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AN INTRODUCTORY STUDY OF CHRISTIAN DENOMINATIONS AND MOVEMENTS

LESSON ELEVEN: LIBERALISM

I. INTRODUCTION

According to Wikipedia, “liberal Christianity, also known as liberal theology, is a movement that
interprets and reforms Christian teaching by taking into consideration modern knowledge, science
and ethics. It emphasizes the importance of reason and experience over doctrinal authority.”

Liberalism was developed out of “rationalism and romanticism of the 18th and 19th centuries. By the
late 19th and 20th centuries, it was characterised by an acceptance of Darwin evolution, a utilization
of modern biblical criticism, and participation in the Social Gospel movement.”

Over the centuries, liberalism was most prominent and popular among Protestant churches. However,
by the 21st century, liberalism followed the ecumenical road that paved the way to unify both
Protestant and Catholic churches.

II. HISTORY LIBERALISM

The origin of liberalism is traced to Satan who took on the form of a cunning serpent in the Garden
of Eden. He undermined God’s Word by his question to the woman “Yea, hath God said?” (Gen 3:1).
It was followed by a direct denial of God’s Word, and lastly a blatant twist of God’s Word,
successfully deceived the woman and caused her to be tempted to eat the forbidden fruit. Satan
appealed to the fleshly senses of man by casting doubt upon God’s authority in His Word. Today, it is
still the same kind of undermining, though taken in different forms in order to deceive.

III. KEY PROPONENTS OF LIBERALISM (adapted from Jeffrey Khoo’s Heresies Ancient &
Modern)

A. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). He is the father of rationalism. According to Kant, “Religion is
essentially belief in God as a good will realizing itself in nature and history, evinced by neither
prophecy nor miracle, but by the same good will in ourselves - its object to develop and confirm
the will of good in us. The sovereign test of the Bible is our own morality” (The New
Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, s v “Kant, Immanuel,” by C A Beckwith).

B. Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834). He is considered the father of liberal Protestantism. In
response to Romantism’s disillusionment with Enlightenment rationalism, Schleiermacher argued
that God could only be experienced through feeling, not reason. In Schleiermacher’s theology,
religion is a feeling of absolute dependence on God. Humanity is conscious of its own sin and its
need of redemption, which can only be accomplished by Jesus Christ (Liberal Christianity -
Wikipedia).4

C. George Hegel (1770-1831). He adopted Kant’s philosophy and created the idea that “progress is
inherent in change.” Hegel’s philosophical methodology “sought to accentuate what he
considered to be contradictions is people’s thinking in order to expose the weakness of their
views. He thought that error is caused by either incompleteness of thought or abstraction. By his
exposing “contradictions”, people could see the incompleteness of their thoughts and be driven to
an understanding of the particular and the real. Hegel thought of history itself as a forum in
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which the contradictions and inadequacies of finite thought and action are exposed, allowing the
infinite mind of the Absolute to reach higher levels of cultural and spiritual expression”
(Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, s v “Hegel, George Wilhem Friedrich,” by P H Devries). In
other words, Hegel was trying to say that God is not real, only what is in the mind is real, and
God is real only when the mind perceives Him to be real.

D. Harry Emerson Fosdick (1878-1969). He was a Baptist and Professor of Union Theological
Seminary. In his book, The Modern Use of the Bible, he denied that Jesus is God, “They take the
phrase such as ‘Jesus is God,’ not to be found either in the Scripture or the creeds and set it up as
a standard of regularity in doctrine. But to suppose that the phrase, ‘Jesus is God,’ is an adequate
expression of the Christian faith even in its creedal forms is to display abysmal ignorance of what
the church has stood for. That statement alone is not orthodoxy; it is heresy.” Union Seminary
with heretics like Fosdick was the School where John Sung lost his faith. John Sung said, “I was
enrolled in a seminary that taught a ‘God-is-dead’ theology, under the caretaking of a principal
surnamed Coffin. But this seminary became a cemetery to my troubled soul” (Timothy Tow, John
Sung my Teacher).

E. Robert Runcie (1921- 2000). He was former Archibishop of Canterbury. In October 1982 when
he came to Singapore, an article in The Straits Times revealed that he did not believe that God is
a judge, that God is all-powerful, and that Christianity is the only way of salvation (“Canterbury
Tale,” Straits Times).

F. David Jenkins (1925-2016). He was bishop of Durham. He publicly attacked the fundamental
doctrines of the Christian Faith such as the virgin birth and the resurrection of Christ. It was
reported by an international news magazine that, “Jenkins denied the ‘miracle’ of the
resurrection: no concrete event underlies the doctrine, he said. Last Christmas he declared that
the church has “no right to insist on the literal truth of the Virgin Birth. Again at Easter, he
insisted that there is no (historical) proof” for Christ’s Resurrection …” (Britain’s Doubting
Bishop, Newsweek).

G. Liberalism gave birth to German Higher Criticism. So called “Bible” scholars have interpreted
the Scriptures on the basis of Hegelian philosophy. Graf and Wellhausen, influenced by Hegel’s
evolution philosophy, introduced the JEDP theory which propounds that the God of the Jews
evolved from the primitive Jehovah to the advanced Elohim. “Jehovah they stated was the local
tribe god of the Jews and that when the Jewish nation grew up and became a great nation in
Palestine their god grew up and became a great nation in Palestine their god grew up and became
Elohim” (Arthur Steele, Modern Religious Problems). Not only the first five books of the OT
being torn apart by such scholars, the first three books of the NT - the Synoptic Gospels - are said
to be inventions of the Church; the gospel accounts are not factual.

By way of source, form and redaction criticism, the Jesus Seminar - a group of 74 unregenerate
scholars - claim that Jesus did not say 82% of the things He was supposed to have said. The
followers of Jesus were the ones who put words in His mouth. John D. Crossan said that the
deification of Christ is the result of “a mixture of myth, propaganda, and social convention”
(Richard N Oustling, “Jesus Christ, Plan and Simple” Time).
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IV. KEY OPPONENTS OF LIBERALISM (adapted from Jeffrey Khoo’s Heresies Ancient &
Modern)

A. John Gresham Machen (1881-1937). He remains one of the key figures in the history of the
Christian Church throughout this century. He is known especially for his high level of Biblical
scholarship and undying zeal in defending the Christian faith. A number of his books are
invariably apologetic in nature, namely, his first book, The Origin of Paul’s Religion (1921), the
highly acclaimed Christianity and Liberalism (1923), and the classic work, The Virgin Birth of
Christ (1930).

Machen lived in a time when modernism was at its height. He could not but react against the
modernists who attacked the Bible and his Lord. Machen, for the sake of the purity of the gospel,
took upon himself the responsibility of chief spokesman for conservative Christianity. He wrote
convincingly against modernism in Christianity and Liberalism. Stonehouse described the effects
of this book, “Defining the issue of the day more incisively than any other publication, it made a
profound impression on all sections of the religious world. Thousands of copies were sold within
a year. While the book on Paul established Machen’s reputation as a scholarly defender of
historic Christianity, this smaller volume catapulted him into the area of ecclesiastical and
religious life where the broader controversy between Christianity and modernism was being
fought” (Ned B Stonehouse, J Gresham Machen: A Biographical Memoir [Edinburgh: The
Banner of Truth Trust, 1977], 335).

Machen was so vehement in his attack on modernism that he was charged with bitterness,
intolerance, and bigotry. Stonehouse said, “It is perhaps, inevitable that such charges should be
leveled against any one so valiant and uncompromising in his defense of the faith and exposure
of current error” (Ibid., 338). Indeed, Machen regarded modernism “as another gospel, not really
a gospel at all. But if its advocates had merely associated themselves in organizations committed
to their own liberal views, he would not have been profoundly disturbed. It was, however, their
presence in churches constitutionally committed to the very historic Christianity which they were
repudiating which compelled Machen to conclude that a most fundamental issue of the
controversy was that of dishonesty” (Ibid.). Such hypocrisy and deception Machen could not
tolerate. He made it a point to expose them so that the church may be alerted to the dangers of
their double-talk. In the 1924 “Auburn Affirmation,” 1,274 Presbyterian ministers declared that it
was not necessary to believe as fact the inerrancy of the Bible, the virgin birth, the substitutionary
atonement, the miracles and the resurrection of Christ. These five fundamentals of the Christian
faith, they declared, were “theories” (Ibid., 365). Upon reading the “Affirmation,” Machen
wasted no time in denouncing it as “a deplorable attempt to obscure the issue” (Ibid.). He wrote a
formal letter of protest. Section III of this Counter-Affirmation states, “In Section IV of the
Affirmation, the five points covered the pronouncement of the General Assembly of 1923 are
declared to be ‘theories’ This means that the Scriptures allow the Virgin Birth, for example, and
the bodily resurrection of our Lord to be regarded as facts and not as facts. We protest against any
such opinion. The redemptive events mentioned in the pronouncement of the Assembly are not
theories but facts upon which Christianity is based, and without which Christianity would fall”
(Ibid., 367).

Machen was not a man to let such a serious attack on the historic Christian faith pass without
being challenged. His separation from the Presbyterian Church of the United States of America
(PCUSA) was inevitable. Machen, in his article, “The Parting of the Ways,” which appeared
shortly after the “Affirmation” said, “The Presbyterian Church of the United States of America
has apparently come to the parting of the ways. It may stand for Christ, or it may stand against
him, but it can hardly halt between two opinions. ... We do not wish to split the church; on the
contrary we are working for the unity of the church with all our might. But in order that there
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should be sharp separation of the church from the world, the carrying out of that separation is a
prime duty of the hour” (Ibid., 368).

The liberal-conservative controversy in the Presbyterian church invariably affected Princeton
Theological Seminary. The liberals became increasingly influential in the Seminary and soon
gained the upperhand in the Board and Faculty. Machen, in a letter to F E Robinson, President of
the Bryan University Memorial Association, wrote of the distressing situation at Princeton,
“Princeton Theological Seminary for a hundred years, and never more successful than now, has
been defending and propagating the gospel of Christ. It is now passing through a great crisis. If
the reorganization favored by the General Assembly ... if the proposed abrogation of the whole
constitution of the Seminary and the proposed dissolution of the present Board of Directors is
finally carried out, if in other words, the control of the Seminary passes into entirely different
hands—then Princeton Theological Seminary as it has been so long and so honorably known,
will be dead, and we shall have at Princeton a new institution of a radically different type” (Ibid.,
427).

Machen fought untiringly to save Princeton, but the situation was hopeless. When the old Board
of Directors was being replaced by a new modernistic one, he resigned from the Seminary, and
founded Westminster Theological Seminary. We must pay tribute to Machen, who was called
“Mr Valiant-for-Truth” by his contemporaries (Ibid, 7). The Reverend T H Lipscomb testified,
“We recall, as we think of him, Bunyan’s Jr Valiant for Truth, ... and having heard many of the
ablest scholars of Europe and America, we affirmed frankly and sincerely that we know of no
man in any church so eminently qualified ‘to fill a chair of ‘Apologetics and Christian Ethics,’
provided you want the chair filled, the Christian faith really defended, and Christian ethics
elucidated and lived. For, let me add that Dr Machen is a humble saint, as well as a rare scholar,
not a ‘saint of the world,’ who stands for nothing and against nothing, but a saint of God who
loves truth, seeks truth, finds truth, and upholds truth against all adversaries, however mighty ...”
(Ibid., 409-10).

His godly mother was especially proud of him. She said, “I feel that ‘life with all it has of joy and
pain’ is well worth while to have a son who is a Defender of the Faith!” (Ibid. 342). May the
church today be able to say this of her sons.

B. Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834-1892). He lived in a period of time when Darwin’s Origin of
Species (1859) was published. Darwin’s theory of evolution directly contradicted the Holy
Scripture, and challenged the very fact of God’s existence. Also, German higher criticism was
finding a foothold in the universities and seminaries in England. Higher criticism attempted to
explain away the miracles of the Bible, and to reduce the Holy Bible to a mere human book. By
1880, much of secular England had embraced evolutionism, and religious England had endorsed
modernism.

In the midst of such blatant unbelief in both the secular and religious communities, Spurgeon
arose to defend the faith. He would not tolerate any ridicule of his Lord, and criticism of his faith.
When the Baptist Union, in which he belonged, was not keen to take a stand against unbelief and
apostasy, Spurgeon wrote, “No lover of the gospel can conceal from himself the fact that the days
are evil ... yet our solemn conviction is that things are much worse in many churches than they
seem to be, and are rapidly tending downward. Read those papers which represent the Broad
School of Dissent, and ask yourself, How much further could they go? What doctrine remains to
be abandoned? What other truth is to be the object of contempt? A new religion has been
originated which is no more Christianity than chalk is cheese; and this religion, being destitute of
moral honesty, palms itself off as the old faith with slight improvements, and on this plea usurps
pulpits which were erected for gospel preaching. The Atonement is scouted, the inspiration of
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Scripture is derided, the Holy Ghost is degraded into an influence, the punishment of sin is turned
into fiction, and the resurrection of Christ into a myth, and yet these enemies of our faith expect
us to call them brethren and maintain a confederacy with them!” (Arnold Dallimore, Spurgeon: A
New Biography [Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1984], 206).

Since the Union did not want to take the stand of separation, Spurgeon could not but separate
himself from it. He said, “One thing is clear to us: we cannot expect to meet in any union which
comprehends those whose teaching upon the fundamental points is exactly the reverse of that
which we hold dear. ... With deep regret we abstain from assembling with those whom we dearly
love and heartily respect, since it would involve us in a confederacy with those with whom we
can have no fellowship with the Lord” (Ibid., 207).

An interesting thing Spurgeon did, or rather did not do, was that he did not try to lead others out
of the Union with him (Ibid.). He wanted the people to decide for themselves whether they
should come out or not. The Scripture is very clear on the doctrine of separation. He had written
many articles concerning the issues involved too. They had enough information to make a
personal decision. He did not want them to leave the Union just because he left but to leave
because they understood the issues clearly and knew what they were doing. Spurgeon personally
believed that, “For Christians to be linked in association with ministers who do not preach the
gospel of Christ is to incur moral guilt. A Union which can continue irrespective of whether its
member churches belong to a common faith is not fulfilling any scriptural function. The
preservation of a denominational association when it is powerless to discipline heretics cannot be
justified on the grounds of the preservation of ‘Christian unity.’ It is error which breaks the unity
of the churches, and to remain in a denominational alignment which condones error is to support
schism” (G. Archer Weniger, comp, “Charles Haddon Spurgeon and Ecclesiastical Separation,”
Australian Beacon 271 [Jan 1989]).

In another place, he reiterated, “It now becomes a serious question how far those who abide by
the faith once delivered unto the saints should fraternize with those who have turned aside to
another gospel. Christian love has its claims, and divisions are to be shunned as grievous sins; but
how far are we justified in being in confederacy with those who are departing from the truth? It is
a difficult question to answer so as to keep the balance of the duties. For the present it behooves
believers to be cautious, lest they lend their support and countenance to the betrayers of the Lord.
It is one thing to overleap all boundaries of denominational prosperity and unity. Numbers of
easy-minded people wink at error so long as it is committed by a clever man and a good-natured
brother, who has many fine points about him. Let each believer judge for himself; but, for our
part, we have put on a few fresh bolts to our door, and we have given orders to keep the chain up;
for, under color of begging the friendship of the servant, there are those about who aim at robbing
THE MASTER. We fear it is hopeless ever to form a society which can keep out men base
enough to profess one thing and believe another; but it might be possible to make an informal
alliance among all who hold the Christianity of their fathers. Little as they might be able to do,
they could at least protest, and as far as possible free themselves of that complicity which will be
involved in a conspiracy of silence” (Ibid.).

Spurgeon contended for the faith right through his evening years. Even though he was poor in
health, he never let up but persisted to the very end in his faithfulness to the Lord. When the Lord
took him home on Jan 31, 1892, he could confidently say, “I have fought a good fight, I have
finished my course, I have kept the faith” (2 Tim 4:7).
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V. BEWARE OF LIBERALISM (adapted from Jeffrey Khoo’s Heresies Ancient & Modern)

A. The proponents of liberalism come from Presbyterian, Baptist, and Anglican churches. They are
supposed to be Protestants. How is it that they are no longer protesting against, but on the
contrary, promoting that which seeks to destroy the Faith? Jesus had warned, “beware of false
prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but inwardly they are ravening wolves” (Mat
7:15). The Apostle Paul cautioned the Ephesians that after his departure, “shall grievous wolves
enter in among you, not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking
perverse things, to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:29-30). These teachers appear
Christian with their clerical garbs and pious smiles but are actually acting on behalf of the devil
to deceive the elect” (Matt 24:24).

B. There is a tremendous need for Christians today to earnestly contend for the faith. Edgar C
Bundy says that there is a very great struggle in the Christian colleges, theological seminaries and
religious publishing houses throughout America (How Liberals and Radicals are Manipulating
Evangelicals [Florida: Edgar Bundy Ministries, 1982], Foreword). Machen too had observed that
modern liberalism is no longer merely an academic matter. It is no longer confined within the
theological seminaries or universities. Its attacks upon the fundamentals of the Christian faith is
advanced by Sunday-school “lesson-helps”, by the pulpit and by the religious press (Christianity
and Liberalism, 17). What has already happened in the West will invariably affect those of us in
the East. As a matter of fact, many who have gone to the overseas for theological training in
liberal seminaries have returned doctrinally diseased. This is particularly true of Trinity
Theological College (Singapore). The College approves of such seminaries as Fuller and Union
and sends its graduates there for their Master and Doctoral degrees (“Overseas in Postgraduate
Studies,” Methodist Message 92 [May 1988]).
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