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WHAT IS LIBERAL CHRISTIANITY?
Well, this is an interesting combination of 

words: liberal and Christianity. What is up with 
qualifying Christianity with liberal? The word lib-
eral gets a lot of press. In the political arena, it 
is contrasted with conservative, and all kinds of 
connotations are attached to each label. Let’s 
back up and look at the academic origins of the 
word liberal to see how it eventually affected the 
way people talk about God. 

Initially used in academia, the word liberal 
represented the good goal to practice “liberty 
of thought,” in the sense of making education 
as thorough and complete as possible. This was 
consistent with referring to institutions of high-
er education as universities. Notice what word 
is contained within the word university: universe. 
This was a place where all academic disciplines 
converged to provide the most complete expo-
sure to knowledge. The person equipped this 
way was considered educated.
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If a university offered a liberal arts program, 
one could enroll in it and count on acquiring a 
working knowledge of science, mathematics, 
history, philosophy, literature, and even theol-
ogy (or at least religion or religious studies). 
In this context, “liberal” is something to be ad-
mired. 

With that background, the phrase “liberal 
Christianity” might seem positive, as though it 
means to uphold the Christian faith with max-
imal knowledge. Could there be a more praise-
worthy goal? First, start with as much knowl-
edge about the world and universe as possible; 
then, hold to the wonderful Christian faith that 
advocates the greatest commandments of God 
to love Him and to love fellow human beings 
(Matthew 22:37–39).

Notice, however, that the description above 
highlights the ethical or moral aspect of the com-
mandment to love God and neighbor; it doesn’t 
mention the rest of the Bible and what God re-
veals there. Liberal Christianity emphasizes the 
moralistic and therapeutic at the expense of 
upholding the rest of Scripture, especially the 
miraculous. In other words, liberal Christianity 
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(also referred to as progressive Christianity or 
modern American Christianity) is a feel-good 
religion that affirms people regardless of what 
they believe in or practice while permitting the 
world’s knowledge to qualify the rest of Scrip-
ture. No wonder liberal Christianity is so pop-
ular! 

This contrasts with biblical Christianity. 
Biblical—that is, actual—Christianity is about 
more than morality. Biblical Christianity stress-
es what the Bible reveals about who Jesus is and 
what Jesus did, does, and will do to save human-
ity from sin, death, and the real powers of dark-
ness. 

FROM CENTRAL TO EQUAL
Until the early 1800s, biblical Christiani-

ty was known as the “queen of the sciences” 
among all academic disciplines. One could not 
properly pursue other disciplines without the 
foundation of biblical Christianity. For exam-
ple, biblical Christianity’s article of biblical cre-
ation set the stage for the scientific method. The 
world’s existence is not random but specifically 
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designed, so that one may observe its unique 
characteristics. The scientific method begins by 
observing this one-of-a-kind creation. Further-
more, because the natural order is created, it is 
not in itself divine. As a result, humans are per-
mitted to experiment on what has been created.

In other words, biblical Christianity as re-
vealed in the Word of God was the central dis-
cipline: the single most important source of 
knowledge and truth. Everything Holy Scripture 
taught was considered true. From this truth—
whole and unqualified—all other disciplines 
could properly approach the world God created 
and the life God graciously bestows.

But over time, biblical Christianity lost that 
central position and instead came to hold an 
equal or even inferior position among the other 
disciplines. Whereas Christianity had once in-
fluenced our understanding of all other fields, 
now those other fields could also influence the 
understanding of Christianity. And while fields 
such as linguistics, geography, or history may 
genuinely help us to understand Scripture, we 
must recognize the shift that occurred: Christi-
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anity was demoted from the primary sphere of 
influence.

GOD’S WORD IS NO LONGER PRIMARY
So what happens when Christianity becomes 

liberal Christianity, when it becomes just one 
discipline or field of knowledge among others? 
The main result is the growing assumption that 
human reason is the highest authority, even 
above the Word of God.

Martin Luther and other faithful reformers 
confessed Holy Scripture as the absolute au-
thority for what God calls us to believe, teach, 
and confess. Their teaching of sola Scriptura—
Scripture alone—expresses that the Word of 
God is the only authoritative source that forms 
the confession of the Christian Church. Biblical 
Christianity affirms that Scripture is inspired, 
or “breathed out,” by God (2 Timothy 3:16) and 
therefore inerrant (that is, without error).

However, because liberal Christianity is led 
mainly by human reason, it ends up denying 
both the inspiration and the inerrancy of God’s 
Word. God’s Word is demoted from being the 


