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New City Fellowship CE Workshop 
Saturday, March 24, 2018 
Douglas Felch 

 
A  Brief Primer on the History, Purpose, and Character of the  

Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
 

Welcome 
 
 
Introduction:  Preliminary Characteristics of the OPC 
 
 A. The OPC is a Church 
 
 
 B. The OPC is a Presbyterian Church 
 
  1. Etymologically:    
 
 
 
  2. Historically:   
 
 
 
  3. Taken Together:   
 
 
 
 C. The OPC is an Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
 
  1. The definition of Orthodox in the OPC 
 
 
 
  2. The significance of Orthodox in the OPC 
 
   a. Biblically Grounded 
 
 
   b. Intentionally Reformed and Presbyterian 
 
 
   c. Confessionally Committed 
 
 
 D. An Invitation to get to Know the OPC 
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Part I:  Background to American Christianity and  
 American Presbyterianism (1700 to 1900) 
 
I. Three Characteristics of American Christianity 
 (See DIAGRAM) 
 
 A. Religious Tolerance 
   
  1. Tolerance and Separation of Church and State 
 
  2. Formalized by the U.S. Constitution 
         
 B. The American Revivalist Tradition 
 
  1. The First Great Awakening (1730-1750) 
 
 
  2. The Second Great Awakening (1800-1850) 
 
 
  3. The Businessman’s Awakening (North Only) 
 
 

4. Other?  (Pentecostal Movement, Billy Graham, Jesus 
Movement) 

 
 
 C. Fundamentalist/Modernist Controversy 
 
  1. The Rise of Theological Liberalism/Modernism 
 
 
  2. The Fundamentalist/Modernist Division 
 
 
II. The History of American Presbyterianism (1700 to 1900) (See 

DIAGRAM) 
 
 A. The Roots of American Presbyterianism  
 
  1. The roots of the Swiss Reformation 
 
 
  2. The roots of English Puritanism and Scottish  
   Presbyterianism. 
 
  3. The roots of the Westminster Assembly 
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 B. The Original Formation of the Presbyterian Church in  
  the United States of America 
 
  1. Organization of the General Presbytery (1706) 
 
 
  2. Organization of the General Synod (3 Presbyteries)  
   (1716) 
 
 
  3. Overture to Synod regarding the WCF (1727) 
 
 
  4. Adoption Act (1729) 
 
 
  5. Explanatory Act (1736) 
 
  
 

C. The First Great Awakening and the Old Side/New Side  
  Controversy 
 

1. The origin and nature of the controversy:  The FGA.  Pious 
Activism vs. Precisionism. 

 
 
  2. The consequence of the controversy: Division (1741) 
 
 
  3. The resolution of the controversy:  Reunion (1758) 
 
 
  4. First General Assembly of the PCUSA (1788) 
 
 

D. The Second Great Awakening and the OldSchool/New School 
Controversy. 

 
  1. The origin and nature of the controversy:  The SGA 
 
 
  2. The consequence of the controversy: Division (1837) 
 
 

3. The resolution of the controversy:  Reunion of the Northern 
Church (1868) 
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 4. Aside:  The North/South division of the church  
 

 
E. Discussion and Observations   
 

1. The next step leading to the OPC will be the rise of 
Modernism and the Fundamentalist/Modernist debate (after 
Coffee Break). 

 
2. Intramural OPC debate as to whether reunion with the New 

Schoolers contributed to the rise of Modernism.  Some say 
yes.  Following George Marsen, I disagree. 

 
3. Those who say yes want to argue that the OPC is essentially 

an “Old School” denomination. 
 
4. I would suggest the tension between Activism and 

Precisionism  in the context of revival is a good one in the 
history of American Presbyterianism, and that is continues 
in the OPC as well.  Both emphases are necessary and both 
are reflected in the history of the OPC.  We will talk more of 
this later.  

 
5. I do concede, however, that the Old School/New School 

controversy left the church weary of contending for the faith, 
and may have left the church more vulnerable to Modernist 
influence.  There is a cautionary tale there. 

 
*  *  * 

 
REFRESHMENT BREAK 

 
*  *  * 

 
Part II:  Countdown to and Formation of the OPC 
 
I. Background to the Formation of the OPC 
  

A. The Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy 
 
  1. Importing of Liberal Theology from Germany 
 

2. Dissemination of Liberal Theology through the U.S. 
Seminaries. 

 
3. About a 50/50 split between 1870-1910. 
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4. Led to a cross-denominational  between theological liberals 
and theological conservatives that exists to this day. 

 
 B. The Nature of Modernism 
 
  1. Nineteenth Century Liberalism was an attempt to bring  

Christianty “up to date” scientifically and philosophically. 
(according to Immanuel Kant). 

 
 
 
 
 

2. Following Kant’s reinterpretation of Christianity, it denied 
the supernatural elements of the Christian faith and reduced 
Christianity to ethics. 

 
 
  
 
3. ILLUSTRATION:  An imaginary theological discussion 

with a 19th Century Liberal or “Modernist” 
 
 
 

 
 C. The Nature of Historic Fundamentalism 
 
  1. In response, theological conservatives attempted to stem the  
   tide of theological liberalism by asserting core historical  
   Christian doctrines as a litmus tests of orthodoxy. 
 
  2. The “Five Fundamentals” 
  

  a. Supernatural Miracles 
 

   b. The Inspiration and Authority of Scripture 
 
   c. The Virgin Birth of Christ 
 
   d. The Substitutionary atonement of Christ 
 
   e. The Resurrection of Christ 
 
  3. The historic meaning of “Fundamentalism” 
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D. J. Gresham Machen:  An Important Early Leader 
 
 1. Raised in a Christian home by godly parents.  Member of a  
  Southern Presbyterian Church in Baltimore. 
 
 2. Studies Classics at John Hopkins University and New  
  Testament at Princeton Seminary. 
 
 3. Went to Marburg, Germany to study NT under Wilhelm  
  Hermann. 
 
  a. Very impressed by the piety of the  
   Modernists, but began to have doubts. 
 
  d. Came to conclusion that Modernism was not a  
   form of Christianity, but an entirely new  
   religion. 
 

4. Became Prof. of New Testament at Princeton Seminary. 
Probably the greatest NT Greek scholar of his day. 

 
 5. Very hard to classify.  He was an remarkable and unusual  
  genius. 
 
  a. Athletic:  Climbed the Matterhorn and wrote  
   about it.  
 
  b. Libertarian streak.  Protested jaywalking laws  
   in Philadelphia.  
 
  c. Served with YMCA in Europe during WW I. 
 

   d. Brilliant writer and defender of historic Christianity. 
 
 
II. The Road and Countdown to the Formation of the OPC  
 

A. The 1906 Reunion with the Cumberland Presbyterians 
 
B. The Failure of a Broad Plan of Union of the PCUSA with other 

Churches. 
 

C. The Upholding of the Five Fundamentals at the 1923 General 
Assembly of the PCUSA (Northern Presbyterian Church) 

       
 D. The Protest of the Auburn Affirmation.    
 

1. Signed by 1100 ministers in the PCUSA it  
 protested against the action of the 1923 GA. 
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2. Argued that the Five Fundamentals were only theories and 

could not be used as tests of orthodoxy. 
 

E. The Reorganization of Princeton Seminary 
 

1. In response to requests from several presbyteries, the 1929 
GA of the PCUSA determined to reorganize the 
administration and faculty of Princeton Seminary to make if 
more fully reflect the Fundamentalist/Modernist pluralism 
in the church. 

 
2. Machen and others went across the river and formed 

Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. 
 

F. The Formation of an Independent Board for Foreign Missions. 
 
 1. Machen and others tried to get the GA to discipline  
  PCUSA Foreign mission board so as to not send  
  missionaries who did not believe or preach the  
  gospel.  E.g. Pearl Buck. 
 
 2. When their overtures were refused, they formed an  
  Independent Board for Foreign Missions. 
 
 3. This became a sore spot in the denomination. 
 
G. The Trial of Machen and other Ministers for Insubordination 
 
 1. Machen and others were brought up on charges of  
  insubordination and violation of their third  
  ordination vow to preserve the peace and unity of  

the church by refusing to support the  
denominational Board. 

 
 2. Machen and others argued that they were trying to  
  preserve their first ordination vow to uphold the  
  gospel.  That they would be happy to support the  
  denominational board if there were assurances that  
  they would only send missionaries who believe in  
  the gospel.  
 

3. Machen was forbidden to make any reference to alleged 
liberalism in the PCUSA in his defense.  This denied him a 
defense.   

 
4. He and others were found guilty of violating their third 

ordination vow and were defrocked (not excommunicated). 
They were stripped of their ministerial credentials.  
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5. The OPC was formed.   They did not leave the PCUSA.  

They were essentially forced out. 
 
6. The year 1936 was part of the Great Depression.  Only three 

churches kept their buildings.  Much hardship and sacrifice. 
 

H. A Sorting Out:  The Early Days and Division of the Original OPC 
 

1. Finding a name for the new denomination.  First, 
Presbyterian Church of America.  1939:  OPC. 

 
 2. A sorting out of the original denomination.   
 
  a. Presbyterianism 
 
  b. Premillennialism 
 
  c. Prohibition 
 
  d. Personalities 
 
 3. Disagreements over the Independent Board for Foreign  
  Missions.  Machen removed as President.  Broke his heart. 
 
 4. The Unexpected Death of J. Gresham Machen, January 1,  
  1937. 
 
 5. Division between the OPC and the Bible Presbyterian  
  Church (1937/1938) 
 
 

III. A Topical Sampling of the Subsequent History of the OPC 
 
 A. The Mission Mindedness of the OPC 
 
  1. The Committee on Foreign Missions  
 
 
  2. The Committee on Home Missions 
  
 
  3. The Committee on Christian Education 
 
 
  4. The Committee on Diaconal Ministries and Disaster Relief 
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5. The Commitment to Provide Denominational  
   Support  for Missionaries through Worldwide Outreach.  
 
 
 
 B. Theological Discussions and General Assembly Reports 
 
  1. The OPC Interest in Careful Theological  
   Discussions 
 
   a. In Judicial Cases 
 
   b. In General Assembly Reports 
 
  2. A Sampling of Some Issues discussed in the OPC 
   

 a. Gordon Clark/Cornelius Van Til on the  
  Incomprehensibility of God 
 
 b. Peniel Bible Conference and the Kress Case on  
  continuing revelation. 
 
 c. The OPC on Race 
 
 d. The OPC on Abortion 
 

e. Hermeneutics of Women in Office and Women in 
office. 

 
f. The OPC on the Days of Creation 

 
C. Ecumenicity and Interchurch Relations  
 

  1. The Ecumenical Mandate 
 
  2. Ecumenical Connections (Examples) 
 
   a. Joining the RES 
 
   b. Leaving the RES 
 
   c. Joining the ICRC 
 
   d. Participation in NAPARC 
 
   e. Ending Fraternal Relations with the CRC 
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  3. Attempts to unite with other Churches 
 
   a. With the CRC through merger 

 
  b. With the Reformed Presbyterian Church Evangelical  
   Synod through merger. 
 

c. With the Presbyterian Church of America PCA 
through “Joining and Receiving” (J&R) 

 
D. The Center for Urban Theological Studies 
 
 1. Work of Bill Krispin in Philadelphia 
 
 2. The Development of the Center for Urban Theological  
  Studies CUTS 
 
 3. The OPC Alignment with CUTS 
 
 4. The Departure of CUTS 
 

5. Assessment:  Here the OPC was willing to get outside of its 
comfort zone and even develop a rare cooperation with a 
parachurch organization.  Unfortunately did not continue. 

 
E. The New Life Churches and Voluntary Realignment. 
 
 1. Backdrop:  The Jesus movement of the 60s and 70s. 
 

2. The Nature of the Movement.  Emphasis on Piety, 
Evangelism, Worship. 

 
 3. Jack Miller and Others 
 
 4. Tension in the OPC 
 
 5. Failure of the J&R 
 
 6. “Voluntary Realignment.”  
 
 7. Interpreting the Departure 
 
 8. Assessment.  
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IV. Summing it Up:  Discussion of some Strengths  
 and Weaknesses of the OPC in Light of her History. 

 
A. Strengths 

 
  1. The OPC is firmly committed to the Gospel and to  
   the Historic Christian Faith.  
 
 
 
 
 
  2. The OPC is firmly committed to the Bible as the Word and  
   Law of God and as the final rule of faith and practice in  
   both the life of individual Christians and the life of the  
   church.  
 
 
 
 
  3. The OPC is firmly committed to the Principle of Christian  
   Liberty, that our conscience is bound only by the word of  
   God and that the authority of the church is ministerial and  
   declarative.  
 
 
 
 
  4. The OPC is firmly committed to the Reformed or  
   Reformational understanding of the Sovereignty of God  
   over all things, especially in the application of salvation.  
 
 
 
 

5. The OPC is serious about worship.  We are serious about 
the importance of it.  The ordering of it according to the 
Regulative Principle of Worship, and the regularity and 
faith centeredness of it as reflected in the proper 
observation of the Sabbath.  
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6. The OPC is serious about the exercise of 
discipleship/discipline in the body.  And because of what 
happened to Machen and others, the OPC is committed to 
functioning courts .  

 
 

 
7. The OPC is serious about Presbyterianism at all levels.   
 
 a.  Local Session 
 
 

b. Presbytery 
 

 
c. General Assembly 
 

 
 
  8. The OPC is serious about every member ministry.  
 
 
 
  9. The OPC is serious about the Mission of the Church.  
 
 
  
  10. The OPC is serious about the catholicity of the church and  
   about ecumencity, but is very cautious about forming  
   alliances, and struggles with the role of para-church  
   organizations.  
 
 
 
   B. Weaknesses:  
 
  1. The OPC was born of controversy and tends to attract or be  
   attracted to controversy.  
 
 
 
 
  2. The OPC has a tendency to look inward and be somewhat  
   self-protective.  
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3. The OPC’s commitment to protecting the defendant 
sometimes makes the exercise of discipline difficult to 
process and complete.  

 
 

 
   
  4. By virtue of its history, while the OPC has not been  

opposed to multicultural ministry it has not had much 
experience or fruitfulness in pursuing it.  
 
 
 

  5. The OPCs laudable commitment to a learned pastorate has  
   also proved to be a barrier to encouraging minister  
   candidates from a plurality of racial, cultural and economic  
   backgrounds to pursue ministry in the OPC. 
 
 
 

6. Because of its commitment to careful process and debate,  
 wheels of change in the OPC can move quite slowly.  
 
 

 
 

7. The OPC has a strong commitment and consensus on the 
subject of women in office and has articulated this clearly.   
However, it has not devoted as much time reflecting and 
coming to a consensus on deciding what laywomen and 
laymen in the church ought to be encouraged to do.  This is 
unfinished business.  

 
 
PERSONAL SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
I hope today’s presention has been helpful for you to get some additional insight 
into the denomination of which we are a part here at NCF.   
 
We have covered a lot of ground.  I hope I have not overwhelmed you with 
material.  I have tried to provide you a handout that will serve as a reminder and 
review of what we have discussed today, and I hope it will help with retention.  
If you are interested in learning more about the things that have been mentioned 
today, there are many books, articles, and materials available in print or on line. 
 
There is video on the OPC put out by the Committee for the Historian.   It is 
available online on YouTube at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lgv8g-‐U09is  It 
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is very well done, but not as accessible for the uninitiated.  You are no longer in 
that category and I think you would enjoy watching it.  
 
I hope as you have looked at the history of the OPC and background that formed 
it that you are impressed at how strong and sacrificial the OPC has and is in the 
service of the Lord Jesus Christ and the gospel.   Remember the OPC came into 
being during the time of the Great Depression.  Of all the churches that came out 
of the Northern Presbyterain Church, only three were permitted to keep their 
property.  Many early OP ministers surrendered their support and their pensions 
in order to stand for the gospel.   Are you ready for the gospel?  Well they were 
and they were prepared to pay the cost of discipleship.   
 
But the OPC is not, as some humorously suggest, the Only Perfect Church. There 
is still much room for it to grow and to become more faithful.  But it does possess 
the tools and the motivation to do so.  It is serious about the Bible.  It wants to 
study it earnestly and clearly.  It wants to implement what it teaches.  It wants to 
uphold the richness of the Reformational faith as summarized in the Westminster 
Confession of Faith and Catechisms.  It wants to be deliberative church centered 
around God’s word.  It wants to preserve the rights and voice of the minority in 
deliberations and debates, and to have functioning courts.  It wants to obey the 
Great commission by making disciples of all the nations, planting churches in 
this country through the work of HM, and churches in other countries through 
the work of FM, and teach them, through the work of CE,  to observe all that 
Jesus has commanded.  It is a church that wants to vigorously defend the 
truthfulness of the Christian faith against all who would assail it.   It is a church 
that is not satisfied with a surface understanding of the Bible, but wants to probe 
the depths of its riches and apply it to every aspect of life.  
 
I am grateful to the OPC.  It is the church in which I was raised.  It is the church 
that nurtured me.  It is a church that led me, through its faithful SS and camping 
ministries to a saving knowledge of the Lord. It is a church that helped equip me 
for the gospel ministry. It is a church that encouraged me as a young pastor.   
 
It is also a church that has disappointed me.   I was disappointed when the J&R 
failed.  I was disappointed when the New life Churches left.  I have been 
disappointed by some of its General Assembly Reports and some GA actions.  
 
But the church has never forced me to sin or bound my conscience outside of the 
word of God.  It has provided a context in which I could minister and grow and 
serve.  I hope and pray that that will also be the case for NCF.   
 
My formative pastor, the Rev. Robert L. Atwell, often commented that the church 
does not stay the same from one generation to the next. It either gets better or it 
gets worse.   
 
This testimony is true.  My stewardship in the OPC is rapidly drawing to a close.  
It falls on younger men like pastor Mika, the elders, the others in the presbytery 
to carry the torch and to strive to make the next installment of OPC history a 
better one.   May God give us the grace to do so.        df 


















