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Appendix #1
What Is “Full Subscription?”
Submitted by Dr. James M. Renihan

Confessional subscription employs three main terms in its nomenclature: absolute, strict/full, and
loose. SCARBC has adopted the middle position. According to Dr. Morton H. Smith, “strict or full
subscription takes at face value” the terminology used in adopting a confession of faith.
In an article entitled “The Case for Full Subscription” (in The Practice of Confessional Subscription,
ed. by David Hall, Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1995; pages 185-6), Dr. Smith provides
some helpful insights [albeit in a Presbyterian context with a much more developed tradition of
discussion of the issue than among Baptists]. He says, “Note some things that full subscription does
not mean. First, it does not insist that all of the teachings of the Confession . . . are of equal
importance (just as not all of the teachings in the Bible are of equal importance). The full
subscriptionist recognizes that some doctrines are more foundational than others, in accord with
the Biblical example. Positively, the full subscriptionist believes that in professing that the
Confession . . . [is] his confession, he is subscribing to all of the doctrines in the Confession . . . they
are all part of the system of doctrine . . . . Second, full subscription does not require the adoption of
every word of the Confession . . . but positively believes that we are adopting every doctrine or
teaching of the Confession
. . . .”
One should note the language found in the agreement signed by the messengers of the founding
churches in Mesa, Arizona in March, 1997; in the ARBCA constitution; and in the application for
membership. The first states, “We declare that our primary rule of faith and practice is the inerrant
Word of God, and adopt as our subordinate standards the excellent document commonly known as
the London Baptist Confession of 1689, and the Constitution of this Association.” The second states,
“While we hold tenaciously to the inerrant and infallible Word of God as found in the sixty-six books
of the Bible (this being our final source of faith and practice), we embrace and adopt the London
Baptist Confession of Faith of 1689 as a faithful expression of the doctrine taught in the Scriptures.
This Confession is the doctrinal standard of the Association,” and in the third the applying church
signs this statement: “We accept the London Confession of Faith of 1689 as an accurate and reliable
expression of what the Scriptures teach and the faith we confess.” In each case, the member
churches commit themselves to the Confession as a whole. We maintain the primacy of the
Scriptures, and “embrace and adopt” the Confession as a truthful expression of our convictions with
regard to the details of Scripture.
Taken at face value, these words imply (even though they do not explicitly state) strict or full
subscription. This does not mean that we treat every doctrine in the Confession as if it were equally
important, but we do commit ourselves to all of the doctrines of the Confession. In addition, as Dr.
Smith says so well, “full subscription does not require the adoption of every word of the Confession
or Catechisms, but positively believes that we are adopting every doctrine or teaching of the
Confession or Catechisms.” This is an important distinction, and needs to be understood. It is
possible for an individual, a church, or an association to be cautious about the wording used to
express a specific doctrine without denying the doctrine that wording seeks to define. Full
subscription honestly adopts all of the doctrines expressed in the confessional formulation. In the
case of the Association of Reformed Baptist Churches of America, this means that by subscribing to
the document commonly known as the London Baptist Confession of 1689, we receive all of the
doctrines contained in it as true, founded on the Word of God.
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