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Lesson Twenty

Theological Liberalism

Introduction

=

Theological liberalism is a movement in theology with the roots in the 17t and 18th
centuries but really takes off in the 19t century.

Theological liberalism began in Germany, and then it moved to the UK and then it
moved over to America, and it is going to influence seminaries and denominations,
etc.

What is theological liberalism?

Where does it come from, and what should we think about it?

Why is it today that there are conservative seminaries, conservative Baptist
seminaries, conservative Presbyterian seminaries, entire conservative
denominations? Because of this push back against theological liberalism.

What is Theological Liberalism?

Liberal theology replaces the traditional authority of Christianity, the bible, creeds,
confessions, etc. with the enlightenment ideals of human rationality and experience.
It seeks to remove all the supernatural parts of Christianity and simply tries to keep
the things which would be acceptable to human reason and experience.

Historic Christianity is a propositional religion. We experience God. No doubt.
Emotions and feelings are not bad. They're not always true, but they're not bad.
Christianity is a propositional religion, meaning it is founded upon facts, it is
founded upon ideas, it is founded upon truth.

If Jesus wasn't raised from the dead, [ don't care how much you think you love God
in your heart, that's a waste of time because Paul tells us if Christ has not been
raised we are still dead in our sins and the most to be pitied.

Christianity is a propositional religion, but not theological liberalism. Whereas
historic Christianity focused on doctrine, liberal theology focuses on: Personal
experience, moral living, internal feeling, and social work. That's not just a
modern thing.

What they would say is that people don't need salvation from God's wrath, rather
they need salvation from the oppression they experience in modern society.
Therefore, social justice becomes the main focus.

What is your main problem biblically? Sin. Why is sin your problem? Because it puts
you under the wrath of God. God is your problem.
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- What does the gospel save us from? The wrath of God. The condemning wrath of
God. We have an infinite Creator we've rebelled against. We deserve infinite
punishment. That is what we need to be delivered from.

- The focus in theological liberalism is not that the primary problem is between you
and God, it's between you and other people.

- The problem is that certain systems in society are oppressing certain people. And
the gospel is about this type of political and social liberation.

- The gospel became getting everyone at the same starting point, instead of about
appeasing the wrath of God.

“Fundamentally, it is the idea of a genuine Christianity not based on external
authority. So it doesn't actually matter if Jesus died on a cross or if he resurrected.
Those are symbolic of these deeper things that we can still have. Liberal theology
seeks to interpret the symbols of Christianity in a way that creates a progressive
religious alternative to atheistic rationalism and to theologies based on external
authority.” - Gary Dorian!

- Specifically, liberal theology is defined by its openness to the verdicts of modern
intellectual inquiry, especially the natural and social sciences, its commitment to the
authority of individual reason and experience, its conception of Christianity as an
ethical way of life, its favoring of moral concepts of the atonement, meaning Jesus
goes to the cross to set an example of someone who's fully trusting God, not
necessarily because he's actually atoning for your sins.

- Its commitment is to make Christianity credible and socially relevant to modern
people.

- Itis an attempt to save Christianity from intellectual dismissal by modern and
postmodern audiences. It believes that if major changes are not made to traditional
Christianity, then it will become irrelevant to culture.

- Greek mythology was the religion under Greece and then under the Roman Empire
which dominated the known world. People would worship Zeus and they would
worship Poseidon and they would worship Ares. What happened?

- It became completely ridiculous. Eventually Christianity takes over and the stories
of Greek gods sleeping with goddesses to produce monsters all of a sudden seemed
pretty ridiculous.

- Theological liberals believe that is the future of Christianity. If we don't make some
changes, people are not going to believe in a talking snake. They're not going to
believe in some sort of anti-evolutionary theory.

- They are trying to keep the shell of Christianity, but get rid of the rest. Let's take the
Bible and get rid of anything supernatural and keep the rest.

- What would you then have? You would have moral commands, kind of a general
idea of God, and that's it. You wouldn't have resurrection.

- It attempts to avoid atheism on the one hand, and to avoid historic Christianity
based on the external authority of the Bible on the other hand.
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Where does Theological Liberalism come from?

Immanuel Kant

In history, there are four major developments in philosophical thought that is going
to lead to theological liberalism.

First of all, it has its roots in the Enlightenment. Before the Enlightenment, before
the 1600s and 1700s, truth comes to mankind through revelation.

God must reveal things to us to know who we are, what our goal is, what is the
purpose of life, how can humans flourish?

It comes through revelation, meaning God reveals himself in his Word. At the
Enlightenment, there's a shift. And no longer does truth come through revelation, it
comes through reason, it comes through science, it comes through philosophy.

The Enlightenment is simply a replacement of truth being revealed to humanity by
God with human reason and scientific inquiry. It put the individual at the center of
the story.

When you talk about the greatest philosophers in world history,
Kant is in the top four. But his conception of God and his conception
of religion is a religion of reason. It's not the God of the Bible.

Kant transformed Christianity from a redemptive historical religion revealed in the
Bible into a deistic moralism, meaning just be moral. God is really far off. He doesn't
interact with us today. He is just the thing that got everything else started.

People do not inherit original sin. But like the story of Adam, every person subverts
moral duty, which is ultimate to lesser subordinate priorities.

Being born again was not the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit, but an act of the
human will, which reorients the human disposition toward moral duty.

Jesus’ divinity consisted of his being the archetype of moral goodwill, not the
ontological Son of God. Jesus’ work was not a substitutionary atonement.

Sin, or what Kant called radical evil, is so personal that it cannot be atoned by
someone else, but it must be atoned only by the autonomous self.

The first root of theological liberalism comes out of the Enlightenment. They're
trying to make Christianity credible to smart people.

Second, the movement has its roots in certain philosophical developments,
such as existentialism. Existentialism is a school of philosophy. It's a way of
viewing the world and it is in contrast to what is called essentialism.

How would you know what a human is supposed to be? How would you know the
goal of humanity? You would look at these big systems. They're objective. They're
standards. What should a human do? A human should grow up and get married and
have kids and work a job and do this.

There are these logical, objective systems of thought that don't care about your
personal experience. These are established systems of thought. They are the
essence. That's why it's called essentialism.

In existentialism, it turns that on its head. You start in existentialism with your
existence, with your experience. You don't start with things coming predefined. You
start defining them yourself.
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Essentialism would say we should have the same views. Everyone should be trying
to conform to the same ideas. Existentialism says no. We're going to begin our
philosophy with existence, with experience. We'll start with us and we'll move all
the definitions, all the logic, all the objective stuff around us.

Soren Kierkegaard

This starts by a very famous philosopher, a guy named Soren Kierkegaard (1813-
1855). He is a Danish philosopher who emphasized
existence and the personal experience of wrestling with
faith over the objective, logical system of thought in
Christianity.

Kierkegaard grows up in Denmark and he sees that
everybody claims to be a Christian. They go to church,
they're generally moral, but nobody really seems to know
God.

Kierkegaard was a very religious figure. He realizes that
nobody is wrestling with who God is. He writes this story about the binding of Isaac.
When Abraham has to bind Isaac and he is saying, what is it like to be Abraham?
What would that be like? Think about for a second what it would be like to be
Abraham. You've got your son, your only son that you love. Your wife's super old.
You're super old. If this kid dies, all God's promises to you go out the door.

God comes to you and says, sacrifice your son to me. What is that like? He says,
that's the true wrestle of faith.

For Kierkegaard, faith is a leap away from reason. If you've ever heard somebody
say, don't worry about all those facts. Don't worry about all that. Just have faith.

In the Bible, faith is built on facts. The credit for this idea that faith is opposed to
reason goes to this guy Kierkegaard.

For Kierkegaard, the more faith you have, the more unreasonable something is.

You are going to start to see within Christianity, this focus on experience, dread,
anxiety, this wrestling with God. Like Abraham, forget all this reason.

Kierkegaard doesn't want you to give him proof for the existence of God. He would
actually say that diminishes God.

Romanticism

Third, it comes from Romanticism. What is Romanticism? Romanticism was an
intellectual and artistic movement that emphasized passion, subjectivism, the
individual and the transcendental.

It was a reaction to the sterile reason and scientific materialism of the
Enlightenment.

There is potentially no meaning in life. Everything that humans can know, we can
know through a microscope or we can reason to it with philosophical logic.

What happens is people start to get a reaction to that. They start to say, that's too
sterile, that's too clinical. What I need is something that doesn't fit within the box.
Emotion, passion, mystery.

Romanticism is a reaction. And it happens in artwork, it happens in intellectual
circles, it happens in literature.
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- Itis areaction to how sterile the Enlightenment has made everything. When you
remove God from the picture and everything is science and philosophy, there's
something in the human heart that wants more.

- What Romanticism is going to do, though, is it's going to move away from logic, it's
going to move away from science, it's going to move away from these Enlightenment
ideals, and it's going to move towards the self, it's going to move towards
experience.

FDE Schleiermacher

- Fourth and most influential. It comes from the theology of FDE
Schleiermacher. Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher -
(1768-1834).

- Everything today that has influenced churches towards
theological liberalism goes back to Schleiermacher. That's
how influential he was. He is considered the father of
liberal theology.

- He was a German professor and one of the founders of the
University of Berlin. He was influenced by Romanticism
and also by Kierkegaard.

- He focused on the divinatory or feminine approach to
understanding Scripture. What this means is that instead of using a method to
interpret Scripture that was objective, concrete, and rules based, he wanted one that
was more supra rational and based on feelings.

- What Schleiermacher is doing is he is saying that as when we have approached
Scripture, sometimes we have been too logical, we've been too rules based.

- We need to be approaching Scripture from a more emotional and subjective view.

- When he says to read scripture with a feminine reading or divinatory reading, he
means trying to encounter the divine through our feelings, through this experience
that we have. If you want a summary of the theology of Schleiermacher, here's what
itis:

The core of Christianity should not be doctrine as it's always been. The foundation of
Christianity should be this internal feeling of dependence upon the divine. When you
most feel like you're a creature, and you're completely dependent on whatever that
thing is that made us. That's when you're most doing Christianity. Whereas
traditional Christianity focused on doctrines and beliefs, Schleiermacher shifted the
focus to a feeling of dependence upon the divine, what he calls God consciousness.

- When you realize that you're a dependent being, that is God consciousness. To
Schleiermacher, intuition gives you a surer experience of God than the creeds of the
Church.

- Asan example of this, he put the doctrine of the Trinity in the very back of his
systematic theology textbook in the appendix.

- The center of Christianity is the God we worship, the Trinity, one God, Father, Son
and Spirit. He's eternally been that way. Co-equal, co-eternal.
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Schleiermacher wants to make the center of Christianity this feeling of dependence
upon God, so he puts the Trinity in the appendix of the theology book that he writes.
It is a very bold statement, the name of that book being the Christian Faith, which is
ironic.

“The essence of the religious emotion consists in the feeling of an absolute
dependence.” - FDE Schleiermacher 2

Schleiermacher thought that the doctrine of creation was important because when
we remember we are created beings, this causes in us a sense of dependence upon
the divine.

But the creation stories in Genesis cannot be literal. They're hopelessly unscientific.
What theological liberalism will do is it will try to get the essence of who God is, but
get rid of all the theology and the facts that are getting in the way of that in the Bible.
Theological liberalism is going to do the same thing with the atonement. We don't
need forgiveness of sins with the atonement. We need Jesus to be our moral
example of the ultimate God conscious prophet.

They don't care about the doctrine. They want to know what's behind the doctrine.
What's behind the doctrine? To them, this generic feeling of dependence upon God
and this general love towards one another.

Religion is beyond traditional institutions like the Bible and the church and is more
about internal spirituality.

The Bible does not contain propositions of truth, but rather just the religious
consciousness of the biblical authors.

What does theological liberalism teach?

1.
2.

3.

LN

11.

12.

Jesus was not the eternal Son of God, but just a moral prophet.

The Bible is not an inerrant word of God, but just a work of man. It can be studied
and critiqued like any other book.

God is not a trinity. The concept of the Trinity is logical nonsense. The Father is
divine, but not the Son and the Spirit.

The message of Jesus is not about salvation from sin, atonement, or resurrection, but
a simple message about knowing that there's a higher power, God and loving your
fellow man.

There is no hell in theological liberalism.

Angels and demons do not exist in theological liberalism.

The miracles in the Bible did not happen.

Sin is equated with ignorance.

They focus on the immanence, but not the transcendence of God. You can find the
Divine presence in many different ways throughout the world.

. Humanity is progressing and the world is getting better. Most theological liberals

are post millennial.

The signs and language of Christianity are not what matter. Rather, the essence
behind them, which can be found in other places. Jesus’ death was a moral example
to teach us to trust God. It was not a substitutionary atonement to take away God's
wrath.

Jesus was not literally raised from the dead, but was raised in the sense that we
remember him in our hearts today when we trust God and serve others.
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13.]Jesus is not literally coming back. Rather, we bring in the kingdom of God now
through social work and human advancement.
14. Religion should be changed based upon one experience.

“Theological Liberalism, Christian religion became little more than common grace
dispensed through programmatic kindness, minority rights, international aid, self-
help management techniques and political activism. Where you see churches that
are pushing those things primarily instead of doctrine. That's a church that's been
influenced by theological liberalism, even though they've probably never read
Schleiermacher. The ghost of Schleiermacher haunts us today.” - John Hanna3

“A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment
through the ministry of Christ without a cross.” - Richard Niebuhr#

“I'm delighted that liberal theologians do their best to try to accommodate
Christianity to modern science, modern culture and democratic society. If I were a
fundamentalist Christian, I'd be appalled by the wishy washiness of the liberal
version of Christian faith. But since I'm a non-believer who is frightened of the
barbarity of many fundamentalist Christians, for example their homophobia, I
welcome theological liberalism. Maybe liberal theologians will eventually produce a
version of Christianity so wishy washy that no one will be interested in being a
Christian anymore. If so, something will have been lost, but probably more will have
been gained. So my hope is that so many Christians will be lured into theological
liberalism that it will become Greek mythology, it won't matter anymore, and then
there won't be Christianity and the world will be great.” - Richard Rorty>

Differences between historic Christianity and liberal Christianity

Orthodox Christianity Liberal Christianity
God Trinitarian Unitarian
Jesus The Eternal Son of God God-conscious prophet
Authority The Bible Experience, Feelings
Salvation Through Christ Through Education
Sin Rebellion Ignorance
Atonement Penal Substitutionary Moral Example
Focus Gospel Social Work
Bible God’s Word Record of human religion

Acts 6:1-4 - Now in these days when the disciples were increasing in number, a
complaint by the Hellenists arose against the Hebrews because their widows were
being neglected in the daily distribution. And the twelve summoned the full number
of the disciples and said, “It is not right that we should give up preaching the word of

7
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God to serve tables. Therefore, brothers, pick out from among you seven men of good
repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we will appoint to this duty. But we
will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”

They are saying, the church has two jobs. Preaching the word, doctrine, theology,
prayer, spiritual stuff, and helping others. But notice the order they go in. One is
primary, one is secondary.

What some churches will do is they'll completely neglect any sort of social work.
They won't care for the poor. They won't try to help those in need.

That is not what the disciples do. The disciples don't say, don't help these widows
with food. But they also don't do what a lot of churches do, which is where they say,
now let's make the social work primary, stop praying and doing all that doctrine
stuff.

The primary thing that the church does, especially the elders, is teaching doctrine,
discipleship, prayer, spiritual stuff.

The members of the church and the deacons are then to be involved in acts of care
within the body of Christ first and in the world second.

Phrases you hear in church today that have been influenced by
theological liberalism

1.
2.

o

7.
8.
9.

“I don't attend church, but I'm very spiritual.” Ever heard somebody say that?

“I don't have to listen to what you say because I don't like the way that you're saying
it.”

“You can't tell me that because you're of a different race than me or of a different
gender than me. You didn't have to grow up the way I did. You don’t know what I've
been through.”

“People can be saved even if they don't consciously know Christ. They can just trust
the God within them.”

“Someone who has a sincere faith in a different religion can still find God.”

“It is morally wrong for you to tell me something even if it's true, if it offends me or
we don't have a deep relationship.”

“Our church will get more people if we're not as controversial.”

“Church leadership has too long been dominated by rich, white, straight men.”

“We preach the whole Gospel, which includes social justice.”

10. “Even if Jesus wasn't raised from the dead, that wouldn't affect my faith.”
11. “White people have inherent privilege and cannot see what's going on as clearly as

black people.”

12.“God is always on the side of the poor, no matter how they got there.”

! The Parkway Church, Theological Liberalism

2 https://www.ccel.org/ccel/schleiermach/religion.iii.ii.html

3 The Parkway Church, Theological Liberalism

4 https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/616058-a-god-without-wrath-brought-men-without-sin-into-a
5 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/theological-liberalism/
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