent reason they shouldn’t be.
After returning again to the sodomized turkey dilemma from his first construction (which would prove itself not difficult to answer), came my turn in the first rebuttal.
I turned to 1st Peter chapter 2. In what I call “Peter’s Romans 13,” the Apostle Peter says some things very similar to that of the Apostle Paul in his letter to the church at Rome. The civil magistrate is a minister of God, they’re told, praise good and punishing the wicked and like in Romans 13, they’re told to submit themselves to every human ordinance. The significance of this is two-fold. First, quite clearly, there are human laws designed to assist in the ministering of God’s will. This is something that theonomists simply cannot affirm. Their repeated mantra of “God law or man’s law” does not allow for reality painted for us in 1 Peter 2. Here, human laws are serving God’s purposes. The second significant issue with 1 Peter 2 is that we are to submit to these ordinances as legitimate. This is important, considering that the human ordinances accomplishing God’s will were those of the Roman government in the context of this particular epistle, and they were certainly not the judicial laws given to the commonwealth of Israel. Please note that McDurmon – the affirmative in this debate – never made an attempt to rebut this important part of my argumentation. The “God’s Law or man’s law” mantra that forms the foundational presuppositional theonomic argument is simply not true – it is the fallacy of false dilemma. In that my opponent completely dropped that argument, I have to assume he has no defense for it.
I then addressed McDurmon’s use of 1 Timothy 1, which tells us “the law is good, if one uses it lawfully.” What McDurmon meant, and what he went on to say in his first constructive argument, is essentially that the law (by his theonomic persuasion this means the civil and moral law and inexplicably, not the ceremonial) is good and that we use the law according to the law. McDurmon was quick to say this wasn’t a circular argument, but was rather “presuppositional.” With absolutely no explanation for why, in particular, 1 Timothy 1 would indicate the continuing validity of the civil code in particular, McDurmon’s presupposition was that a lawful use of the law was according to Moses. What I pointed out – and what was apparently lost on him – is that there was something peculiar with the list of offenses in 1 Timothy 1. They were not only sins, but actual crimes, prosecutable under the judicial code. As I explained, a similar list of capital crime was given in 1 Corinthians 6:9-11.
[9] Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, [10] nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. [11] And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (1 Corinthians 6:9-11 ESV)
The sexually immoral, idolaters, adulterers, homosexuals, thieves (depending upon what they steal), the greedy (depending upon how that fleshes itself out), drunkards (if they’re unruly children), and so on are all capital offenses. Like with 1 Timothy 1, this use of judicial code capital crimes was not directed toward the civil magistrate by the Apostle Paul. He used the civil code to convict of sin and directed this admonition to the church (which is, as I pointed out, spiritual Israel). In fact, if the civil magistrate was doing its job in the theonomic system, none of these individuals would have been able to have been washed, sanctified or justified. They would have received death by the magistrate before they could have received the Gospel by the church. Again, in both 1 Timothy 1 and 1 Corinthians 6, the two kingdoms of government and church are violently opposed to one another.
Please note that at no time, in no way in the debate, did McDurmon even attempt to negate these arguments from the Holy Text (and neither since the debate, in all of the vitriolic rebuttals posted at American Vision).
After addressing further general equity issues, I then asked the audience (and by default, my opponent) a question. Do you believe that the civil code is written upon our heart the same way as the moral law? Are the commandments written upon our heart (Romans 2:15)? Of Course. Is the Mosaic penology written upon our hearts, that a woman who’s lied about her virginity should be stoned on her father’s porch? Of course it is not. Sadly, my opponent decided that this would be, yet again, an argument he wouldn’t acknowledge, or let alone answer, throughout the course of the debate.
Second Constructives
I began the second constructive with these words:
“The most typical error of theonomic apologetics is found in one basic supposition; if something is just, they would argue, it is unchangeable. Therefore, if it was just then (to stone the adulterous woman, to stone the rebellious child or one who has cursed a parent and so on), then it MUST be the law of the civil magistrate today, it must be the ONLY just penalty, and anything different must by definition be unjust. This is what is inherently flawed in the theonomic reasoning – the idea that just equals unchangeable.
But first, the theonomic position; Bahnsen said in No Other Standard, page 68, “The New Testament teaches us that every Old Testament commandment is binding, even as the standard of justice for all magistrates…and from page 252 of that same book, we must take as our operating presumption that any Old Testament penal requirement is binding today on all civil magistrates.” But a part of that assumption is that “there is no cancelation of death sentences for those crimes which are specified in the Older Testament” (Theonomy in Christian Ethics, p.466). Theonomic Reconstructionists view the solution to societal problems NOT as being Gospel-centered, no matter how much they protest otherwise, but law-centered. Mark Rushdoony says, “The divorce problem will be taken care of because any spouse guilty of capital crimes like adultery, homosexuality, Sabbath desecration, etc…) would be swiftly executed. Parents would be required to bring their incorrigible children before the judge and, if convicted, would have them stoned to death” (Chalcedon Report #252 – 1986). So for theonomists, the issue comes down to penology. It comes down to penology because the vast majority of the judicial laws can easily be found or extrapolated in the general equity of the moral law, and the points of contention lie most noticeably in the penalties.
To argue these logically failed presuppositions, the theonomist turns to Romans 13, teaching that the civil magistrate is a minister of God (even one as wicked as Caesar, Nebuchadnezzar, or Cyrus, by the way) to punish the wicked and reward good. So then, as ministers of God, the theonomist presumes, they must use Israel’s civil code as the criterion standard of punishing the wicked and rewarding the good. But nothing in the Text supports the assumption that the civil magistrate must govern by the judicial laws of a now-defunct body-politic designed for a typological foreshadow of the church. Consider Peter’s admonition regarding submission to the governing authorities in 1 Peter 2:13-14, “Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good. We are told to submit ourselves to human ordinance (ktissis anthropinas – meaning, “an institution, ordinance, or something created by man). Far from the mind of either Apostle Paul or Peter in their short treatises on civil government, is the idea that Christians are to strive for the implementation of Israel’s civil ordinances as their own.
But how could the civil magistrate possibly punish the wicked and reward the good without establishing “Neo-Mosaic theocratic Penology”? After all, if the Mosaic penology was just, it must be lasting, they presume, overlooking Galatians 3:19, that “The law was added because of transgressions, until the seed should come to whom the promise was made.” The seed has come to the sons of promise, but to theonomists the law remains in its exhaustive detail…What then is the standard for the civil magistrate to use? Is anything less than Mosaic penology unjust? Again, the civil code, like the moral law, the theonomist argues is intrinsically tied to the eternal righteousness of God, and cannot change.
Consider Cain. Genesis 4:10, “And the LORD said, “What have you done? The voice of your brother's blood is crying to me from the ground. And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it shall no longer yield to you its strength. You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.” Now, this is just one of many examples I can give you of Israel’s Judicial Law not being an abiding standard of justice or the plumb line for civic righteousness. Before the Almighty penned the Moral Law into tablets of stone, murder was a sin. The Moral Law was in force before it was given to Moses. It reflects his eternal nature and standards of righteousness. At no time can you find God violating his own eternal moral law. But here, God violates the Mosaic civil code and judicial law of Israel. In fact, this was in violation of the penology found in the Noahic Covenant in Genesis 9:6 as well. So exactly how eternal is that civil code, I would ask you? Doesn’t an eternal standard go eternity back as well as eternity forward? And yet, the penology of both the Noahic and Mosaic covenant does not, apparently, provide a complete standard of righteousness in regard to God’s own perfect nature in the same way as does the moral law. Or consider, if you will, the killing of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5:5 and 10. Lying about such a matter was not a capital offense in Mosaic penology, and yet God struck them dead. Was that, I would ask my opponent, unjust? The only way it could not be unjust is if the Moral Law, but not necessarily the judicial code penology, reflects God’s eternal and immutable righteousness. As Calvin would explain in Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book 2 - Chapter 11, “The covenants between works and grace are the same in substance, but different in administration.” Administratively, God has a different way of handing down punishments that are in accordance to the freedom of his sovereign will and purpose.”
Please note, once more, that neither in the debate nor in his incessant post-debate rants afterward, has McDurmon made any attempt to negate or rebut my use of Scripture. Instead, McDurmon has chosen to do what theonomists often do – revert to victimhood status, retreat to the peanut gallery, and cry misrepresentation. For someone who made a point of asserting the Scripture as preeminent over confessions and creeds in the debate, McDurmon has not, from 12 post-debate posts at American Vision so far, addressed a single one of these Scriptural proofs and, instead, has insisted on defending the posthumous words of the theonomic founders. It is obviously a strange strategy, for someone alleging that Scripture should be at the center of this debate, to not argue a single scriptural perspective, post-debate! Additionally, as can be seen in the debate video, McDurmon scurried away from each Scripture reference like a cockroach from the light. Saying, “I’d have to think about that verse” and “There’s a lot of assumptions there,” and “I’m not sure about that,” is hardly contending on the Holy Text itself. Apparently, McDurmon has felt most comfortable defending the theonomic founders in the usual, predictable charge of misrepresentation. Complaining about what founder so-and-so probably meant, or could have meant, or said at some other point in time to soften what he says here or there, may seem like a great way to engage in an endless debate of perspective, but it accomplishes absolutely nothing at asserting one’s theological position. There is not much to say here concerning my second constructive, other than that McDurmon simply did not address the arguments presented, either in the debate or afterward. What we’ve seen from McDurmon, post-debate, is the endless arguing over how quotations could or should be properly utilized, in his subjective opinion, and is a test-case in semantics over substance.
My Continuation of Second Construct:
How far we have come from understanding that there is a new covenant mediated by Jesus (Hebrews 12:24) and not by Moses, making the first obsolete (Hebrews 8:13), whereby we enter by faith (Galatians 3:26) and not by works. This is in contrast to the theonomic assumption that what makes a nation “Christian” is its applying of Mosaic Judicial Law – for by “Christian Nation” they mean one that follows the Mosaic covenant in exhaustive detail. We wink at this, but what if I called an individual person “Christian” because they tried to follow the Mosaic covenant in exhaustive detail?? Might we all say in agreement, God forbid! No, it is the church that is called the holy nation (1 Peter 2:9 – a reference to no less than 8 identical times in Deuteronomy that verse is used in reference to Israel) and NOT to a geopolitical unit or civil government. And yet, this confusion of the covenants of works and law are expressed in the father of Theonomy RJ Rushdoony’s assertion that it is the church that is left to “civilly atone” for Adam’s sin (Law and Society, 263-266). Gary North took the covenant of grace and shattered it into a thousand pieces, saying that “evangelism was teaching people to obey God’s Law” (Publisher’s Foreword in Kenneth Gentry’s, The Greatness of the Great Commission). Again, Rushdoony who said, “Salvation is inseparable from restitution” and man must pay restitution for the sins of Adam through taking dominion over the Erath and giving to God his due” (Institutes of Biblical Law 463).”
This particular paragraph was the source of much angst and anger on the part of McDurmon. He accused me of giving “boogeyman quotes” and afterward, used this paragraph as the launching pad for several posts at American Vision. Interestingly, I was never accused of twisting the Scripture, but was falsely accused of twisting the words of the theonomic founders and today’s theonomists display much hostility if they believe the words of their founders are misrepresented.
For instance, in a post at American Vision, McDurmon writes:
“Theonomists have for years dealt with quotations out of context—that’s nothing new. We have even dealt with misconceptions built on quotations out of context. But this may be the first time I’ve seen a critic stoop to the level of utter fabrication of a quotation for the purposes of maligning a theonomist. Yes, I mean utter fabrication, as in, “Jordan made it up.”
The quotation in question comes near the end of Jordan’s opening statement for the second segment. This is where the “boogeyman quotes” began to fly in an effort to show that theonomists really believe in salvation or sanctification by works. The granddaddy of all boogeymen was then released from his closet. Jordan stated that “Rushdoony said this in Institutes of Biblical Law, page 463” [my emphasis]: Salvation is inseparable from restitution, and man must pay restitution for the sins of Adam by taking dominion over the earth.”
I say, “Wow!” An utter fabrication! Can you believe that? What a horrible thing to have happened! A total fabrication would imply that it was simply made up ex nihilo, right? Well . . . here’s the full quotation, with context…
“Salvation is inseparable from restitution, because God’s redemption of man and of the world is its restoration to its original position under Him and to His glory. Man’s work of restitution for the sin of Adam, for his own original sin as it has worked to mar the earth, is to recognize that, as a new creation in Christ, he must make the earth a new creation under Christ. The work of Christ in man is this work of restitution.”
Was it a direct quote? No. Was it just a paraphrase? No, it was more accurate than a paraphrase, for sure. Was it misleading in any way? Absolutely not! Consider what is said in this paragraph from Rushdoony:
Salvation is inseparable from restitution. Man’s work of restitution for the sin of Adam is to make the earth a new creation under Christ. What’s the problem again?? What I said Rushdoony said, Rushdoony said! It was his post, regarding this passage, in which McDurmon expressed the desire I be removed from the pulpit. A little bit of an overreaction, considering that Rushdoony, indeed, did say that salvation was inseparable from restitution and that man must pay restitution for the sins of Adam by taking dominion over the Earth. Perhaps “dominon over the Earth” should have been “make the Earth a new creation,” but at this point we’re arguing semantics. Could the quotation have been more precise? Sure. Does the full so-called “context” change anything at all? No. Not at all!
McDurmon continues his hyperbolic claims of misrepresentation in the following post:
“The larger context makes this even clearer. Nevertheless, I don’t want to belabor the point any further than the basic fact that Jordan not only engaged here in misrepresentation, but in open and outright falsehood in his direct attribution of a non-existent statement. Now, Jordan may attempt to blame this error on his assistants who compiled notes for him after he allegedly read the material. This is no excuse. The buck stops with Jordan. He is the one responsible for presenting the material, and he should be held to the standard of basic Christian ethics in doing so. He did not meet that standard. This must be remedied. Let me clear: it’s bad enough when people say, “Theonomists believe [fill in the blank]” and it’s a mere misrepresentation. But when you attribute something as a direct quotation, you had better be accurate and honest about it. Your integrity hangs in the balance at this point. And when you spread utter falsehoods as quotations, you are guilty of bearing false witness against your neighbor. And when you do this for the purpose of calling your neighbor a heretic, you have compromised anything that could be called integrity.”
All I need to do at this point is shrug my shoulders and ask, “Was anything therein an ‘utter falsehood’? Did Rushdoony not claim that man must pay restitution for Adam’s sin? He did, most clearly. The context, in this situation, only bolsters the absurdity and Gospel-confusion coming from R.J. Rushdoony.
But this would not be McDurmon’s last attempt at defending the character of racist Rushdoony by attacking my character. In yet another post, McDurmon writes:
“Last (for now), but certainly not least, in this series of misrepresentations and fallacies from the debate may, in fact, be the worst of the lot. It appears, by all measures, to be another utter fabrication. Like previous examples, because this falsehood is used to attribute a direct charge of “heresy,” we need to view it with severity indeed.
This instance is similar to a previous example regarding “restitution,” and it hinges upon the concept Rushdoony calls “civil atonement.” First, let’s see how Jordan presented it in the debate.
In a dire warning to the world of what Theonomy “leads to,” Jordan referenced R.J. Rushdoony.
McDurmon presents my quotes:
It is the church that is, quote, “left to civilly atone for Adam’s sin.”
Then he added, “Friends, that’s heresy.”
McDurmon’s Challenge to locate my “Alleged” Quote:
The problem is, after electronic searches of all of Rushdoony’s major works, after consulting others more versed in his works than myself, and after opening the search to anyone of 17,000+ followers of American Vision on our Facebook page (and offering a reward), no one has been able to locate this alleged quotation from Rushdoony.”
Well, it turns out that McDurmon has learned his lesson the hard way. It turns out, maybe Google searches can’t answer all questions and maybe the followers of American Vision didn’t care enough to help in the search. As you see in my manuscript above, the citation was present. In the heat of debate, I overlooked it. I’m terribly sorry to have caused McDurmon this angst and trouble, but on the other hand, watching him accuse me of utter fabrication while searching frantically for the text has been somewhat entertaining. This is one reason I tried to wait until all the gnashing of teeth was over, so I could address all of McDurmon’s complaints before he came out with more. Today, he told me he would keep it up for months. I should not be surprised and shrug my shoulders in apathy.
My “quote” was, as you can see in my manuscript above, a quotation of the term “civilly atone” which refers to the content in chapter 53 of Institutes of Biblical Law, Law and Society. As McDurmon claimed on his blog that a “google search” pulled only two references to such a phrase, I wonder how the resident expert in all things Rushdoony failed to pull the words from a chapter in Rushdoony’s greatest theonomic work, which was written explicitly for explaining that term and concept. In this chapter, Rushdoony claimed that “theological atonement” was not enough. Yes, Jesus paid for our sins, but that is not enough because that only brings “theological forgiveness.” What we need, Rushdoony argued, is “civil forgiveness.” Civil forgiveness comes from “civil atonement,” and unlike theological atonement, is not done by Christ’s atoning sacrifice, but is done by “civil government, the theocracy, [providing] a covering to covenant people, and the head or poll tax is the legitimate tax, the only tax, for this purpose.” Rushdoony claims that in Christ “Religious atonement is manifest, and in his government and law alone is there any true civil atonement.” This civil atonement, Rushdoony clarifies throughout the chapter, is paid through the tithe. That’s right, friends. It is the tithe that makes civil atonement for sin.
It would have been nice to have an extra hour or two during the debate to fully explain each comment and from where it was derived. And as we’ve discovered, “context” for the theonomist means every bit of their work ever written, and as theonomists, they alone get to determine when enough context has been provided. But if they want ownership over the work of Rushdoony in this way, I will be happy to give it to them, so long as they distance themselves from it when he says things like this.
On yet another post at American Vision, McDurmon took issue with my quotation from Rushdoony:
“During his second opening statement, Hall asserted that North “took the covenant of grace and shattered it into a thousand pieces” by writing, “Evangelism was teaching people to obey God’s law.” Jordan went on to elaborate his characterization of North:
Evangel. Good news. That’s what evangelism is: it’s sharing the good news. And the “evangel” in evangelism is not “here’s good news: follow the law.” That’s a distraction from what the Gospel is; but that’s what it [Theonomy] leads to.
That does certainly sound a bit scary when presented and explained this way. What in the world was North thinking when he made such a crazy statement?
As with the other examples we’ve seen, context makes a world of difference. Thankfully, while Jordan threw out many of this type of decontextualized fragment from a Theonomist that I could not check on the spot, I was actually familiar enough with this one from pre-debate banter on Facebook that I was able to say something about it during the debate. Nevertheless, having the exact context will be further helpful to the reviewer.”
Great. Let’s see what the so-called “context” changes are, shall we? McDurmon writes:
“As Jordan actually mentioned when he quoted this, but apparently did not catch the relevance of it, this quotation comes from the “Publisher’s Foreword” to Kenneth L. Gentry’s book, The Greatness of the Great Commission. Some people mistakenly think the Great Commission is merely a command to go witness and save souls. The point of this book is to consider actually what the text of Matthew 28:18–20 says and to consider it in its fullness. Thus, the Greatness of the Great Commission.”
As McDurmon agues this point, I almost feel sorry for him. I need not spend much time here. I hardly missed what book this quotation was from; as you can see, I cited it. McDurmon is correct in saying that the Great Commission is not about evangelism, but rather about discipleship. North’s quotation dealt exclusively with evangelism, and said that its purpose was to teach people to follow God’s Law. This couldn’t be further from the case. If there is any confusion concerning what the Great Commission is and what evangelism consists of, it’s not on my part, but North’s. And that, after all, is my point.
I continued…
“The selling-point (and by my take, the false advertising) of theonomy, is that it provides simple, clear answers for real problems in our contemporary world. To that I say, “It most certainly does not!” Can you imagine the theonomic system – one in which the Mosaic civil code for ancient Israel, and ONLY the Mosaic civil code for ancient Israel, may be the one and only law for a contemporary nation far removed from the sitz im laben in which those minute civil codes were specifically designed? Which of the civil codes will be stretched and skewed, twisted and contorted, and eventually expanded to cover Identity Theft? Oh sure, theft is prohibited in God’s MORAL law in the 8th Commandment. But the economic position is that a sin is not a crime to be punished, unless a punishment is specifically given in the Mosaic civil code. In fact, my opponent wrote on the American Vision website, “These are all sins, to be sure, but not civil crimes.” Scripturally speaking, crime is a subset of sin which carries the additional civil punishment that sin alone does not.” So then, where is the civil code that deals exhaustively with identity theft and where lies its penalty? How about the theft of ideas and intangible things? What about the copying of property, such as piracy or “theft by duplication.” Because there is no civil penalty for it, would pornography be outlawed in the coming theonomic kingdom? And although the production of child pornography, if you called it rape, would be prohibited in places like Deuteronomy 22:25-27, what would be the penalty for viewing, owning or disseminating it? What about abortion? Whereas a civil penalty exists for the unintentional killing of a woman’s unborn child (Exodus 21:22-23), there is absolutely no penalty for a woman choosing to terminate her own pregnancy. Oh, but there is “Thou Shalt Not Kill” in the Moral Law. Yes, but remember what Joel has said, “Just because it’s a sin doesn’t mean it’s a crime; not unless there is a civil penalty in the Mosaic Law should it be a crime today.”
Now, any good theonomist has answers to these questions, and will explain in full detail how these things can be criminalized after all, but they will do so by expanding upon the general equity of the moral law AND NOT the Mosaic Civil Code. In short, in order to develop the legal system they desire, they will have to abandon their theonomic principles and adopt a Biblical worldview based on the natural-moral law, like the rest of us, or as Calvin calls it, the common law of nations.”
Again, it would have been very nice if the affirmative in this debate would have addressed some of these issues. How can these crimes be crimes when they are not mentioned in the civil code? And if you are making laws from the moral code, are you then agreeing with the negative in this debate, as well as with your own previous position?
It is actually very difficult to give a play by play of McDurmon’s second constructive because he did not make any real, discernable arguments – and especially not from the Scripture. He began with a complaint about Boogeyman quotes, reminding the audience that he had warned them of that earlier in the conference. As convincing as waving 26 pages of refutation of supposed misrepresentations is, perhaps my opponent would have done better to actually discuss Scripture.
McDurmon, after a lengthy use of time in his constructive to discuss the unfairness of my argumentation, said, “My Goodness. Look at all I have to respond to.” Of course, he miserably failed to respond to them. Oh, sure. He complained a bit more that I happened to have some quotations from William Perkins with me. He complained a bit more about common equity and particular equity. I was waiting for him to actually advance his argumentation, provide new Scripture, and make a few new points. I was disappointed. McDurmon merely repeated the arguments he had already covered in the first half of the debate.
Interestingly, McDurmon took the opportunity to attack Calvin as a compromised figure, either ignorant or rebellious toward what he calls “God’s Law.” This was a particularly interesting strategy for a Presbyterian who was asserting fidelity with the reformers just a few short minutes before!
The one new argument presented by McDurmon in this presentation was a claim that Jesus’ abbreviation or summary of the Ten Commandments was a reflection of the civil and not moral law:
[34] But when the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered together. [35] And one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. [36] “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?” [37] And he said to him, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. [38] This is the great and first commandment. [39] And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. [40] On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.” (Matthew 22:34-40 ESV)
Again departing from the treasury of knowledge in classical interpretation, McDurmon claimed these were civil laws. My greatest regret, in all the debate, was not correcting him on this in the second cross-examination, when I had the opportunity (but as you can see when you watch the footage, he was quite hostile in that exchange and it slipped my mind, even though it was on the notes in front of me). Deuteronomy 6 is, in fact, the second giving of the moral law. It was not, in fact, a civil code and neither was “love your neighbor.” Virtually all commentaries and the symphony of theologians indicate, of course, that what Jesus was referring to were the first and second tables of the Moral Law.
An interpreter of the law asked our Lord a question, to try, not so much His knowledge, as His judgment, “Teacher, what is the greatest commandment in the law?” The love of God is the first and great commandment, and the sum of all the commands of the first table. – Matthew Henry.
There will be more on this in the next section regarding the second cross examination.
A point of clarity I would like to add pertains to McDurmon taking issue with my quotation from North about those not submitting to “covenant baptism” being prohibited from enjoying the rights of citizenship. McDarment wondered aloud why a Baptist would not be baptized. For the purpose of clarification, I would not submit to covenant baptism, since I do not consider baptism what Presbyterian McDurmon considers it. I would not submit to sprinkling, nor would I allow my children to be “baptized” by sprinkling. Therefore, I would be prohibited from joining the kingdom. Thankfully, McDurmon did clarify that some theonomists would, in fact, prohibit Baptists from enjoying the rights of citizenship.
I wish I had more arguments to refute. McDurmon simply did not make any, and made no attempt to advance his own position.
Second Cross Examination
I believe, along with many others who critiqued the debate, that the debate was over at the juncture of the Second Cross Examination. Simply put, the questions I put forth were so direct, and McDurmon’s answers were so evasive, it was painfully evident that the Affirmative could put forward no real challenge to the Biblical exegesis presented by the Negative – nor did he try to do so. And although this was evident before the second cross examination (and especially so in the blog posts at American Vision to follow), it was here that this reality became unquestionably obvious. Also painful for McDurmon, as you will see, is what amounts to a surrender during his portion of questioning in the second cross-examination:
“We’ll be judged for not following the laws given to the Commonwealth of Israel. Is that right?”
After some clarification, McDurmon responded, “I would say yes. Absolutely.”
I then retorted, “Can you think of an example in the Scripture in which a nation is judged specifically for violation of one of these civil codes, a part of the civil ordinance?”
Joel’s response was, “Well, since I don’t separate that civil ordinance from the moral law in the same way that you do, I don’t see that as necessary. But no. There’s nowhere God says, “You guys have committed kidnapping, and therefore I’m going to judge you or impose this penalty on you.”
I asked again, “So you can think of no place explicitly where a nation came under judgment for violating the civil code given to the commonwealth of Israel?”
His answer…no.
I was ready to move on, but he insisted on clarification under the rules of the debate in which he argued that God judges nations only for non-specific infractions of God’s Law (which, of course, is not at all true). The prophets are all very specific for why God is judging the nations, from the tribes of Canaan to Babylon and Persia. And never, ever is it for violating the civil code of Israel.
I asked again, “But you can’t think of an example (where God punishes a nation for not following Israel’s civil code) in all of the cannon of Scripture?”
His answer…no.
I next asked if Daniel, a man of God in charge of Babylon, implemented Israel’s civil laws over Babylon.
His answer…no.
I asked if Cyrus, who was intent on reestablishing the laws of Israel and its worship, ever tried to implement those laws in Persia.
His answer…He doesn’t know.
I asked, “Can you think of any time the civil code is used in the New Testament and applied to the Civil Magistrate and not to the church?”
His answer…no, but that would be an argument of silence.
Upon asking why his argument wasn’t one from silence (which essentially is because the laws are not one-by-one abrogated in the New Testament; they are still in force), he replied that it was “an argument of established precedent.” In other words, if these laws are in force pre-Christ, then they are in force post-Christ, even if in all the books of the New Testament there’s not a single time that these laws were mentioned in which they were applied to the civil government and not to the church, which is spiritual Israel.
Think about what was accomplished in just that short line of questioning. Truly, there was one nail after another pounded into the coffin of theonomy. The entire system hinges upon fear mongering New Covenant believers into adhering to the Old Testament Mosaic civil laws given to Israel. If we do not, we are told, we will fall under God’s judgment. And indeed, every time something tragic happens, we are told by theonomists, “See. This is God’s judgment for not following his law.”
But if we are to follow Israel’s civil code or face judgment, then surely all nations on Earth during the time that Israel’s commonwealth existed were also to obey those Mosaic civil laws given to Israel or face judgment. Has there ever, ever been a time in Scripture where countless nations were judged by God for not following, in particular, a civil code given for the governance of Israel?
And you heard it straight from the McDurmon’s mouth…no.
Interestingly, McDurmon has a moment of refreshing honesty in the debate, saying “Since I don’t separate the civil ordinance from the moral law in the way that you do…” While the last six words in that phrase are altogether unnecessary, at least the first part is true. In fact, McDurmon spent much time in the first part of the debate trying to demonstrate (without any quotations or original source material from Bahnsen) that Bahnsen and other theonomists do separate the law into three, precisely as we do and just as the Westminster Confession does. But when backed into a corner to demonstrate the historic validity of his assertions, McDurmon did precisely what I said in the first constructive that theonomists do; they give verbal assent to the three-fold division (but in reality, they do not adhere to it in a meaningful way). Trying to keep up the appearances of holding to orthodoxy on the law works only in monologue, and not in argument. In this one short phrase, McDurmon systematically undid all the labor he undertook in the first half of the debate. He even unraveled charges of me calling Bahnsen a liar for disagreeing with him on a statement McDurmon never quoted him as saying, but presumed he must have, proving himself to functionally deny orthodox distinctions.
While concerning the substance of this question and answer period, consider the consequences. Theonomists argue that America – more than an ocean away, more than two-thousand years away, under a different Covenant – is obligated to obey laws given to help govern the commonwealth of Israel’s day to day keeping of the peace and public welfare. They believe that If we do not obey the laws given to help govern this nation, within the specific covenantal boundaries of a land across the ocean, millennia ago, under a different Covenant, we will be judged and punished. However, theonomists cannot demonstrate that God ever judged – or even threatened to judge – nations during the time of the commonwealth of Israel, right across the Jordan River or the Gaza Strip, during the very time of that Covenant. Never once did God promise to punish any nation for not holding to Israel’s commonwealth laws? And yet, we are obligated? I cry foul.
Daniel was a Godly man who obeyed God’s moral laws to the point of execution and persecution, but he never even attempted to implement the civil ordinance of Israel over the nation while he was its overseer? What was Daniel? A sell-out?
Cyrus was intent on sending back the men and supplies necessary to rebuild the temple and re-establish the civil government of Israel. And yet, he never set about to implement those civil ordinances over Persia? What was that? An oversight?
Of course, Israel was a type and shadow of the coming church and the church (not America) has inherited her laws for use for their general equity. This is the only way that these laws are ever mentioned or applied in the New Testament.
And although McDurmon would disagree with the premise, he would (and did, by default) agree with the latter. The Mosaic civil laws are used repeatedly in the New Testament. They are never applied to the civil magistrate – not even once. They are, instead, given for use in their general equity to the church.
Fred Butler, in a post (reposted on Pulpit & Pen) regarding theonomists and their often unfortunate behavior, said “That one odd-ball view defines the trajectory of their ministries and overrides everything otherwise helpful about them.” Fred is right. This one outlook seems to define the entire ministry of theonomy and plots its trajectory. It should be a warning to those considering theonomy that this viewpoint shapes theonomists’ entire Biblical outlook. Don’t you think one should be able to find one – like a single – use of Mosaic civil law in the New Testament directed toward the government and not to the church?
Of course, we know the answer as to why that is. The civil code is never applied to the government in the New Testament because it is Israel’s law – not that of Rome or America. And Israel is the church. And the church follows the moral precepts of these civil laws. This is why theonomists make the dispensational error.
After this, I asked McDurmon if theonomy was a new thing or old thing. McDurmon said that it was old. I then quoted Gary North, who said the theonomy was “unquestionably new, a major break in church history.” Asking McDurmon if he agreed with his father-in-law, he then said that it was both old and new, “a combination of both.”
The next line of questioning was particularly important to me, personally. The question to McDurmon, in essence, is how could abortion be prosecuted as homicide in the theonomic system? The reason for this, as I made clear in the debate from quoting McDurmon at American Vision, is that just because something is a sin, doesn’t make it a crime unless the civil code gives a penalty for that sin. There is no punishment for abortion in the civil code. McDurmon stated that he believed abortion was murder, and murder would be punished under the civil code. Of course, this isn’t an entirely accurate statement. Remember, McDurmon argued in the debate that a sin does not carry a civil penalty unless a specific civil penalty is given in the Mosaic code for that specific crime. Where is infanticide of a child covered in the Mosaic civil code? Asking how the civil code could be used to prosecute a crime not listed in the Mosaic civil code, McDurmon insisted, “You apply the general principle, just like Bahnsen always taught.”
My response was intended to get McDurmon to stay within the agreed-upon boundaries of theonomy as presented by the theonomic founders; what law could not be passed today because of the “general principles?” The theonomic founders, like Bahnsen, taught that the Mosaic civil code must be followed to exhaustive detail. And yet, McDurmon said regarding Bahnsen, “No, he didn’t.”
I was taken aback by McDurmon flatly saying, “No, he didn’t.” Bahnsen, in fact, used the phrase, “the abiding validity of the exhaustive detail of God’s Law” in his writing too many times to count. Theonomists may argue that the Mosaic civil code wasn’t that specific. Murder was murder, after all. Of course, the Mosaic civil code was indeed that specific. It covered, for example, the accidental striking of a pregnant woman who goes into early labor (Exodus 21:22) and the punishment assigned to it. A woman terminating her own pregnancy is no less specific than that. The fact is, regardless of abortion being murder, there is no civil penalty for that crime and by the theonomists’ own standard, it is not a crime. That is, of course, unless you do what McDurmon suggested in the cross-examination, use the moral law and apply its equity to make such a capital offense. That, however, is not the theonomic position. Rather, that’s simply the non-theonomic position of a Biblical worldview.
McDurmon, in his cross examination, asked only a few questions. The first question was for the purpose of clarifying that I believed the placement of the Moral Law in the Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of Holies made it somehow preeminent or central as compared to the civil or ceremonial law. The answer, of course, is that it is but a part of the argumentation I laid out in the first constructive. I thought it an odd question with which to begin the second constructive.
McDurmon then asked if I thought it was odd that Jesus would summarize the moral law by His use of the civil law, citing “Love God” (Deuteronomy 6:5) and “Love Neighbor” (Leviticus 19:18). What McDurmon was arguing, in effect, is that Jesus was hanging all the Law and the Prophets on the civil code. My answer, as you can see in the debate, is that it was not at all odd. The moral law is woven throughout both the civil and ceremonial law. In fact, the moral law is seen from Genesis to Revelation. Where it is cited, in particular, is not altogether important, for the moral law is so preeminent it should expect to be seen! As I said in the debate, it is found “from ‘in’ to ‘amen’” (from the first word in the Bible to the last).
I failed to point out in the second rebuttal, as I had intended to (having written it down) to come back to the following point. Deuteronomy 6:5 is the second giving of the moral law and is, in fact, the First Commandment. Our catechism recognizes this, but catechism aside, I think most Christians realize that this is the positive expression of what is listed negatively in Exodus 20. Leviticus 19:18, on the other hand, is from a section of Scripture that fleshes out the moral law and explains various ways to love one’s neighbor, including not violating the moral law (verse 11, for example, tells us not to steal). What is the penalty for not loving one’s neighbor? Leviticus 19 demonstrates that there is not one. This command is not written in the typical legalese of the civil code. It is the moral law, but not a civil code with its own penology. This point, apparently, was lost on my opponent.
My answer reflected the nature of the moral law’s interwoven nature throughout the canon of scripture and that “Love God” and “Love Neighbor” are, in fact, dealing with the first and second table of the Moral Law.
The issue, it seems for McDurmon, is that justice cannot change (which I predicted in my second constructive, as I began by calling it the error of the theonomic supposition). The example I gave was of my children, who sometimes commit the same sins, but receive different punishments depending upon their unique circumstance and situation. The fact their punishments differ does not speak to their inherent justice or injustice. As a parent, I think most parents understand and agree with that concept.
McDurmon asked again, “So justice can change based on your position in history?” My answer seemed repetitive, but so was his question. My answer, “How justice is administered can be changed in the exact same way that God’s covenant administration has changed.”
“So it could be unjust to impose Mosaic laws today?” McDurmon asked. I responded by explaining that God struck Ananias and Saphira dead for doing what was not a capital offense in Israel. I asked him, “Is God unjust?”
McDurmon replied that he never considered the passage that way and would have to study it. The implication is clear. God let Cain go, but He killed Ananias and Saphira. Both are violations of the Sinaitic penology, but these individuals weren’t under the Mosaic covenant. And, of course, neither are we. It’s very simple from Biblical history that whereas the Moral Law is unchanging, the civil code of commonwealth Israel was transcended or negated time and again – and with the approval of God Himself.
At this, McDurmon was speechless and ended his cross-examination time prematurely.
Second Rebuttal
Being quite surprised that the Affirmative in the debate did not use his second constructive to present an argument or advance his position, but instead used it as a rebuttal, I decided to advance my own negation of the resolution.
[15] Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his words. [16] And they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are true and teach the way of God truthfully, and you do not care about anyone's opinion, for you are not swayed by appearances. [17] Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” [18] But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why put me to the test, you hypocrites? [19] Show me the coin for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. [20] And Jesus said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” [21] They said, “Caesar's.” Then he said to them, “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” [22] When they heard it, they marveled. And they left him and went away. (Matthew 22:15-22 ESV)
The story is a familiar one to most of us. The Pharisees and the Herodians seek to trap Jesus. They ask, “Should we pay taxes or not?” The implication is clear. If Jesus says, “No,” he will be considered a rebel to the state of Rome (and rightly so). If he says, “Yes,” he will be considered a traitor to the Israelites by the zealots and Pharisees, since this will be the recognition of a pagan government and, consequently, a pagan religion. Their thoughts were, “Why would an Israelite, under God, pay taxes unto Caesar? Why would he recognize the validity of a state not run by the laws of Moses?”
We see the heart of the controversy in Jesus’ response, “Why do you put me to the test, you hypocrites? Show me the coin for the tax.”
Why were they hypocrites? They were hypocrites, because their question presupposed their own righteousness in NOT paying the tax AND WHY they wouldn’t pay the tax.
Jesus says, “Show me the coin.”
The person who reached into his pocket to retrieve the coin was the hypocrite for, you see, the most righteous of the Jews would not have carried the coin. The following three examples point out refusals to recognize the authority of a pagan government in the realm of authority over God’s people:
One third-century rabbi, Nahum Ben-Semi of Tiberia, proving his self-righteousness, is said to have never let his eyes fall upon the coin because of the inscription there and the graven image.
Bar-Cochba, who rebelled in the 2nd Century and claimed to be a messiah, had the coins collected and the image and inscriptions beaten out of all of them. Hippolytus reported that the Essenes wouldn’t even touch the coin. (By the way, William Barker, at Westminster Seminary, gave an excellent lecture on this topic; I would like to credit him and recommend the lecture to you).
The candidate, a silver denarius, shows the bust of emperor “Tiberius Caesar,” son of the deified August, on one side of the coin, and on the other, his mother, who was also recognized as a deity, with the inscription “Pontifex Maximus” or “Highest Priest.” This is the coin, the one the most devout refused to carry, use or look at, that Jesus referred to when he said, “Show me the coin.” Jesus looked at it and said that, through taxation, it is the right of Caesar. According to Jesus, Caesar, as the civil magistrate, had authority to carry out justice and the common welfare.
Under a gentile regime, Jesus did not expect Caesar to uphold the first table of the law.
Jesus did legitimize a government not founded upon the civil code of Commonwealth Israel. Please note, yet again, that at no point in the debate did McDurmon address this point. He let the argument stand, and stand in its entirety.
I continued . . .
“The hermeneutical backflips of theonomists here range from fanatical to comical, in their desperate attempt to avoid the reality that Jesus legitimizes a pluralistic government and maintains that Caesar’s sphere of influence and authority transcends, irrespective of the Mosaic Civil Code. My opponent’s own approach to this passage is no different, saying on the American Vision website (October 1, 2010):
‘Second, notice they asked a legal question “Is it lawful….” The word itself leaves it unclear whether they meant Roman law or God’s law, … Does Caesar have legitimate authority to demand tribute? Do we have authority from God to pay to Caesar?”
McDurmon would like to say, “They were only asking if it was lawful in Rome. And of course it was, so this doesn’t really prove anything.” Well, the word is, “ek-ses-tee” (Third person singular, present indicative) and carries the connotation of morality as much as legality, which is why the NIV translators attempt to grasp for context, rendering the word “Is it right.” This most certainly is the case, because they are proposing the question to whom they call a teacher of God; they are not approaching him as a legal counselor because they are confused about what the Roman law was. The question is not, “Must we,” legally, but rather, “Should we?”
McDurmon goes on in said article to point out, “Well, it wasn’t a sales tax or income tax or property tax, but a head tax or poll tax, relating to the census.” (As though it makes any kind of difference whatsoever; if it had been a different kind of tax, it would not have lessened the authority of Caesar or changed the answer of Jesus).”
My point was very clear; theonomists miss the point. McDurmon had made this about the proper kinds of taxation. But, in fact, the passage was dealing with the authority of a perfect God being vested in an imperfect government, with human ordinances, and not those given to Israel through Moses, thereby legitimatizing that government. This point was apparently lost on my opponent, both during and after the debate. Since the debate, he has displayed no interest in addressing the Scripture points I brought up; instead he appears content to cry foul concerning my references, quotations, and paraphrases of some of the more scandalous theonomic leaders.
Some have asked, “What was the boogeyman quote you didn’t share at this part of the speech?” (If you noticed, I almost shared a quote, and then decided to avoid it, lest it distract from the debate).
The quotation I was going to mention was one from the very long list of overtly racist statements made by RJ Rushdooney. I intended to point out that, of course, McDurmon needed to walk around with his 26 page-long explanations of these various embarrassing positions held by the theonomic founders such as Rushdoony. I wanted to convey this important aspect for consideration, the one closest to creating the New Covenant Talmud or Theonomic Mishnah: Rushdooney is not someone you want interpreting Old Testament law for you. Time and again, in his Institutes of Biblical Law, his interpretations have proven false, absurd, racist, Judaizing or just flat wrong.
Rushdoony taught that agricultural science was an attack on God’s laws, described women as “property” of men, condemned interracial marriage and even organ transplants, claimed that children have no obligation to care for their parents if they are “liberals,” and professed that the polygraph should be outlawed.
And how did Rushdoony come to all of these conclusions? From the civil law of commonwealth Israel, of course. What, you didn’t catch any of these in the Mosaic Law? Well, you silly antinomian. You need to read Rushdoony He will explain it to you!
The question, “By what standard?” quickly becomes “By the standard of whoever is writing the theonomic Mishnah.” This is why theonomists regularly point you to their founders rather than to the Scripture. It is by Rushdoony’s, Bahnsen’s and North’s standards, more times than not. Like the scribes of old, these interpreters of the law – if left unchecked – will claim (implicitly and by default) more authority than the Scripture they are interpreting.
I ended my presentation by pointing out that theonomists are theological orphans of the 20th century. As I said, “They are Calvinists without Calvin in agreement. They are Van Tilians without Van Til in agreement. They are Presbyterians without the Westminster Confession in agreement, demonstrating that theonomists – in order to be consistent and pass laws necessary for a nation in our cultural setting – must adopt an orthodox view of God’s Moral Law as the standard for justice,” I ended my part of the debate.
McDurmon began his final rebuttal by disagreeing with what had occurred in the second cross examination. He said, “Maybe my memory is off a bit, I don’t remember saying I couldn’t find the penalty for abortion in the civil code, but I remember saying I couldn’t find abortion itself in the civil code, but I defined it as murder and the penalty for murder is death.”
As I shared previously in the debate, McDurmon wrote (and this is in agreement with theonomic thinking) that sins, such as murdering one’s preborn infant, are not crimes unless there is a civil penalty attached to them in the civil code given to commonwealth Israel. For example, the Israelites were given taxes to pay. It was a sin not to pay those taxes (or “tithe,” if you prefer) because they were instructed by Yahweh through Moses. However, it was not a crime to not pay those tithes because there was no penalty attached to it. This is the precise argumentation that McDurmon and other theonomists use to assert that a government cannot take your taxes by coercion, lest it be theft. Their opinion: “There is no penalty for that [sin] in the civil code, therefore it cannot be punished.” To argue “abortion is not in the civil code, but it’s murder in the Moral Law, so therefore it can be punished” is not a theonomic argument. In fact, it defies theonomy and the theonomic supposition.
The next part of McDurmon’s rebuttal is very interesting. He says, “Just because God himself in dealing with some nations or persons can punish them in ways He wants, and not according to the civil code in however many instances you want to pull up, means absolutely nothing. The reason He is not punishing, out there, according to the civil code, is because Israel’s civil jurisdiction is not out there to enforce it.”
And to that I say, “Bingo.” Israel’s civil jurisdiction is not out there, and neither God nor we are obligated to uphold this civil code. What do you know – the Westminster Divines were right after all!
With absolutely no attempt to address the Scriptures I presented in the first or second Constructives, the first or second rebuttal, or the two cross-examinations, McDurmon, instead, decided to commit the fallacy of Reductio ad Hitlerum (which he addressed on page 298 of his book, Biblical Logic).
Next, McDurmon quoted from “professing evangelical Christian” preaching at an event called Call for Renewal, 2006 (actually, it was more of a paraphrase and omitted certain sentences, I presume, for brevity or effect):
“And even if we did have only Christians in our midst, if we expelled every non-Christian from the United States of America, whose Christianity would we teach in the schools? Would we go with James Dobson's or Al Sharpton's? Which passages of Scripture should guide our public policy? Should we go with Leviticus, which suggests slavery is ok and that eating shellfish is abomination? How about Deuteronomy, which suggests stoning your child if he strays from the faith? Or should we just stick to the Sermon on the Mount - a passage that is so radical that it's doubtful that our own Defense Department would survive its application? So before we get carried away, let's read our bibles. Folks haven't been reading their bibles. This brings me to my second point. Democracy demands that the religiously motivated translate their concerns into universal, rather than religion-specific, values. It requires that their proposals be subject to argument, and amenable to reason. I may be opposed to abortion for religious reasons, but if I seek to pass a law banning the practice, I cannot simply point to the teachings of my church or evoke God's will. I have to explain why abortion violates some principle that is accessible to people of all faiths, including those with no faith at all.”
McDurmon then surprised the audience by revealing this “professing evangelical Christian” (one out of three is not bad) as President Obama, who happened to be in perfect agreement, McDurmon said, “with JD Hall.”
Well, there you have it. It is a Reductio ad Hitlerum, a fallacy that assumes or suggests guilt by ideological association. Obama asks some rather good questions and leaves us praying that he pauses to get some answers. Do we obey the ceremonial laws about shellfish or the civil laws about slavery? Do we adhere to Mosaic penology when it comes to stoning our children?
And since Obama, it seems by the quotation, presumes that the Sermon on the Mount is in contrast or opposition to the former laws he mentioned, he needs to be educated Biblically as many others. But does merely asking these questions about which laws we should follow, make Obama and JD Hall the same? In Acts 15 when the apostles were struggling with these things at the Jerusalem council and they eventually came down hard against Judaizing, were they adopting President Obama’s biblical hermeneutic?
One thing is for sure – that was the first time this fire-breathing constitutionalist and libertarian was ever compared to President Obama. Of course, the solution to these unanswered questions for the supposed “professing evangelical Christian” (Obama) is to scorn the God of the Bible, the Scripture he confesses as inspired (presumably) and everything righteous and good for his socialist, humanist and Darwinian worldview.
My solution for these answered questions, quite clearly, is to answer them. I could, as I pointed out in the debate, provide President Obama the Westminster Confession or the 1689 LBC and answer these questions clearly, succinctly, and unequivocally. I would then explain to the President why God’s moral law should be followed, and that murdering infants or allowing two homosexuals to call their relationship a “marriage” should be criminalized, because it is the government’s job to enforce the second table of God’s Moral Law. There is no dilemma here, in spite of McDurmon pretending there is.
McDurmon didn’t read from this paragraph of Obama’s speech, which is located just above the quotation he issued…
“Folks tend to forget that during our founding, it wasn't the atheists or the civil libertarians who were the most effective champions of the First Amendment. It was the persecuted minorities; it was Baptists like John Leland who didn't want the established churches to impose their views on folks who were getting happy out in the fields and teaching the scripture to slaves. The forbearers of the evangelicals were the most adamant about not mingling government with religion, because they did not want state-sponsored religion hindering their ability to practice their faith as they understood it.”
Does McDurmon agree with that statement? I am sure he does. Well, there you have it. Joel McDurmon is in agreement with Barack Obama. Now, of course, you can see this kind of argument is fallacious. You also can see why it was such a shame for McDurmon to use a significant period of his cross examination with this fallacy, when there was so much Scripture (all, in fact) that he had not yet addressed.
McDurmon seemed to argue that asking the questions about which laws to follow puts one in the same camp as Obama. Of course, to be consistent, he would have to answer the President’s question about why we don’t observe the dietary laws. Division has to be made, and asking about such a division and why the laws in force are currently in force is not a sign of compromise. Refusing to answer those questions, however, is a sign of weakness in argumentation.
Subsequently, McDurmon quoted John Gill, the esteemed predecessor of Charles Spurgeon, speaking at the London Metropolitan Tabernacle. Desperate to find a theonomist somewhere, sometime, before the 20th Century, McDurmon uses a long quotation from John Gill in a work called “A Body of Doctrinal Divinity.” Taken, I believe, from theonomyresources.com, McDurmon quotes Gill…
"It may be inquired, whether the judicial laws, or the laws respecting the Jewish polity, are now in force or not, and to be observed or not; which may be resolved by distinguishing between them; there were some that were peculiar to the state of the Jews, their continuance in the land of Canaan, and while their polity lasted, and until the coming of the Messiah, when they were to cease, as is clear from (Gen. 49:10), such as related to inheritances, and the alienation of them by marriage or otherwise; the restoration of them when sold at the year of jubilee; the marrying of a brother’s wife when he died without issue, &c. the design of which was, to keep the tribes distinct until the Messiah came, that it might be clearly known from what tribe he sprung.
And there were others that were peculiarly suited to the natural temper and disposition of that people, who were covetous, cruel, and oppressive of the poor, froward and perverse, jealous and revengeful; hence the laws concerning the manumission of servants sold, at the end of the sixth year; the release of debts, and letting the land rest from tillage every seventh year; concerning lending on interest; leaving a corner in the field for the poor, and the forgotten sheaf;--and others concerning divorces, and the trial of a suspected wife, and the cities of refuge to flee to from the avenger of blood: these, with others, ceased when the Jewish polity did, and are not binding on other nations.
But then there were other judicial laws, which were founded on the light of nature, on reason, and on justice and equity, and these remain in full force; and they must be wise as well as righteous laws, which were made by God himself, their King and Legislator, as they are said to be (Deut. 4:6,8).
And they are, certainly, the best constituted and regulated governments that come nearest to the commonwealth of Israel, and the civil laws of it, which are of the kind last described; and where they are acted up unto, there what is said by Wisdom is most truly verified, "By me kings reign, and princes decree judgment;" and if these laws were more strictly attended to, which respect the punishment of offences, especially capital ones, things would be put upon a better footing than they are in some governments; and judges, in passing sentences, would be able to do that part of their office with more certainty and safety, and with a better conscience.
And whereas the commonwealth of Israel was governed by these laws for many hundreds of years, and needed no other in their civil polity, when, in such a course of time, every case that ordinarily happens, must arise, and be brought into a court of judicature; I cannot but be of opinion, that a digest of civil laws might be made out of the Bible, the law of the Lord that is perfect, either as lying in express words in it, or to be deduced by the analogy of things and cases, and by just consequence, as would be sufficient for the government of any nation: and then there would be no need of so many law books, nor of so many lawyers; and perhaps there would be fewer law suits.” [Emphasis belongs to McDurmon’s source, http://theonomyresources.blogspot.com/2010/08/john-gill-and-theonomy.html].”
Yes, Gill believed that a digest of civil laws might be made from the Bible. I, of course, agreed to the same during the audience question section. What Gill did not say, and would not have said, is that the civil laws given to the commonwealth of Israel were obligatory for nations today. Remember how I began the debate by saying that the civil code given to the commonwealth of Israel was good, just and relevant? This is what Gill is very clearly espousing, and nothing further.
Notice that Gill says something theonomists would not say: “Either lying in express words in it, or to be deduced by the analogy of things and cases.” Of course, this is what we call the general and moral equity of the law. Deduction, the finer and applicable points of the civil code, is not the same as theonomic obliging in the exhaustive detail. Gill is only pointing out what I pointed out, also, in the audience questioning – it is not difficult to find a system of laws better than what we have today, and the civil code given to commonwealth of Israel is no exception.
McDurmon, however, neglected to read the last paragraph from John Gill. In short, he left one quote down in the mine. It reads:
"However, we Christians, under whatsoever government we are, are directed to submit to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake, and for conscience sake; even to everyone that is not contrary to common sense and reason, and to religion and conscience; (see Rom. 13:1-7; Titus 3:1; 1 Pet. 2:13,14).”
It might also interest you to know that Gill strongly contradicts McDurmon’s notion that “Love God” and “Love Neighbor” are references to the Moral Law and Ten Commandments in that very document, A Body of Doctrinal Divinity – contradicting a major point of McDurmon’s argumentation in the second part of the debate.
“The moral law, which lies chiefly in the Decalogue, or Ten Commandments (Ex 20:3-17), and which our Lord has reduced, even both tables of the law, to two capital ones, love to God, and love to our neighbor (Matthew 22:36-40), as the apostle has reduced the commands of the second table to one, that is, love, which he calls the fulfilling of the law (Rom. 13:9, 10). And this law, to love God and our neighbour, is binding on every man, and is eternal, and remains invariable and unalterable; and concerning which I shall treat more largely”.
Gill says that the moral law is invariable and unalterable. In complete agreement with my proposition on the abiding nature of the moral law, Gill writes…
“Now the law of Moses, for matter and substance, is the same with the law of nature, though differing in the form of administration; and this was renewed in the times of Moses, that it might be confirmed, and that it might not be forgotten, and be wholly lost out of the minds of men. . .”
Like the Westminster Divines, Gill points out that the moral equity of the law is what makes it abiding, and is the same as the law of nature (which theonomists oppose violently). Listen to how Gill begins his diatribe on the civil laws in a passage McDurmon certainly would not want to present:
“The judicial law, which respects the political state or civil government of the Jews, and consists of statutes and judgments, according to which the judges in Israel determined all causes brought before them, and passed sentence; in which sentence the people were to acquiesce (Deut. 17:8-11). Such as related to any injuries done to their persons or property, and to the punishment of offences, both of a greater and of a lesser kind; these were given by Moses, but not made by him; they were made by God himself. The government of the Jews was a very particular form of government; it was a theocracy, a government immediately under God; though he is King of the whole world, and Governor among and over the nations of it, yet he was in a special and peculiar manner King over Israel.”
Gills says that the judicial law was specifically in respect to the political state of the Jews and that the government of the Jews was a particular kind of government, a theocracy. Even though God is the King of the whole world, these laws, like God’s Kingship, were particular over Israel.
McDurmon demonstrated precisely what I warned of in my first constructive – he took a quotation from someone valuing the civil laws as good, and yet not obligatory, and calls him posthumously a “theonomist.” Gill, as you can see above, was no such thing.
Finally, McDurmon dodges all Scriptural challenge and any of my previous argumentation by reading from yet another Baptist, who is not a theonomist, to defend his theonomic position (again, they must borrow from the leaders of other traditions because their own leaders are so few and controversial). McDurmon quotes from the section below, but skips over the words not in bold…
PHIL: Right. Now you've mentioned actually a three-fold division in the Law. There are moral laws, there are ceremonial precepts and then there are civil laws, as well. And this is one that sort of ties together the civil and the moral, isn't it? Because you cited a verse that prescribes the death penalty for the practice of homosexuality.
JOHN: Yeah, there were many...
PHIL: That pertains to the civil, the penalty, right?
JOHN: Well, the punishment pertains to the civil law. The conduct pertains to the moral law.
PHIL: Right.
If this can be called quote-mining, some valuable ore has been left in the ground. Notice that McDurmon did not read from MacArthur’s clear division between moral, ceremonial, and civil law, nor did he read from MacArthur’s extremely anti-theonomic rendering of that division. The sin pertains to the moral law, MacArthur says, and the penalty pertains to civil law. The theonomists would hate this distinction, and the theonomic founders would call MacArthur an antimonian on account of it.
JOHN: So in this theocratic kingdom, God established penalties for violations of His moral law. And this was a model of a perfect environment, a theocratic kingdom. Thirty-five...as I...35 different moral violations were punishable by death. One of them was homosexuality. Just to spread that a little bit, another one was disobeying your parents. Now immediate swift death to juvenile delinquents would have a tremendous impact. Immediate swift death...
PHIL: It would certainly cut down on the number of delinquents, wouldn't it?
JOHN: It certainly would. It would...and the same with homosexuality...swift judgment. And I will tell you this, if there were today a theocratic kingdom and we were in that theocratic kingdom, those sins would be punished the same way because that is a just punishment...that is a just punishment.
And then, McDurmon conveniently left out the last phrase in this section from Dr. MacArthur about why it would be a just punishment:
JOHN: “Frankly, the wages of any sin is . . . what? . . . is death. So that is a just punishment.”
If that argument from Dr. MacArthur sounds familiar, it is because I used it in the debate. Any punishment of death, for any sin, is just in God’s economy of righteousness. This is hardly an endorsement for Mosaic penology, as observed today. McDurmon continues partially quoting from the exchange:
JOHN: “The tragedy is, however, the theocratic kingdom which God originally established began to disintegrate very early, didn't it? I mean, it didn't take very long. When God established His law, it wasn't long until the people began to fall into sin; they made all kinds of promises that they didn't keep. They disobeyed the Ten Commandments all over the place. There was capital punishment exercised for a while, and then, of course, in comes their desire for a king and they get a bad king, Saul, and the thing goes down further and David is a bright spot, at least most of the time. And then Solomon comes, the kingdom splits, and it just gets worse and worse. And what you had then was unwillingness on the part of those who were responsible for the theocratic kingdom to enact the civil punishments. And because there were no punishments for these kinds of sins, they flourished everywhere, adultery, fornication, immorality, homosexuality, baby sacrifice, offering your children to Molech, etc., etc., etc. And since God then removed Himself from the nation Israel, there has never been another theocratic kingdom. Okay? And that's why today the kingdoms of this world, and Jesus said the kingdoms of this world are different than My kingdom, do not punish sin the way God prescribed it. And so the question might be asked, "If we did what was right in America, what would happen to homosexuals?" And the answer is that they would be executed. But before you rush to make that law, that would also happen to adulterers and juvenile delinquents, those who disobeyed their parents. And if that had been the case for the last 50 years, this room would be a lot emptier than it is now. But that doesn't change God's standard. And in the end, folks, God gives a reprieve here and God doesn't give every sinner what he deserves when he deserves it, but eventually...right? The grinding of God is slow, but it is nonetheless effective.”
It is notable, of course, that MacArthur makes it very clear that this is not the system in which we now live, that God has removed himself from Israel, and there has never been another theocratic Kingdom. MacArthur’s explanation, very plainly, described what would happen if America were ancient day Israel, which MacArthur made clear, it is not. In fact, MacArthur writes, “That’s why today the kingdoms of this world are different than [His] Kingdom.”
McDurmon said in conclusion, “Why do all the great Reformed Baptists in history agree with me and Jordan Hall agrees with Barack Obama?”
Of course, neither of his two citations of Baptist preachers would convict them of holding to theonomic distinctives, let alone “all the great Reformed Baptists.”
McDurmon has spent no time addressing my Scriptural arguments, not during the debate or afterward. He has complained on his website, American Vision, about my use of theonomic quotations. He has posted that confessions were brought up along with the opinions of men. Yet, he has not addressed Scriptural arguments.
CONCLUSION
I have presented my post-debate thoughts. They are not meant to be an exhaustive rebuttal to arguments presented in the debate, for if I wanted to fire up the Pulpit & Pen blog and launch into an endless back-and-forth (as my opponent had asked for immediately following the debate), I wouldn’t have debated in the first place.
Neither is this meant to be an exhaustive answer to the question of hyponomy. A book I found extremely helpful, that I would recommend to you, is Judicial Warfare, by Greg Loren Durand. There are a few other books on this topic, but sadly, most scholars have simply not found the theonomic argument to be compelling enough to deserve a response, referring to it, as Calvin did, as “false and foolish.”
I would pray that you would do your own research, become a Berean, and pull yourself away from the yoke of the law and toward the grace of Jesus Christ.