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1. The Infamous Auburn Affirmation of 1923 

a. Amidst growing modernist influences, the General Assembly (“GA”) in the PCUSA in 

1910, 1916, and 1923 declared that candidates for ordination should be able to affirm 

five fundamental doctrines as necessary and essential beliefs for Presbyterian ministers:  

the inerrancy of Scripture; the virgin birth and deity of Christ, substitutionary 

atonement; Jesus' bodily resurrection; and the authenticity of Christ's miracles. 

b. In response to the 1923 GA, the Presbytery of New York convened a gathering in 

Auburn, New York, in December 1923.  

i. It drafted the Auburn Affirmation: "An Affirmation designed to safeguard the 

unity and liberty of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America."  

ii. An excerpt from the affirmation that summarizes it well:  

Some of us regard the particular theories contained in the deliverance of 
the General Assembly of 1923 as satisfactory explanations of these facts 
and doctrines. But we are united in believing that these are not the only 
theories allowed by the Scriptures and our standards as explanations of 
these facts and doctrines of our religion, and that all who hold to these 
facts and doctrines, whatever theories they may employ to explain 
them, are worthy of all confidence and fellowship. 
 

c. Their argument rested on two main arguments: 

i. A constitutional argument: GA did not have right to amend the Constitution, 

and they claimed it was effectively doing this by imposing doctrinal declarations. 

ii. An argument for toleration: They did not think that subscribing to the either the 

Bible or the Westminster Standards demanded these fundamental doctrines. 

d. They wanted to elevate Christian conscience and emphasize the Holy Spirit speaking 

through the Word.  What danger comes if that is improperly weighted? 

2. The General Assembly of 1925 and the Forming of a Special Commission 

a. There was anticipation building over a showdown at the GA of 1925 regarding the 

Auburn Affirmation.  For example, Machen wrote the following in "Shall the General 

Assembly Represent the Church?," by J.G. Machen (1925): 

We are not without sympathy for the "other gospel" which is to be heard so 
widely to-day. It has promoted some civic virtues; it has palliated some of the 
secular symptoms of sin. But one thing it has not done-it has not saved a single 
soul. That can be done only by the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit uses only the one 
true gospel, now so often despised, that is found in the Word of God. Which 



American Presbyterian History 

Week 11 – The Modernist Controversy, Pt. 2 Trinity Presbyterian Church 

2 
 

"gospel" shall our church proclaim? That is the real question before the General 
Assembly of 1925. 
 

b. At the Assembly, The Judicial Commission first ruled that the Presbytery of New York 

erred in their recent ordaining of two ministers who did not affirm the virgin birth. 

c. Then a motion was made and unanimously approved to create a special commission "to 

study the present spiritual condition of our Church and the causes making for unrest, 

and to report to the next General Assembly, to the end that the purity, peace, unity and 

progress of the Church may be assured." 

d. The Special Commission met four times the following year, hearing arguments from 

both sides.   

i. Machen argued that the church’s unrest was “reducible to the one great 

underlying cause” (i.e. modernism).  Modernists argued for tolerance and unity. 

ii. The Commission’s report, which was adopted, advocated unity and required "all 

slander and misrepresentation" to be stopped within the church.  It was a 

defacto win for the modernists. 

3. Princeton Seminary's Reorganization and the Birth of Westminster Seminary in 1929 

a. With the passing of the Special Commissions' report in 1927, efforts were made to deal 

with specific areas of unrest currently in the church.  One such place was Princeton 

Seminary.  This would sadly result in the end of the glory days of Princeton as an ardent 

proponent of Old School Presbyterianism and Reformed theology. 

b. In 1929 the General Assembly reorganize Princeton Seminary, resulting in new 37-

member board that removed conservative influences 

and also included two signers of the Auburn Affirmation. 

c. Machen and many other faculty resigned from Princeton 

and formed Westminster Seminary in Philadelphia.  

4. Assessment 

a. Historically speaking, we see clearly today that the 

modernists ultimately won the denomination.  In what ways were the conservatives’ 

efforts against modernism effective?  In what ways could they improve?   

b. How do we learn from this for our own ongoing battle with modernists? 

Next Week… Formation of the OPC 


