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Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr. J. Patrick Bowman, DBS 

Lesson 13- The Rise of Liberal Theology 

 

The following is how one college student described liberal theology in a class paper 

assignment in 1948: 

For the last few years we have heard a great deal of talk about liberal theology. Ever 

since the turn of the century this system of theology has been gaining great recognition. 

This theology grew out of an attempt to wed theology to the dominant thought pattern 

of the day, which is science. It insists that the real theologian must be as open-minded, 

as unbaked, and as disinterested as the scientist. Therefore, he can never speak in terms 

of the absolute. Moreover, liberal theology insists that truth is not a one-act drama that 

appeared once and for all on the Biblical stage, but it is a drama of many acts continually 

appearing as the curtain of history continues to open. The liberal believes that the light 

of God is forever shining through history as the blosom shines through the bud. 

Therefore, there can be no set theology. Liberal theology can never be static. It must 

forever adjust itself to the changing conditions of history. (King) 

Martin Luther King, Jr. then went on to cite one great weakness he saw in liberal 

theology, the tendency to get bogged down in higher criticism,  a type of biblical analysis that 

examined the historic accuracy of biblical texts that emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. 
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King’s definition used as a starting place is the acknowledgment of a well-written 

definition. We can use the definition to advantage in understanding the beginnings of liberal 

theology. We will start with the wedding of theology to science. 

In the High Middle Ages (1000-1300 A.D.), classic liberal arts were divided into particular 

“schools” of study. These divisions included grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, 

geometry, music, and astronomy, and became “sciences” under Augustine’s 

definition; anything related to knowledge of the temporal world. Aquinas 

expanded the list, adding theology as a science, and of the sciences, theology 

became Queen. 

Thomas Aquinas deemed theology a science because it could be known 

by general revelation as well as special revelation . More recently, German 

universities in the 19th Century understood science to mean "a legitimate 

area of study oriented to a particular object, and possessing appropriate 

methods of investigation." They called this Wissenschaft to mean a science 

with an object to study. Theology, the study of God and His actions on Earth, 

fits this definition. 

As to theology being the "queen," scholars believed that the various focuses 

of study were covered by the overarching standard of the Bible. They 

considered the Bible as the source of truth and therefore theology reigned 

above, or was Queen, over all the other sciences and areas of study,  (What 

does it mean that theology became the queen of the sciences?)  

https://www.compellingtruth.org/general-special-revelation.html
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However, during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, her kingdom was challenged, 

and the Queen dethroned. Advances in astronomy by Copernicus (1473–1543), Kepler (1571–

1630), and Galileo (1564–1642) brought new criticism to the preeminence theology once held. 

These pioneers of modern science refused to accord any priority to theological 

considerations in explaining and interpreting the phenomena of astronomy. They 

asserted that the science of astronomy should not be construed as a ‘handmaiden to 

theology’ but rather as possessing authority to speak for nature. They all admitted that 

as far as divine things were concerned, theology was indeed superior to all other 

sciences in explaining human salvation and redemption, yet as regards natural 

phenomena, its traditional role was no longer secure in the face of astronomical 

discoveries. Theology concerns transcendent issues, science mundane ones, the first 

deals with salvation and the second with the explanation of nature. (Zakai)  

The dethroning of theology as the “queen of the sciences” opened the door several 

hundred years later for “theological liberalism.” 

Theological liberalism, sometimes known as Protestant Liberalism, is a theological 

movement rooted in the early 19th century German Enlightenment, notably in the 

philosophy of Immanuel Kant and the religious views of Friedrich Schleiermacher. It is an 

attempt to incorporate modern thinking and developments, especially in the sciences, 

into the Christian faith. Liberalism tends to emphasize ethics over doctrine and 

experience over Scriptural authority. While essentially a 19th century movement, 

theological liberalism came to dominate the American mainline churches in the early 
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20th century. Liberal Christian scholars embraced and encouraged the higher biblical 

criticism of modern Biblical scholarship. 

Protestant liberal thought in its most traditional incarnations emphasized the universal 

Fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of man, the infinite value of the human soul, the 

example of Jesus, and the establishment of the moral-ethical Kingdom of God on Earth. 

It has often been relativistic, pluralistic, and non-doctrinal. 

Liberalism has proven to be extremely controversial in the Church. While it had come to 

dominate the American religious landscape by the mid-20th century, by the end of the 

century it was dying as it suffered defeats in mainline churches and as American 

Christianity began placing a renewed emphasis on doctrinal orthodoxy. (Thelogical 

liberalism) 

If liberalism in the church was dying, now twenty years into the 21st Century, can we say 

with surety that liberalism in the church is dead? If this is true, the coffin needs to be exhumed 

and opened to prove the point.  

Friedrich Schleiermacher, the German pastor and University of Berlin co-founder, is 

considered the “father of protestant liberalism.” In 1799, Schleiermacher argued that religion is 

not a cognitive matter of human reason, [but rather] sui generis, unique. Its origin lay 

in Gefühle, human intuition or feelings. (Hoffecker) 

Schleiermacher’s argument went against long-held beliefs in Biblical doctrine, creedal 

adherence, and the resulting ethics and practice that followed. By 1821, in his The Christian 

Faith, he came to a more complete realization of his beliefs. 
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He dubbed humanity’s fundamental religious nature “the feeling of absolute 

dependence” that is mankind’s relation to God. Henceforth, every aspect of religion, 

including theology, would exhibit a subjective tone. Instead of doctrine being objective 

truth derived from biblical propositions, he argued that doctrine originated from 

mankind’s religious consciousness. The Bible, therefore, was merely the first expression 

of Christian experience. Schleiermacher reframed doctrine according to the following 

pattern: (1) discuss the classical tradition of Reformed confessions; (2) discuss the 

Enlightenment approach; (3) find a solution by examining the Christian consciousness, 

colored by his concept of religion. In this way, he transformed theology into a historical 

discipline. Schleiermacher’s method conformed perfectly to the University of Berlin’s 

founding presupposition that knowledge in all disciplines, including theology, is a work 

in process. 

His treatment of Jesus’ person and work focused on the constant potency of Jesus’ God 

consciousness, which distinguished Him from all other men. Redemption consisted in 

Jesus’ sharing His God consciousness with His disciples, who in turn communicated their 

God consciousness to subsequent generations. Schleiermacher rejected the penal 

substitutionary view of the Christ’s atonement as “magical” and the exemplary view as 

“empirical” and substituted his subjective view of the atonement as “mystical.” Through 

preaching, people are drawn into the influence of Jesus’ God consciousness. 

Schleiermacher even speculated that the cumulative effect of redemption will one day 

result in the universal restoration of all souls. (Hoffecker) 
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This emphasis on human subjective feelings and God-consciousness stands at the center 

of much of the New Age teaching and, unfortunately, much of present-day Christianity in some 

faith circles. The Gospel Coalition supplies a rationale for why this has happened. 

For centuries, liberal theologians have believed it their task to make Christianity 

palatable to “modern man.” In most cases, the modern man in question is anyone who 

shares the liberal theologian’s heritage and social status. The liberal theologian’s goal is 

to rescue Christianity by excising the elements that seem most offensive in that day. 

In one era, the doctrine of sin is unacceptable; in another, it’s miracles; in another, it’s 

the virgin birth, the substitutionary atonement, or biblical sex ethics. But the theme is 

the same: In order to make Christianity believable, certain doctrines must be 

abandoned. (Doriani) 

This sentiment, echoed in an August 2015 speech by Hillary Clinton, was the subject of 

an opinion piece in USA Today by Kirsten Powers, published on August 28, 2015. Powers wrote,  

This darn world just won't stop clinging to religion. 

But Hillary Clinton is on the case. At last week's Women in the World Summit, 

Clinton explained to her high-end Manhattan audience that "deep-seated cultural 

codes, religious beliefs and structural biases have to be 

"changed" regarding "reproductive health care." She was talking about both the United 

States and unnamed "far-away countries." 

If Clinton is going to complain about cultural codes, perhaps she should dispense with 

the "reproductive health care" euphemism and just say "abortion" and "contraception." 
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Then she should explain why she thinks she, or anyone else, has the right to dictate 

what religious people believe about either issue. 

We know she wants to be president — but does she think she is God, too? 

…Clinton seems to view religious doctrine in opposition to her political agenda as 

nothing more than "biases" or "codes" to be dismantled by those who know better. It's 

worth noting that many of the countries that ban or severely limit access to abortion are 

Muslim, so this was not an exclusively anti-Christian broadside. 

Clinton's comments echo those of The New York Times columnist Frank Bruni, 

who wrote this month that opposing same-sex marriage based on religious beliefs 

"elevates unthinking obeisance above intelligent observance," and he argued for 

"freeing religions and religious people from prejudices that they needn't cling to." Bruni 

quoted a gay rights activist who said, "Church leaders must be made 'to take 

homosexuality off the sin list.' " 

Here's another idea: Let's free secularists from their unthinking obeisance to a plot line 

that casts religious believers as intolerant dimwits in need of saving by not-so-

benevolent ideological bullies. Let's stop treating the ignorant stereotyping and 

smearing of religious believers as a noble, self-sanctifying cause. 

The intolerance, condescension and ignorance expressed about religious people is 

troubling enough in itself. But what sends chills up the spine is the barely veiled 

advocacy for authoritarianism when religious beliefs clash with secular sacred cows. 

After all, what entity will make religious leaders "take homosexuality off the sin list"? 

How exactly will Clinton change religious beliefs at odds with her worldview? 
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Inquiring minds would like to know. (Powers) 

We see here the power of the press and the power of political clout in pursuit of 

changing the minds of society and the Church to accommodate their liberal views. Dan Doriani 

expressed it well in saying, 

Let’s define theological liberalism as Bible interpretation unconstrained by orthodox 

creeds or doctrines. But we can distinguish two kinds of liberalism. 

The first, the hostile liberal, hates Christianity and wants to replace it with a better 

religion. The second—the focus of this article—is more friendly. It hopes to rescue the 

faith and win its “cultured despisers.” Unfortunately, as friendly liberals attempt to save 

Christianity they destroy it, for their first allegiance is to culture, not Scripture. (Doriani) 

In 1923, J. Gresham Machen published Christianity and Liberalism, a book that exposed 

the problem of liberalism in the church. In his words, Machen said, 

In my little book, Christianity and Liberalism, 1923, I tried to show that the issue in the 

Church of the present day is not between two varieties of the same religion, but, at 

bottom, between two essentially different types of thought and life. There is much 

interlocking of the branches, but the two tendencies, Modernism and supernaturalism, 

or (otherwise designated) non-doctrinal religion and historic Christianity, spring from 

different roots. In particular, I tried to show that Christianity is not a "life," as 

distinguished from a doctrine, and not a life that has doctrine as its changing symbolic 

expression, but that--exactly the other way around--it is a life founded on a doctrine. 

(From "Christianity in Conflict," an autobiographical essay on Machen's life and works). 

(Machen) 
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In writing about Machen’s book, Dr. C. Matthew McMahon reflects, 

The problem which Machen had faced in his time, some 80 years ago, has no doubt 

escalated far and above what he had “prophesied.” Liberalism has infected the church 

like a plague. It is what the apostle Paul called “gangrene.” It eats away at the inside 

tissue until later, when it is too late, the outer skin has become rotten. It is a disease 

which must be eradicated from the church. 

The Christian mind-set must always be one which is like-minded with the Apostle Jude, 

“Dear friends, although I was very eager to write to you about the salvation we share, I 

felt I had to write and urge you to contend for the faith that was once entrusted to the 

saints. For certain men whose condemnation was written about have secretly slipped in 

among you. They are godless men who exchange the truth of God for a lie and deny 

Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.” Here we see that the content of the “faith” 

(the entire body of doctrine deemed “Christianity”) has been delivered to us, the people 

of God. Here we are to protect it and defend it. We are to be “contenders” of the faith; 

world-heavyweights who champion the cause of the Gospel against the heresy of the 

day. 

It is quite absurd to think that we can remove areas of the Gospel record which do not 

fit into our theological bubbles. The Liberal’s mind is at ease with various teachings of 

the Scripture for at any moment they are licensed to throw out what they do not 

approve of or dislike. There is s story of a liberal preacher who had preached the sermon 

of the resurrection with fight and fervor in his voice. After the service, an old seminary 

friend, who happened to be a conservative orthodox and wondered how his liberal 
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friend could have preached such a sermon, questioned the preacher with that very idea. 

The preacher replied, “That’s the greatest thing about the Bible, the people can 

embrace the teachings which are set forth in it as I preach to them, but I don’t have to 

believe it and it can still affect my congregation in an existential way.” Truly such 

ignorant statements come from those who have not right to preach the word because 

they have not been called to do so. As many Liberals have said, “Its just a job.” 

Enlightenment ideas, good morals, high notions, and higher critical thought may act, 

smell, walk, and talk, as something which evolved from the Biblical basis, but in reality 

the liberal tank is running on nothing but a lie coated with candy (McMahon) 

We have seen how theological liberalism has undercut Biblical authority in favor of 

shaping and supporting societal norms.  
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