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Key Beliefs
! Universal Fatherhood of God 

! Brotherhood of Man  

! Infinite value of the human soul 

! Example of Jesus (Christus Exemplar) 

! Establishment of the moral-ethical Kingdom 
of God on Earth.  

! Relativistic, pluralistic, and non-doctrinal

http://www.theopedia.com/Kingdom_of_God
http://www.theopedia.com/Kingdom_of_God


Setting the Table

! H. Richard Niebuhr’s critique of Protestant 
liberalism (1950’s): “A God without wrath 
brought men without sin into a world without 
judgment through the ministrations of a Christ 
without a cross.”



Setting the Table

! National Association of Evangelicals (1940’s) = 
conservative theology 

! Federal Council of Churches (1908; renamed National 
Council of Churches in 1951) = mainline/liberal theology 

! To be completely fair, we should distinguish at least 
four different Protestant groups: denominational 
conservatives, conservative evangelicals, moderate 
evangelicals, & liberal Protestants



Setting the Table

! Ever since the 1920’s, perhaps the best 
paradigm to distinguish between 
evangelical & mainline Protestants is the 
fundamentalist-modernist controversy 

! 1920’s were not the beginning of the divide; 
debates trace back to shortly after the 
Civil War 



American Protestantism Divided

! Fundamentalist-modernist controversy stemmed from 
several intellectual novelties arising in 2nd half of 1800’s, 
but none more influential than Charles Darwin’s Origin of 
the Species (1859) 

! Darwin’s understanding of natural selection undermined 
God’s role in Creation & Providence 

! At the same time, new approaches to the study of 
ancient texts raised doubts about the divine character 
of the Bible



American Protestantism Divided

! Darwin: various mechanisms of nature might account for 
variety of species, making God unnecessary for the 
beginning & preservation of the world 

! Higher Criticism: examination of Bible’s literary & historical 
qualities played down the necessity of divine inspiration for 
the composition of Scripture 

! Darwinism & Higher Criticism both emphasized the natural, 
or human, aspects of the origins of humans and the Bible; 
God became marginal, doubtful, even unnecessary



American Protestantism Divided

! New worldview: science can explain the uniqueness of 
humankind or the Bible on observable, quantifiable 
grounds 

! No room for the miraculous or divine 

! Couple new ideas with the rise of research universities 
and graduate programs (and accompanying 
specialized scholarship), and you have the perfect 
storm for division within Protestantism



Modernists
! Modernists accommodate new science so 

churches would not look like obstacles to 
progress & the advancement of knowledge 

! Modernists downplayed supernatural & 
miraculous aspects of Christianity as matters that 
were peripheral to the faith’s ethical & spiritual 
core 

! Modernists attempted to naturalize Christianity 



Fundamentalists

! Fundamentalists staunchly defended the 
supernatural & miraculous nature of Christianity, 
especially the Person & work of Christ 

! Lists of the fundamentals (essential doctrines 
from which fundamentalists draw their name) 
include: virgin birth, miraculous deeds, vicarious 
death, resurrection of Christ, inerrancy & 
inspiration, & miraculous nature of the new birth



American Protestantism Divided

! Protestants driven into natural & supernatural 
camps, with only a few (i.e. Princeton’s B. B. 
Warfield) trying to hold to the importance of both 
the human & divine components of the Bible, as 
well as divine & natural qualities of creation 

! Just after the Civil War, many Protestant leaders 
created & promoted organizations designed to 
foster denominational cooperation & unanimity



American Protestantism United

! Evangelical Alliance (London- 1846; 
America-1867) 

! Presbyterian Alliance (1877) 

! Reformed denominations that balked against 
the theological inclusiveness of the 
Evangelical Alliance



American Protestantism United

! RC vigor also on the rise 

! Pope’s Syllabus of Errors (1864) 

! First Vatican Council (1869-70)—papal 
infallibility 

! Increase in # of RC immigrants



American Protestantism United

! United Protestantism to counter unity of 
Rome 

! Most notable achievement of Protestant 
ecumenism was the Federal Council of 
Churches (1908) w/the mission of building 
ties to insure Protestants working together



American Protestantism United

! Design was a “united” Protestant Church 
in the US to join member denominations 
under large & more generic Protestant 
umbrella to carry on work of the church & 
to promote the goal of Christianizing the 
nation



The Tie That Divides

! Ecumenical movement actually cultivated an 
organizational ethos that made theological 
disagreement anathema 

! Protestants had no real chance to hear or debate new 
ideas in the seminaries b/c of the need to avoid 
problems that might divide churches 

! Some conservatives able to make concerns known, 
doing so in response to outright provocation by liberals



The Tie That Divides

! When conservatives did disagree or 
critique, however, they were branded as 
divisive & unloving, even deceitful 

! Slogan of the era: “Doctrine Divides, 
Ministry Unites”



Why Two Parties Won’t Work
! Liberalism gutted the faith of the essentials, in essence 

aiming for orthopraxy over orthodoxy 

! Orthopraxy can only flow out of a healthy (i.e. head & 
heart) orthodoxy  

! What was at stake in the fundamentalist-modernist 
controversy was not the secularization of America, but 
the secularization of the church 

! Protestant choice: retain either the status of the church 
or the Gospel



Evangelism
! Pray for the Holy Spirit to bind the strong man, who 

is Satan (cf. Mk. 3:27) 

! Be loving, yet forthright in your convictions 

! Need to define biblical terms when we use them, b/c 
liberalism’s meanings are often quite different, even 
constituting a separate religion (cf. Machen) 

! Radically different view of the Person & work of 
Christ



Evangelism

! Spurgeon’s response to the man who emphasized 
Christ’s example above Christ’s cross 

! Need to be clear in stating & affirming the 
Essentials w/o importing our own meanings to 
the words 

! “In the essentials, unity; in the non-essentials, 
diversity; in all things, charity”



Evangelism
! Be willing to tackle hard questions/topics, demonstrating 

that Christianity is, among other things, an intellectual 
faith, thus dispelling a common stereotype against us 

! If there is a denial of the Essentials, either call them to 
repent, with love & expediency, to come back to Jesus (if 
they have professed faith in Christ), or call them to 
repent & place their faith in Him (if they have never done 
so) 

! Be prepared; you will hit resistance


