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INTRODUCTION

The Situation  
from Which We Begin

Evangelical Christianity’s Current Self-Doubt

Evangelical Christianit y is  now a surging global phenomenon. 
Such writers as Philip Jenkins, David Martin, and David Aikman have re-
ported that Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia’s Christian future 
looks increasingly “evangelical” in the sense of embracing Biblicist, Christ- 
and cross-centered, conversionist, and Holy Spirit–oriented Christianity.1 
But in western Europe and North America (the regions from which pi-
etistic and evangelical expressions of Protestant Christianity were trans-
mitted to the global church), the current era is one of increasing intro-
spection and self-doubt.

This introspection and self-doubt has not to do with any sheer loss of 
momentum, for church planting goes on apace in western Europe and in 
North America, and the evangelical “knack” for adaptation to emerging cir-
cumstances and cultural change is still alive and well. No, the introspection 
and self-doubt are the result of three principles still being worked out.

1Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); David Martin, 
Tongues of Fire: The Birth of Latin American Protestantism (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 1993); 
and David Aikman, Jesus in Beijing (Chicago: Regnery, 2003).



2    Introduction

THREE PRINCIPLES 

The run-down factor. These are, first, the increasing distance of space and 
time from the period of evangelical origin and a resulting “run-down.”2 
Original ideals and guiding principles can lose their edge over time. I hold 
that today’s evangelical movements are the linear descendants of the popular 
late-medieval religious movements that eventually gave rise to the various 
Protestant movements of the sixteenth century (Anabaptist, Lutheran, Re-
formed, Anglican). Many of the early Protestants had first been agitators for 
spiritual religion in the years before Luther’s protest of 1517. These initially 
regional movements (not all of which entered Protestantism at its emer-
gence) were both diffused over wider regions than those they initially af-
fected and in turn were modified through adaptation to new cultures and 
contexts. In the early modern period, evangelical Christianity went “global.” 
But this gradual and natural adaptation, when combined with a gradual loss 
of momentum, also provoked second thoughts about the need to recover 
earlier evangelical ideals.

Thus, by the closing decades of the seventeenth century, Dutch and 
German Pietists as well as the Puritan inhabitants of New England were 
noting and lamenting the “running down” of evangelical religion and 
praying for its recovery; this in fact occurred in waves beginning in the 
1680s and 1690s on both sides of the Atlantic.3 The better-known period of 
the eighteenth century, which we have come to call the Great Awakening or 
Evangelical Revival, extended this recovery of momentum until the dawn of 
the next century.

The nineteenth century, especially, witnessed Protestant attempts to re-
cover afresh the original purity of apostolic Christianity. The emulation of 
the Christianity of the Acts of the Apostles became all the rage circa 1830; 
whatever had happened since the death of the apostles was something that 

2I use this in the sense defined by Merriam-Webster, as with a wound clock, “the exhaustion of 
motive power.” It should be plain that the various expressions of Christianity are all subject to 
this loss of momentum.

3See the essay of Thomas S. Kidd, “Prayer for a Saving Issue: Evangelical Development in New 
England Before the Great Awakening,” chap. 6 in The Advent of Evangelicalism, ed. Michael G. 
Haykin and Kenneth J. Stewart (Nashville: B&H, 2008). The volume was first released as The 
Emergence of Evangelicalism: Exploring Historical Continuities (Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity Press, 
2008). See also Douglas Shantz, An Introduction to German Pietism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2013), chaps. 1-2.



The Situation from Which We Begin  3

could be “let go” in these movements called “Restorationist.”4 It was apos-
tolic practice that mattered most. Such movements took a dim view of the 
Protestant evangelical “status quo,” which seemed to them to have become 
very comfortable with the world as it was.

The early twentieth century was also an especially tumultuous period for 
evangelical movements in the Western world as there arose a great crisis of 
confidence in the Scriptures as a reliable record of divine revelation earlier 
given, and in the Christian gospel as a message of salvation for the entire 
globe. All Christianity in the West was affected by this period of crisis. In 
the same decades, there arose another “Restorationist” movement: that 
variant of evangelicalism now known as global Pentecostalism. In a way akin 
to the just-named movements of Christianity in the preceding century, Pen-
tecostalism saw itself as remedying a defect in evangelicalism. It believed 
that evangelical Christianity had left the Holy Spirit under-recognized.5 Yet 
given the theological tumults of the early twentieth century, all forms of 
evangelical Christianity (Restorationist included) tended to navigate in this 
era by “lightening the ship”—that is, by insisting on fewer essentials of the 
faith in the interests of defense and propagation.

The lateral factor. But this crisis-driven process of “lightening the ship” 
went hand in hand with a second difficulty that I will call the “lateral factor.” 
In the early twentieth century, ever-larger portions of evangelical Christi-
anity came to be located outside the denominations that had traced their 
lineal descent from the Reformation movements. This migration of believers 
happened chiefly because the historic Protestant denominations were not 
able to satisfactorily resolve fundamental questions about the historical reli-
ability of the Scriptures and the unique saviorhood of Jesus Christ. Inasmuch 
as the churches of the Reformation had themselves, at their foundations, 
provided an understanding of the relation in which they stood to the pre-
ceding 1,500 years of Christian history (an understanding entailing appro-
priations of the church fathers, early liturgy and the sacraments, and early 

4Movements such as the Christian Brethren and Churches of Christ hail from this era. Represen-
tative histories of the origins of these movements are H. H. Rowden, The Origins of the Brethren 
(London: Pickering and Inglis, 1967) and D. M. Thompson, Let Sects and Parties Fall: A Short 
History of the Churches of Christ in Great Britain and Ireland (London: Berean, 1980).

5See, for example, Vinson Synan, The Holiness-Pentecostal Tradition: Charismatic Movements in the 
Twentieth Century (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997).
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ecumenical councils and creeds), those strands of evangelical Christianity 
that moved in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries beyond the historic 
churches were unwittingly put at the disadvantage of being twice-removed 
from Christianity pre-1500.

Thus, evangelicals who remained within historic denominations viewed 
the pre-Reformation centuries more favorably than did those who aligned 
themselves with Holiness or Bible or independent churches. After all, An-
glican, Presbyterian, and Methodist congregations continued to bear the 
names of pre-Reformation saints (such as St. George, St. Andrew, St. Co-
lumba). Now, these distinguishable stances of the historic Protestant 
churches compared to independent church movements were also trans-
mitted through crosscultural missions to the non-Western world.

Thus, when the twentieth century dawned, one would find Presbyterians 
in Africa and also plenty of African independent churches. There were An-
glicans in India (along with most other Europe-rooted churches) along with 
commendable efforts to establish indigenous Indian-led churches. Baptists 
and Lutherans, Presbyterians and Anglicans were in China founding 
churches that were aligned to their stance regarding pre-Reformation Chris-
tianity. Yet Hudson Taylor, founder of the China Inland Mission, deter-
mined to establish an indigenous Chinese church that did not take over 
these loyalties. Each stream of evangelical Christianity held, at least infor-
mally, a distinguishable perspective on the pre-Reformation Christian past. 
To speak in general terms, offshoots of Europe’s historic Protestant churches 
were more likely to find things of value in pre-Reformation Christianity, 
while the more independent type of evangelical Protestants were less in-
clined to seek things of value in what came before the Reformation era. It 
was easily supposed that there was little of value until Luther came on the 
scene. But there was also a third factor.

The thaw in Protestant-Catholic relations. Global evangelical move-
ments could not have anticipated how their varied but established ideas 
about pre-Reformation Christianity would be called into question by the 
Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic communion and what 
has followed it. In autumn sessions held annually from 1962 to 1965, this 
gathering of bishops and theologians from Catholic communions 
around the globe adopted a number of stances that made Protestants sit 
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up and take notice. Instead of being anathematized (as had been the case 
at the Council of Trent [1545–1563]), Protestants were now termed “sep-
arated brethren.” While the division of Western Christendom into Prot-
estant and Catholic was still lamented, Vatican II laid on Roman Ca-
tholicism some of the responsibility for this permanent rift. Instead of 
insisting that only clergy and the church hierarchy could safely interpret 
the Bible, rank-and-file Catholic believers were now encouraged to own 
and study the Bible in an accurate translation—of which several were 
rapidly produced directly from the original languages. Church services, 
formerly conducted in Latin, were now encouraged in the vernacular of 
the population.6

Not only the Protestant observers who had been invited to be present but 
the wider Christian world began to sit up and take notice that the Roman 
communion was in earnest about discussions and collaboration with the 
wider Christian community. Catholicism was gradually transformed in the 
mind of Protestants from a monolithic, foreboding, and unfriendly ex-
pression of Christianity to one that stimulated curiosity. And besides, this 
expression of Christianity unashamedly claimed for itself an unbroken suc-
cession from the apostles and from earliest Christianity. A succession of 
modern popes—John Paul II (1920–2005), Benedict XVI (1927–), and 
Francis (1936–)—two of whom showed interest in and entered discussions 
with evangelical Protestants, strengthened the impression that Catholicism 
was no longer “forbidden territory.” Roman Christianity, now viewable in an 
improved light, proved to be especially of interest to two types of evangelical 
Protestants: (1) those whose lateral distance from the classical Protestant 
movements had left them quite unprepared for understanding the 1,500 
years of Christianity before Protestantism and who easily felt a kind of 
“allure” toward Rome’s claims to antiquity and unbroken succession, and (2) 
beleaguered Christians in the historic Protestant churches who believed that 
they were witnessing a retreat from biblical authority and the unique role of 
Jesus Christ as only savior, for which their historic Protestant churches had 
been known.

6These changes and the perceptions of them formed by evangelical Protestants are helpfully 
surveyed and analyzed in David Wells’s Revolution in Rome (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1972).
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A CURRENT EVANGELICAL IDENTITY CRISIS

These three factors—the “run-down” factor, which is the outworking of dis-
tance of time from evangelical Christianity’s rise; the “lateral” factor by 
which more and more evangelical churches stood in no direct relation to the 
churches that first stood apart from Rome; and the striking of a new and 
daring posture by Rome since 1965—have combined to engender an evan-
gelical identity crisis. One is made to wonder, what is evangelical Christi-
anity in relation to the “Great Tradition” from which it chose to stand apart? 
Along with the identity crisis has come a loss of nerve; many wonder if 
perhaps evangelicalism is, after all, only the threadbare cousin of a nobler 

“Christianity of the ages.”
The symptoms of this identity crisis and loss of nerve may be observed all 

around. Not only is there a steady flow of reports of evangelical Christians who 
have undergone “conversion” to Rome (and also to Eastern Orthodoxy), but 
there is also, among those whose Christian allegiances do not shift so dra-
matically, a steady tendency to appropriate devotional practices, religious art, 
and forms of discipleship from the pre-Reformation churches. One observes 
that such appropriating is too often taken up with the kind of relish that sup-
poses such treasures have been “hidden” from evangelical Christians as if by 
some determined conspiracy by our Protestant forebears. For persons driven 
by such concerns, the burden of proof necessarily falls on the evangelical 
movement rather than the movement from which evangelicalism has stood 
apart. There exists an inchoate drive to press “behind” the Reformation in the 
supposition that there has been a misrepresentation or at least neglect of issues 
that deserve another answer. There is also manifest in many who depart for 
Catholicism and Orthodoxy an attitude of what I can only call “loathing” 
toward the forms of evangelical Christianity they leave behind. For these, evan-
gelical Christianity has in hindsight appeared to be a cul-de-sac, a blind alley.

Personally, I can identify to a high degree with much of this ferment. My 
own spiritual journey has entailed a search for a Christianity with deeper 
roots than were locatable in the pietistic evangelicalism in which I grew up. 
The Reformed tradition, in which I now stand, has offered a wealth of re-
sources not originally available to me. I certainly understand this determi-
nation to have access to a Christian past that has, at the very least, seemed 
to be ignored.
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Thus, this book cannot hope to argue successfully that all such reaction 
against evangelical Christianity’s current situation is ill-founded (yet some 
certainly is) or that all such reaction is unwarranted (though some certainly 
is). The book aims instead to address two fundamental issues that, like a 
thread, run through these manifestations of what I will call the “evangelical 
identity crisis.” I identify and deal with these in the conviction that only 
when these matters are faced can evangelicals confront their current crisis 
with integrity and guided by principle. What are these two issues?

TWO FUNDAMENTAL ISSUES

In brief, this book will argue first that too many evangelicals today are failing 
to grant that evangelical movements are perennial and recurring. Evan-
gelical Christian churches and movements could decide today to merge with 
other expressions of Christianity and yet emerge again within a very short 
time. This recurrence of evangelical tendencies would happen because evan-
gelical movements have always been those that sought more in the way of 
the call to conversion, more honoring of Jesus Christ, more holiness of life, 
and more Bible knowledge than what prevails in the Christian mainstream. 
I acknowledge that such a claim is easier made than supported; yet I will aim 
to support it. If evangelical Christianity’s existence were to be accepted as 
something perennial and recurring, we would feel less of an inclination to 
apologize for its continued existence and expansion. But such evangelical 
resilience is in short supply just now. Instead we observe a widespread evan-
gelical “inferiority complex” rooted in the misconception that evangelical 
Christianity is a latecomer—a flash in the pan or, perhaps, just an expression 
of some age that is now behind us.

The book will argue second that appropriation from the pre-Reformation 
Christian past is both acceptable and welcome provided that it is done ac-
cording to some agreed principle. I can assure readers that there has in fact 
been no evangelical “cover-up,” no conspiracy to deflect curious evangelical 
believers away from “neutral” pre-Reformation liturgies, devotional prac-
tices, and forms of discipleship. What there has been is a range of approaches 
(some much more defensible than others) by which pre-Reformation Chris-
tianity was “weighed” on scales that yielded the judgment that some ele-
ments of earlier Christianity were defective. Readers will be impressed, I 
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think, to learn just how very familiar, how adept, and how well-versed nu-
merous evangelical Christians of past centuries were at assessing earlier 
Christianity. We will need to remember again and again that evangelicals 
had learned to consciously “stand apart” from the Christian mainstream just 
because they were upholding a conviction not universally shared: that Jesus 
Christ fully intended to guide his church by the Holy Spirit speaking in 
Scriptures entrusted to the whole people of God.

Thus, an extensive chapter will be devoted to an exploration of the stan-
dards by which pre-Reformation Christianity has been and still needs to be 
evaluated. In a subsequent chapter, we will take up the difficult but re-
warding subject of the development of Christian doctrines over the cen-
turies. The question is not so much one of whether this development has 
happened but of what determines whether such developments are legitimate 
or illegitimate.

And with that having been clarified, we will go on to examine examples 
of three kinds. We will first see that the last five hundred years offer us ex-
amples of skillful Protestant interaction with and appropriation of the pre-
Reformation Christian past. Next we will take note of examples of what can 
only be called evangelical gullibility—the too-quick embracing of points of 
view that suppose evangelical Christianity to have been foolish or misguided. 
Finally, we must look at some weighty, lingering questions that require our 
further attention. My firm conviction is that resolution will be found to 
these questions by the application of our two foundational principles: the 
perennial character of evangelical movements and the evangelical under-
standing of supreme authority.



PA RT  I

SETTING  
THE STAGE

Our Evangelical  

Identity Crisis



1

Only a Latecomer in  
Christian History? 

The Evangelical Identity Crisis

“‘Bible  An s wer M an’  C onverts  to  O rthod oxy”  read the 
startling headline of Christianity Today’s April 2017 story.1 The center of the 
story’s attention, Hank Hanegraaff, had been a highly influential evan-
gelical apologist and cult-watcher since 1989. Hanegraaff is the author of 
many books and a popular radio broadcaster; the periodical Christian Re-
search Journal, published by the broadcast’s parent organization, the 
Christian Research Institute, has a wide following. In the days following 
the news of Hanegraaff ’s realignment with Orthodoxy, reactions were swift 
and frequently critical.2

As well, I have taken up an interesting devotional book, The Daily Office.3 
It was not quite what it seemed. I was intrigued to find that this guide to 

1Sarah Eekhof Zylstra, “‘Bible Answer Man’ Converts to Orthodoxy,” Christianity Today, April 
12, 2017, www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2017/april/bible-answer-man-hank-hanegraaff 
-orthodoxy-cri-watchman-nee.html. 

2Art Moore, “‘Bible Answer Man’ Converts to Eastern Orthodoxy,” World Net Daily, April 13, 2017, 
www.wnd.com/2017/04/bible-answer-man-converts-to-greek-orthodox-church. 

3Peter Scazzaro, The Daily Office: Remembering God’s Presence Throughout the Day (Barrington, IL: 
Willow Creek Association, 2008).

http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2017/april/bible-answer-man-hank-hanegraaff-orthodoxy-cri-watchman-nee.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/gleanings/2017/april/bible-answer-man-hank-hanegraaff-orthodoxy-cri-watchman-nee.html
http://www.wnd.com/2017/04/bible-answer-man-converts-to-greek-orthodox-church
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disciplined prayer, issued in association with the Willow Creek Association 
of Barrington, Illinois, attempts to use the cycle of daily prayer as set out in 
the ancient monastic Rule of St. Benedict (ca. 480–547) as a guide for modern 
believers. Paradoxically, the publisher—the Willow Creek Association—has 
come to be identified among evangelical Christians as a kind of epitome of 

“big box” generic Christianity that has sought to shun tradition in the attempt 
to reach the unchurched with the gospel. So, Willow Creek now keeps 
company with St. Benedict?

I am certain that readers who are now taking up In Search of Ancient 
Roots can relate similar observations. On the one hand, we can see men and 
women shaking the dust off their feet (so to speak) and exiting evangelical 
Christianity for something Roman or Eastern; on the other hand, there is 
the smorgasbord-style sampling of a little bit of this and a little bit of that 
from beyond evangelical Christianity. There is, to say the least, an unset-
tledness with things as they are.

Though vignettes like this are far from being the whole story (by book’s 
end, we will see that the flow into evangelical Christianity exceeds the trickle 
of those leaving), let’s be frank. In recent times, it has grown fashionable for 
a fair number who were reared in evangelical churches or are indebted to 
evangelical movements to express the sentiment that, like the proverbial mist, 
evangelical Christianity will soon evaporate. We hear of “post-evangelicals” 
as well as “ex-evangelicals.”4 Now these terms by themselves do not indicate 
that the individuals employing them have left the Christian faith, but they 
do mean that they have distanced themselves from the evangelical 
movement—a global network linking together churches and believers. 
Evangelicals seek to uphold a scriptural Christianity emphasizing that sal-
vation is appropriated by a personal faith in Christ, is demonstrated in sub-
sequent holy living, and supports world evangelization.

Of course, no one is obliged to be included in this movement against their 
wishes. But in our time, people are leaving evangelical Christianity for a 
relatively new reason: their conclusion is that—in the big picture of things—

4See, for example, the 1995 work of Dave Tomlinson, The Post-Evangelical (London: Triangle; 
American rev. ed., Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003) and the rejoinder volume it generated, 
Graham Cray et al., eds., The Post-Evangelical Debate (London: Triangle, 1997). A contemporary 
example of the ex-evangelical genre is Christian Smith’s How to Go from Being a Good Evangelical 
to a Committed Catholic in Ninety-Five Difficult Steps (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2011).
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this movement is an upstart and a latecomer. The Christian tradition has 
survived without evangelical Christianity during most of its existence (so 
goes this argument); why should not the Christian tradition survive without 
it now? From this perspective, evangelical Christianity was either merely the 
descendant of the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century or a child 
of the modern period, especially the Enlightenment era. With these eras of 
world history now well behind us and exerting a diminished influence, evan-
gelical Christianity has, on this understanding, been orphaned; it is now 
only a kind of flotsam and jetsam left from an earlier time. Despite whatever 
dominance it may admittedly have exerted in past centuries, it will (on this 
view) steadily surrender its place to some other expression of Christianity. 
What that “other” expression of Christianity might be varies with the one 
leaving the cause.

For some, that other expression of Christianity is found in Roman Ca-
tholicism or one of the expressions of Eastern Orthodoxy.5 Such commu-
nions as the Roman Catholic and Orthodox are transnational; they exem-
plify the opposite of a kind of provincialism displayed within portions of the 
evangelical world. And they are also expressions of Christianity that are 
pre-Enlightenment.

Yet there are at the same time those who—responding to the influences 
of postmodernity—want to find an expression of Christianity that is less 
tethered to the past, less focused on transmitted dogma, and more socially 
conscious. These say farewell to certain forms of evangelical Christianity, 
not (like those already described) because of evangelical Christianity’s per-
ceived tenuous connection with the Christian past but because its “best 
before” date has arrived. As one who wrote in support of saying such fare-
wells to evangelical Protestantism put it, each five-hundred-year period of 

5This body of literature is extensive and growing. Among the narratives consulted here, published 
by those leaving evangelical Protestantism for Roman Catholicism, are Tom Howard, Evangelical 
Is Not Enough: Worship of God in Liturgy and Sacrament (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1984); Scott and 
Kimberley Hahn, Rome Sweet Home (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1993); and Smith, How to Go from 
Being. Similar literature authored by those leaving evangelical Protestantism for forms of Eastern 
Orthodoxy includes Peter Gillquist, Becoming Orthodox, rev. ed. (Ben Lomond, CA: Conciliar 
Press, 1992); Charles Bell, Discovering the Rich Heritage of Orthodoxy (Minneapolis: Light and 
Life, 1994); Michael Harper, The True Light: An Evangelical’s Journey to Orthodoxy (London: Hod-
der & Stoughton, 1997); and Frank Schaeffer, Dancing Alone: The Quest for Orthodox Faith in the 
Age of False Religion (Brookline, MA: Holy Cross, 1994).
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Christian history requires a “rummage sale” in order to be “reconfigured” 
for the next phase of Christianity; that “sale” and “reconfiguration” are under 
way right now.6

LEAVING EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANITY 
MEANS LOSING WHAT?

Now, if a person leaves the evangelical movement for one alternative or the 
other, what is it that is left behind? The person departing from this stream 
of Christianity for Roman Catholicism or Orthodoxy is convinced that he 
or she is leaving a movement that is frivolous and “lite” and embracing in-
stead another that, because it is rooted in Christian antiquity, is substantive. 
The one leaving this expression of the faith for an emergent, postmodern 
expression of Christianity believes that he or she is jettisoning a stream that 
is compromised by an undue stress on the rational defense of Christian 
dogma and on the importance of numerical indicators of success. Such 
seekers believe they are gaining a movement characterized by community, 
consensus building, and room for mystery.

But are these views of gains and losses rooted in a sober assessment of 
things? We can admit that evangelical Christianity is not monochromatic; 
some forms of it are very “lite,” and numerous expressions of it do have 
features that are off-putting and even extreme. Even so, such ways of calcu-
lating the reasons for which evangelical Christianity deserves to be jetti-
soned are problematic for at least two reasons.

First, those departing (especially from sectarian expressions of evan-
gelical Christianity) are very prone to attribute the perceived defects of 
their own somewhat raw and imbalanced evangelical past to the whole of 
the evangelical movement. It does not necessarily follow that the emotional 
outbursts, speculation about end times, or legalistic tendencies that some 
who depart lament about their backgrounds were ever universal evangelical 
traits. Yet such extrapolation is widespread among disconcerted evangel-
icals who are eyeing the exits. Second, such approaches about the poverty 

6Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 26-27. See also Brian McLaren, 
A Generous Orthodoxy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004). An insightful volume named above, 
Dave Tomlinson’s The Post-Evangelical, should be thought of as belonging to this same genre; it 
seeks to accommodate Christianity to the postmodern situation.
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of evangelical Christianity entail the embracing of an estimate of evangelical 
Christianity’s origins, habits of thought, and expanse that is at odds with this 
movement’s self-understanding. The evangelical movement does not, in fact, 
conceive of itself as utterly cut off from Christian antiquity; nor does it un-
derstand itself to be merely a child of the Enlightenment. The person con-
templating abandoning evangelical Christianity should therefore be more 
careful to weigh this movement according to its actual self-understanding 
rather than one that is only surmised.

But having insisted on this, it is only proper to acknowledge that evan-
gelical Christianity has more than one way of viewing its own origin and 
expanse. There are three identifiable perspectives on this.

A time-honored view of evangelical origins. Since the Reformation era, 
there has been a widely accepted opinion within evangelical Protestantism 
that entails viewing the movement as the continuation of an earnest Chris-
tianity characterized by strong loyalty to Christ, submission to the central 
authority of the Bible, and the necessity of a living, personal faith, extending 
far back in the Christian centuries. One finds the conception expressed by 
Protestants as long ago as 1546, the year in which Martin Luther died. His 
colleague, Philip Melanchthon, eulogized him by linking him with “greats” 
from many preceding centuries:

After the apostles comes a long line, inferior, indeed, but distinguished by the 
divine attestations: Polycarp, Irenaeus, Gregory of Neocaesarea, Basil, Au-
gustin, Prosper, Maximus, Hugo, Bernard, Tauler and others. And though 
these later times have been less fitful, yet God has always preserved a remnant; 
and that a more splendid light of the gospel has been kindled by the voice of 
Luther cannot be denied.7

The English chronicler and contemporary of Melanchthon, John Foxe 
(1516–1587), had the same objective in mind when he gathered martyr 
stories from all the preceding Christian centuries up to and including his 
own in the multivolume Acts and Monuments (1559).8 In the eighteenth 
century, John Wesley (1703–1791) encouraged the early Methodists to think 

7Philip Melanchthon, “Funeral Oration over Luther” (1546), reprinted in Lewis W. Spitz, The 
Protestant Reformation: Major Documents (St. Louis: Concordia, 1997), 70.

8The 1559 edition of Acts and Monuments was published in Latin. An expanded version in English 
followed in 1563. Modern readers rely on the eight-volume Victorian edition, often reprinted.
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in such terms by incorporating material from second-century Christianity 
as well as extensive excerpts from Foxe’s Acts and Monuments in his multi-
volume series The Christian Library.9 This perspective—which viewed evan-
gelical Protestantism as standing in clear continuity with vigorous scriptural 
Christianity of earlier ages—was still alive and well in the second half of the 
twentieth century and received clear articulation by well-known evangelical 
leaders such as John Stott (1921–2011), who wrote in 1970,

One would even dare to say that, properly understood, the Christian faith, the 
catholic faith, the biblical faith and the evangelical faith are one and the same 
thing. . . . If evangelical theology is biblical theology, it follows that it is not a 
new-fangled “ism,” a modern brand of Christianity, but an ancient form, 
indeed the original one. It is New Testament Christianity.10

J. I. Packer, whose career largely paralleled Stott’s, wrote that evangelical 
Christianity is

the Christianity, both convictional and behavioral, which we inherit from the 
New Testament via the Reformers, the Puritans, and the revival and mis-
sionary leaders of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. . . . The reason why 
I call myself an evangelical and mean to go on doing so is my belief that as 
this historic evangelicalism has never sought to be anything other than New 
Testament Christianity, so in essentials it has succeeded in its aim.11

One could readily find this essential viewpoint, stressing evangelical 
Christianity’s longevity, being articulated in the mid-1990s. Alister McGrath 

9Wesley’s series, The Christian Library, was originally published in fifty volumes commencing in 
1750. An improved edition of 1821 appeared in thirty volumes, and of these, the first four were 
concerned with ancient Christianity and a condensed treatment of Foxe’s martyrology. I am 
indebted for these details to Northwest Nazarene University, accessed August 29, 2012, available 
at wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/a-christian-library/.

10John Stott, Christ the Controversialist: A Study in Some Aspects of Evangelical Religion (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1970), 33. Stott was still sounding this note in his Evangelical Es-
sentials (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000). Non-Anglican evangelical writers had 
also argued the same case for Evangelicalism’s doctrinal continuity with strands of earlier Chris-
tianity. See, for example, E. J. Poole-Connor’s Evangelicalism in England (London: Henry Walter, 
1966), esp. chap. 8. 

11James Packer, “The Uniqueness of Jesus Christ: Some Evangelical Reflections,” Churchman 92 
(1978): 102. The Packer essay had been delivered as an address the year previous in the annual 
Islington, London, Church of England pastoral conference. This writer heard Packer espousing 
identical statements to those quoted here: “A Personal Retrospective on the Conversation Be-
tween Evangelicals and Catholics,” delivered April 11, 2002, at the Wheaton College (Illinois) 
Theology Conference. 

http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/a-christian-library/


Only a Latecomer in Christian History?   17

was then insisting that this expression of Christianity “had its origins in the 
later European Renaissance, especially in France, Germany, and Italy.” This 
perspective goes on being articulated at the present day by Gerald Bray.12

A more recent view of evangelical origins. Even so, in the last decades 
a distinguishable viewpoint has arisen, urging that whatever doctrinal 
continuities may be shown to exist between evangelical Christianity as it 
has been passed down to us today and older expressions of the faith, 
never  theless something new happened within Protestant Christianity 
early in the eighteenth century.13 On account of strong seventeenth-
century differences of opinion as to whether a Protestant state should ally 
itself with a single expression of Protestantism and legislate favorably in 
support of that church (to the exclusion and disadvantage of those not 
persuaded about the terms on which religious comprehension was of-
fered), rival forms of Protestantism began to inhabit a single territory. 
Thus, in addition to Catholic-Protestant division (traceable from the Ref-
ormation era forward) one now found both Protestants loyal to their state 
churches and Protestants committed to independent forms of Christianity 
within those same territories.

In England the rigid imposition of religious conformity after 1662 pro-
voked the continuance of what has since been called “dissent” or “noncon-
formity.” After religious uniformity was legislated in 1662, non-Anglican 
Protestants (whether Baptist, Presbyterian, Congregationalist, or Quaker) 
had no guaranteed right to preach or to assemble for religious services until 
1689. And in Scotland, the same Restoration period saw the resurgence of 

12Alister McGrath, Evangelicalism and the Future of Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1995), 26. McGrath had begun to elucidate this contention earlier (19-20), making ex-
plicit reference to movements among Italian Benedictines and aristocratic elites. See also 
Gerald Bray’s provocative essay, “Evangelicals: Are They the Real Catholics and Orthodox?,” 
in Evangelicals and the Early Church, ed. George Kalantzis and Andrew Tooley (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade, 2012), chap. 9.

13The case for distinguishing between Protestantism pre- and post-1730 has nowhere been argued 
more persuasively than by David Bebbington in his Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History 
from the 1730s to the 1980s (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989). An American edition followed in 1992 
from Baker Books. The same disjunction between pre- and post-1730 is also maintained by Mark 
Noll in his The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003). Noll is quite ready, however, to discuss numerous “anteced-
ents” of the age of Evangelicalism. See his second chapter. There is a similar readiness to ac-
knowledge pre-1730 antecedents of Evangelicalism in Dictionary of Evangelical Biography, ed. 
Timothy Larsen (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 1-2.
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an existing “Covenanter” movement on account of royal attempts to direct 
the governance of the national Church of Scotland (after 1662 made subject, 
as earlier in the century, to royally appointed bishops). In Scotland, the 
period up to 1690 saw an intensification of earlier persecution culminating 
in what came to be called “the Killing Times.”14

While reasoned cases were made in England and Scotland both on behalf 
of religious comprehension within a state church and of religious noncon-
formity extending beyond it, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the work 
of the gospel suffered materially through the repression of preachers and the 
harassing of congregations. The net effect of this Restoration period was the 
fragmentation of Protestantism and the polarizing of some preachers and 
congregations from others with which they were in considerable agreement 
about the gospel and godly living.

Now, according to this recent view, Evangelicalism (as distinct from the 
evangelical faith, which admittedly was older) unfolded in the period we 
now call the Great Awakening or Evangelical Revival (commencing circa 
1730) as a transdenominational and cooperative movement emphasizing the 
proclamation of central gospel themes, the work of evangelism, and (in due 
course) world mission and the reform of society. This movement that 
emerged in western Europe, in the United Kingdom, and in North America 
in that era was one that promoted a higher degree of transdenominational 
collaboration than had ever prevailed earlier.

No one embodied this transdenominational impulse more than the An-
glican evangelist George Whitefield (1714–1770), whose travels across the 
United Kingdom and the American colonies and his preaching in churches 
of various denominations (as well as out of doors) furnished sinews for this 
renaissance.15 Whitefield, when called on by members of the Anglican clergy 
at Boston to defend his preaching in the pulpits of non-Anglican churches, 
his treating non-Anglican ministers as his equals, and his participating in 
Communion services with the same, gladly confessed himself guilty of all 
such practices.16

14K. M. Brown, “Covenanters,” in Dictionary of Scottish Church History and Theology, ed. Nigel M. 
de S. Cameron (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 218-19.

15Mark Noll aptly describes Whitefield’s transcolonial role in his A History of Christianity in the 
United States and Canada (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 91-95.

16Noll, Rise of Evangelicalism, 14.
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And, in the nineteenth century, this transdenominational movement 
found expression in umbrella organizations like the first mission, Bible, and 
tract societies and the World Evangelical Alliance—many of which efforts 
still continue today.17 Through such efforts (especially world mission), evan-
gelical Christianity reproduced itself on continents remote from western 
Europe or North America.

While this view of an Evangelicalism only emerging in the eighteenth 
century does not deny demonstrable continuities of evangelical faith and 
action with the era preceding and of commonalities of devotion and piety 
between older Protestantism and the movements of the eighteenth century,18 
it has placed the greater emphasis on the things that distinguished the evan-
gelical Christianity of the eighteenth century from the evangelical Protestant 
Christianity that preceded it.19

Another view: modern Evangelicalism is essentially the fundamen-
talism of the twentieth century. However, there is yet another perspective 
on this question. Diverging just as truly from the traditional view of evan-
gelical Christianity’s longevity is an outlook we can associate with the names 
of the late Ernest Sandeen, Richard Kyle, D. G. Hart, Michael Svigel, and 
Matthew Sutton.20 Such writers have taken the view that evangelical Protes-
tantism has undergone such radical transformation since the nineteenth 
century that it became something more sectarian, more anti-intellectual, 
and more belligerent than any conservative Protestantism that preceded it. 

17The consolidation of evangelical efforts in such cooperative enterprises as the eighteenth century 
gave way to the nineteenth and has been described in such works as R. H. Martin, Evangelicals 
United (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow, 1983); Charles Foster, An Errand of Mercy: The Evangelical 
United Front, 1790–1837 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1960); and Ian Randall 
and David Hilborn, One Body in Christ (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 2001).

18On this subject, consult Tom Schwanda, ed., The Emergence of Evangelical Spirituality: The Age of 
Edwards, Newton, and Whitefield (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2015). 

19The adequacy of this view of Evangelicalism’s origin, introduced by Bebbington in 1989, has been 
assessed by Kenneth J. Stewart, “Did Evangelicalism Predate the Eighteenth Century?,” Evan-
gelical Quarterly 77, no. 2 (2005): 135-53, and in the essays gathered by Haykin and Stewart, 
Emergence of Evangelicalism. An American edition of this volume appeared under the title The 
Advent of Evangelicalism (Nashville: B&H, 2008).

20Ernest R. Sandeen, The Roots of Fundamentalism: British and American Millenarianism, 1800–1930 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970); Richard Kyle, Evangelicalism: An Americanized 
Christianity (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1996); D. G. Hart, Deconstructing Evangelicalism 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004); Michael Svigel, Retro-Christianity: Reclaiming the Forgotten Faith 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012); Matthew Avery Sutton, American Apocalypse: A History of Mod-
ern Evangelicalism (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2014).
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On this view, so great were the modifications introduced in the period fol-
lowing 1860 that any discussion about how long evangelical Christianity has 
existed is deemed to be beside the point. Evangelical Christianity as we 
know it, according to such authors, is a fairly “oppositional” movement21 
with roots in the nineteenth century that entered into open conflict with 
other expressions of Christianity late in the nineteenth and early in the 
twentieth century.

Now, while there is some considerable basis for the view that deep and 
significant shifts took place within evangelical Christianity across the last 
century and a half, there is not (in my opinion) a sufficient basis for arguing 
that utter discontinuity exists between this expression of evangelical Chris-
tianity and what preceded it. Quite a wide swath of Protestantism used the 
term “evangelical” late in the nineteenth century; by the early twentieth 
century, this movement had settled into two stances. Some supporters went 
on to style their movement “liberal Evangelicalism,” while others were de-
termined to employ the adjective “conservative.”22 The terminology of “evan-
gelical” and “Evangelicalism” was thus not purely the preserve of the con-
servative and belligerent.

Moreover, belligerent and anti-intellectual evangelical leaders could cer-
tainly be found across the nineteenth century as well as in the early twen-
tieth.23 Besides, it is generally agreed that an intentional reaction took place 
against this sectarian tendency in what is now known as the neo-evangelical 
era commencing around 1940. Those at the head of this movement were 

21This useful descriptor originated with Martin Marty and is used by Alister McGrath in Evan-
gelicalism and the Future of Christianity, 30.

22In the North American context, this bifurcation is referenced in Matthew Bowman, The Urban 
Pulpit: New York City and the Fate of Liberal Evangelicalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2014). For the UK context, see David W. Bebbington and David Ceri Jones, eds., Fundamentalism 
and Evangelicalism in the United Kingdom During the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2013), esp. chaps. 1 and 2. Liberal evangelicalism’s heyday is reflected in Vernon F. 
Storr, Freedom and Tradition: A Study of Liberal Evangelicalism (London: Nisbett & Co., 1940). A 
retrospective of the movement is provided in A. E. Smith, Another Anglican Angle: Liberal Evan-
gelicalism; The Anglican Evangelical Group Movement, 1917–1967 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1991).

23An example of early nineteenth-century belligerence would be the London preacher Edward 
Irving (1792–1834). For a description of the rise of a belligerent evangelicalism in the Napoleonic 
era, see Ian S. Rennie, “Fundamentalism and the Varieties of North Atlantic Evangelicalism,” in 
Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in North America, the British Isles 
and Beyond, 1700–1900, ed. Mark Noll, David W. Bebbington, and George Rawlyk (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), chap. 16.
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determined to reconnect with less-belligerent forms of evangelical Christi-
anity in the nineteenth century and earlier.24

So, to return to our question, which “profile” of evangelical Christianity 
is it that our contemporaries have determined to abandon? I admit that 
they will not have thought about this in precisely these terms. Nevertheless, 
it is a question worth pressing on them and on others beginning to follow 
their paths. Is it the belligerent and pragmatism-oriented evangelical 
movement of the last century and a half that they would find it so easy to 
live without? Or will it be the “fusion” of older Protestantism with some 
appealing aspects of Enlightenment thought in the eighteenth century that 
they discard because it is lacking in antiquity and wedded to modernity? 
Perhaps they would have the greatest amount of difficulty in dismissing 
evangelical Christianity as reckoned by the still older view, which is that it 
transmits to us—by way of the Protestant Reformation—ideals and em-
phases traceable to the apostolic age and the New Testament. We will 
return to these important questions later.

QUEST IONS  FOR  D I SCUS S ION

1. Do you know an individual or individuals who have left evangelical 
Christianity for Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, or post- 
evangelical Christianity? Did that person explain their reasons for the 
change?

2. Do you agree with the suggestion that evangelical Christianity is cur-
rently facing an identity crisis? If you agree, what evidence or example 
would you point to in confirmation?

3. The author has proposed three contributing factors to the current 
identity crisis (distance from origin, lateral movement away from the 
original movements of protest, the thawing of Catholic-Protestant 

24On this seminal period commencing around 1940, see Joel Carpenter, Revive Us Again: The 
Reawakening of American Fundamentalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999); George 
Marsden, Reforming Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism (Grand Rap-
ids: Eerdmans, 1995); and Garth Rosell, The Surprising Work of God: Harold Ockenga, Billy Gra-
ham and the Rebirth of Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008). Developments of this period, 
portrayed from the Boston vantage point of Ockenga, have recently been provided by Owen 
Strachan, Awakening the Evangelical Mind (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2015).
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relations).25 Does any one of these explanation prove more helpful to you 
than another? Does an additional explanation for the identity crisis 
come to mind?

4. In your opinion, which explanation of evangelical origins proves most 
convincing: that evangelical origins lie in earliest Christianity, that these 
origins lie in the eighteenth century, or that these origins lie in the more 
recent liberal-fundamentalist controversy of a century ago?

25See these elaborated in the preface to this book.



About the Author

Kenneth J. Stewart (PhD, University of Edin-
burgh) is professor of theological studies at 
Covenant College in Lookout Mountain, 
Georgia. His books include Ten Myths About 
Calvinism, Restoring the Reformation, and The 
Emergence of Evangelicalism. Stewart is a spe-
cialist in the history of Christianity from the 
Reformation to the present with special in-
terest in the development of the evangelical 
Protestant tradition. He has contributed to 
reference works such as the Dictionary of 
Scottish Church History and Theology, The 
Blackwell Dictionary of Evangelical Biography, 
and the Encyclopedia of the Reformed Faith.

Also by Kenneth J. Stewart

Ten Myths About Calvinism

https://www.ivpress.com/ten-myths-about-calvinism-ebook


More Titles from  
InterVarsity Press

Please visit us at ivpress.com.

Learning Theology with 
the Church Fathers
978-0-8308-7614-3

The History of 
Christian Thought
978-0-8308-2776-3

The Roots of the 
Reformation

978-0-8308-6331-0

Christ, Baptism and 
the Lord’s Supper

978-0-8308-2786-2

https://www.ivpress.com
https://www.ivpress.com/learning-theology-with-the-church-fathers-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/learning-theology-with-the-church-fathers-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/learning-theology-with-the-church-fathers-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/learning-theology-with-the-church-fathers-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/the-history-of-christian-thought-2004
https://www.ivpress.com/the-history-of-christian-thought-2004
https://www.ivpress.com/the-history-of-christian-thought-2004
https://www.ivpress.com/the-history-of-christian-thought-2004
https://www.ivpress.com/the-roots-of-the-reformation-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/the-roots-of-the-reformation-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/the-roots-of-the-reformation-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/the-roots-of-the-reformation-ebook
https://www.ivpress.com/christ-baptism-and-the-lord-s-supper
https://www.ivpress.com/christ-baptism-and-the-lord-s-supper
https://www.ivpress.com/christ-baptism-and-the-lord-s-supper
https://www.ivpress.com/christ-baptism-and-the-lord-s-supper


Finding the Textbook You Need

The IVP Academic Textbook Selector 

is an online tool for instantly finding the IVP books 

suitable for over 250 courses across 24 disciplines.

ivpacademic.com

https://www.ivpress.com/academic/

	Cover
	Title Page
	Copyright
	Dedication
	Contents
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction: The Situation from Which We Begin: Evangelical Christianity’s Current Self-Doubt
	PART I: Setting the Stage: Our Evangelical Identity Crisis
	1 Only a Latecomer in Christian History?: The Evangelical Identity Crisis
	2 Evangelical Movements as a Perennial and Recurring Feature of Christian History
	3 Needed for Appraising the Christian Past: A Principle of Authority
	4 Needed for Appraising the Christian Past: A Concept of Development in Doctrine

	PART II: Evangelical Engagements With Ancient Christianity: Examples to Encourage Us
	5 Five Hundred Years of Protestant Views of Pre-Reformation Christianity
	6 The Apostolic Fathers in the Hands of Protestants: 1600-2000
	7 Eighteenth-Century Evangelicals and the Frequency of the Lord’s Supper
	8 Early Church Baptism in the Hands of Evangelical Protestants
	9 Theological Exegesis, Biblical Theology, and the History of Interpretation

	PART III: Some Contemporary Examples That Should Give Us Pause
	10 Short-Changed for Lack of the Apocrypha?
	11 Bringing Back Monasticism?
	12 A Tale of Two Newmans

	PART IV: Three Challenges That Remain
	13 Is Christian Unity Dependent on a Central Bishop of Rome?
	14 Is Justification as Protestants Teach It the Historic Faith of the Church?
	15 Why Are Younger Evangelicals Turning to Catholicism and Orthodoxy?

	Appendix: The Colloquy of Regensburg (1541) on Justification
	General Index
	Scripture Index
	Praise for In Search of Ancient Roots
	About the Author
	More Titles from InterVarsity Press
	IVP Academic Textbook Selector



