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Warfield, Chafer, and the
Reformed Tradition: A Question
of Historical Perspective

Gary W. Johnson

he late Bernard Ramm, in his After Fundamentalism: The
4 Future of Evangelical Theology, included an appendix
that, in the words of Fred H. Klooster, “represents a rather
ludicrous comparison of Lewis Sperry Chafer and Karl
Barth.™ In terms of educational background and academic
qualifications, Barth did indeed tower over Chafer. Ramm
seemed to labor under the impression that Chafer still
exerts some significant influence in evangelical circles
today. He refers to Chafer’s Systematic Theology (originally
in eight volumes, it has recently been revised by the faculty
of Dallas Seminary in two volumes) as

a standard text in a number of evangelical and fundamen-
talist schools. It is heralded as the fullest text of systematic
theology .that we have now in print for evangelicals. It
claims to be unabridged, premillennial, and dispensational.
It is, then, a paradigm for evangelical and fundamentalist
theology. ?

Ramm obviously felt that if evangelicals would take the
time to do a little comparison, they would quickly see that
earth was a far more qualified guide to the study of theolo-
gy than Chafer.

I submit (and with no disrespect to Chafer or his rightful
place of honor in the history of the twentieth-century
church) that Warfield has had a more pronounced influence
on evangelicalism in this century than Chafer, and Ramm
would have been better advised to do a comparison with
Warfield and Barth, especially since Warfield's educational
background and academie- qualifications are comparable
with Barth’s. But this would have defeated Ramm’s original
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intention, which was to present Barth in his best possible
light. Comparlng Warfield and Barth would not have con-
vinced many evangelicals that Barth was superior to
Warfield in learning and theological scholarship.

This article does not seek to imitate Ramm by resorting
to a similar comparison between Warfield and Chafer. Like
Barth, Warfield would stand head and shoulders over

Chafer in that regard. Besides, Warfield would have found

such a comparison extremely. distasteful. Both men were
Presbyterian. Both taught systematic theology, and in most
critical areas of doctrine (especially in their understanding
of Scripture) they were in hearty agreement.?

Warfield and Chafer did have some serious disagree-
ments. In 1918 Warfield reviewed Chafer’s popular book He
That Is Spirityal in Princeton Theological Review.* Warfield
pulled no punches, and it is doubtful if Chafer ever received
a more devastating analysis of his views than the one that
Warfield delivered. George M. Marsden sums up Warfield'’s
review:

The essence of Warfield's criticism was, as he put it in a
review of a work by young Lewis Sperry Chafer, that the
Keswick teacher was plagued by “two inconsistent systems
of religion struggling together in his mind.” One was
Calvinist, so that he and his “coterie” (one of Warfield’s
favorite words) of evangelists and Bible teachers often
spoke of God’s grace doing all; but behind this Calvinist
exterior lurked the spectres of Pelagius, Arminius, and
Wesley, all of whom made God's gracious working subject to
human determination. The resulting synthesis, Warfield
said, was “at once curiously pretentious and curiously shal-
low.™

Chafer never responded in print to Warfield in the
Princetonian’s lifetime. S. Lewis Johnson, Jr., who studied
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under Dr. Chafer in the 1940s, once told me that Dr. Chafer
never spoke of Warfield with anything but the-utmost
respect. However, Chafer did have strong comments about
Warfield’s understanding of prophetic themes, and it is to

_that that I turn my attention.

Warfield stands in the mainstream of the Reformed tradi-
tion on the interpretation of prophecy. His position is gen-
erally identified as postmillennial. In his short article, “The
Gospel and the Second Coming,” Warfield speaks of the mil-
lennium in terms of premillennial and postmillennial, and
argues in favor of the postmillennial position. Warfield’s
interests were elsewhere and he did not devote a great deal
of time or effort to the subject. What he did write is restrict-
ed to, relatively speaking, brief articles. The longest one,
“The Millennium and the Apocalypse” (22 pages), is the
most argumentative. Throughout his writings on the sub-
ject, one refrain is struck again and again: Warfield has no
sympathies for premillennialism. .

From its inception with Archibald Alexander, the old
Princetonian attitude towards premillennialism has been
described in the words of David B. Calhoun, as one of “to}-
erant dissatisfaction.”” Warfield’s attitude towards chiliasm
(as premillennialism has been referred to historically) is
typical of leading Reformed theologians of the period. W. G.
T. Shedd and Robert Lewis Dabney on the American scene,
as well as the Scotsman James Orr, and the Dutchmen
Abraham Kuyper and Herman Bavinck, all wrote critically
of premillennialism.

Chafer, it must be admitted, was not a product of this
Reformed tradition. Although ordained as an evangelist in
the Northern Presbyterian Church, he received no formal
theological training (something he actually thought was to
his advantage).® His circle of friends, for the most part, were
among the likes of Harry Ironside, James Gray, R. A. Torrey
and especially C. L. Scofield, whose influence was undoubt-




Warfield, Chafer, and the Reformed Tradition

. [ o)
Reformation & Revival % Journal

edly the single greatest factor in molding Chafer’s thought.
All of these men, in addition to being in the forefront of the
victorious life teaching, or the Keswick movement, were
ardent premillennialists of the dispensational stripe. It
would not be an exaggeration to say that, as far as they were
concerned, premillennialism constituted the essence of
what it meant to be a “Bible-believing Christian.”® Whether
it was intentional or not, Chafer lapsed into this mindset on
more than one occasion in discussing the various schools of
thought regarding the millennium.

Premillennialism, as expected, is vigorously defended.
Chafer, however, is somewhat uncomfortable with the his-
torical record since the time of the Reformation, complain-
ing that ecclesiastical histories are usually written by men
who are not sympathetic to premillennialism. He does point
to the testimony of Cotton Mather in seeking to confirm his
conviction that chiliasm has a long and glorious following
down through the years. In Reformed circles, however, it
has always been a minority position."

Chafer was not a historian of doctrine, and one of the
major flaws in his systematic theology is his lack of famil-
jarity with church history and the progress of dogma.”
Postmillenialism, for instance, is traced back to Daniel
Whitby (1638-1725), who published his “Treatise of the True
Millennium” in 1703. Whitby was an English theologian
whom Chafer stigmatizes as being a secret Socinian.” The
trouble with all this is that Whitby was not the first or even
the most influential postmillennialist. lain H. Murray has
convincingly demonstrated that the mainstream Puritans of
the seventeenth century were, for the most part, postmil-
lennialists.”

Warfield’s position is identified by Chafer as being
antimillennial and is. said three times by Chafer to be of
Romish origin.® Chafer writes, “Dr. B. B. Warfield embraced
the Romish idea, common to all who defend the amillennial
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theory. His great learning and scholarship in other fields of
truth have given him an influence over many who do not

" investigate any more than Dr. Warfield evidently did.”®

Warfield’s position and interpretation of Revelation 20 is
described by Chafer in this way: “In sheer fantastical imagi-
nation this method surpasses Russellism, Eddyism, and
Seventh Day Adventism.”” Chafer is guilty, regrettably, espe-
cially in his section on eschatology, of vilifying and demo-
nizing his opposition.

Warfield deserved better than this. His understanding of
the question of the millennium was neither Romish nor cul-
tic. He stands in a long line of Reformed thinkers who, like
Chafer, have sought to be faithful to Scripture in developing
their understanding of last things. This is not to say that
Warfield’s understanding of last things is innately superior
to Chafer’s. It is to say, however, that our own understand-
ing of such things is greatly impoverished if, like Chafer, we
neglect the historical dimension in our attempts to con-
struct a biblical theology of last things.

Author ,

Rev. Gary L. W. Johnson, Th.M., Westminster Theological
Seminary, Philadelphia, and a Ph.D. candidate at
W_estminster Theological Seminary, with his major work in
the life and theology of B. B. Warfield, is pastor of Church of
the Redeemer, Mesa, Arizona. '
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