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Introduction
By the end of the First World War, reli-
gious conflict loomed on the horizon in
the United States. Theological liberals co-
operated with denominational loyalists to
gain control of northern Baptist and north-
ern Presbyterian denominational machin-
ery.1  As the liberals consolidated their
gains and insulated themselves from criti-
cism from the left, they also found them-
selves trying to protect their position from
the theological right. Theological conser-
vatives, stirred awake by large-scale
church union plans of the Interchurch
World Movement and the American
Council on Church Union, began to
examine in earnest the naturalistic presup-
positions of the liberals. For some conser-
vatives, the examination of liberal
naturalism extended to the creation of the
world and the consummation of the age.
These conservatives, taking the moniker
“fundamentalist,” pledged to do “battle
royal for the fundamentals.” Rallying
around forceful propagandists such as J.
Frank Norris and William Bell Riley, fun-
damentalists organized under the banner
of the World’s Christian Fundamentals
Association. Generally focusing on evolu-
tion, Riley and Norris coordinated the
attack on naturalism within the Northern
and Southern Baptist denominations. Oth-
ers, such as William Jennings Bryan, led the
fundamentalist crusade against evolution
in the northern Presbyterian Church.2

The attack on theological liberalism, or

modernism, did not come solely from fun-
damentalists.3  Other evangelicals of a
more scholarly bent were troubled equally
by the challenge of naturalistic modern-
ism. E. Y. Mullins, president of The South-
ern Baptist Theological Seminary, and
J. Gresham Machen, professor of New
Testament at Princeton Theological Semi-
nary, sought to answer the challenge of
theological liberalism for their respective
constituencies. That Machen contended
for traditional forms of orthodoxy is well
known to historians of American religion.
His Christianity and Liberalism (1923) is still
an important window on the issues that
troubled American Protestantism in the
1920s. Less well known is Mullins’s own
adamant defense of supernatural Chris-
tianity. Typically praised as the “Baptist
exponent of theological restatement,”
Mullins issued numerous responses to
modernism in the 1920s that rivaled
Machen’s better-known writings in inten-
sity and thoughtfulness.4

Mullins and Machen did not merely
focus on their theological opponents. In
fact, at the height of the controversy,
Mullins and Machen exchanged criticisms
of each other’s positions. Though Mullins
did not respond directly to Machen’s
Christianity and Liberalism, Mullins did
issue his own critique of modernism in
Christianity at the Cross Roads (1924), a cri-
tique that bore a striking resemblance to
Machen’s own forceful statement. The fol-
lowing year, Machen extended his argu-
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ments from Christianity and Liberalism with
the publication of What Is Faith? (1925).
Machen then turned his attention to
Mullins early in 1926, using many of his
arguments from his own recent book to
critique the Southern Baptist in the pages
of the Princeton Theological Review. Later
that year, Mullins responded to Machen’s
criticisms by reviewing the Princeton
professor’s What Is Faith? in Southern
Seminary’s Review and Expositor.

The exchange between E. Y. Mullins
and J. Gresham Machen demonstrates sig-
nificant differences in the way evangeli-
cal theologians met the challenge of
modernism in the 1920s. Whereas Mullins
believed that religious experience pro-
vided an unanswerable apologetic for
Christianity, Machen argued that those
who used religious experience as the sole
apologetic for the Christian faith were
traveling down a road that was anti-
intellectual. In contrast, Machen argued
that doctrine must provide a basis for
religious experience; one can only believe
in someone known. Mullins disagreed,
charging Machen with bare intellectual-
ism and at points ignoring Machen’s care-
fully nuanced approach. There were
numerous reasons for this difference
between Mullins and Machen—different
epistemic starting points, theological
emphases, and conceptions of the theo-
logical task. In the end, Machen was cor-
rect to view Mullins’s approach to
apologetics involving significant conces-
sions to modernism, concessions that were
not worked out by Mullins himself, but
were fleshed out by later Southern Bap-
tist theologians.

Machen Confronts Modernism
Machen’s confrontation with modern-

ism arose from his protests against Pres-

byterian efforts at ecumenism. After the
1920 General Assembly, Machen burst
upon the denominational consciousness
through three articles written against the
Plan of Union, developed by the leaders
of the Conference on Organic Union and
sponsored by his own Presbyterian
Church. The so-called “Philadelphia Plan”
proposed the organic union of all main-
line churches into one entity that would
be called “The United Churches of Christ
in America.” This united church would
build on the already established Federal
Council of Churches, offering more than
a “federal” unity in uniting all commun-
ions around an abbreviated creed. What
particularly drew Machen’s ire was that
the president of Princeton Seminary,
J. Ross Stevenson, presented the plan to
the 1920 General Assembly.5

Machen’s articles in The Presbyterian

charted the argument that he would make
in greater detail against modernism in
Christianity and Liberalism. In the first
article, “The Proposed Plan of Union,”
Machen deconstructed the preamble of the
“Plan,” demonstrating that the “shared
belief” of the cooperating denominations
omitted “all of the great essentials of the
Christian faith.” He argued also that the
Plan relegated the creeds of the churches
to “purely denominational affairs.” The
Westminster Confession was not “a purely
denominational affair” especially for those
like Machen who believed it was true.
Machen extended his critique in “For
Christ or Against Him,” arguing that “the
new union is committed to a denial of the
Christian faith. For the Preamble is thor-
oughly anti-Christian.” Machen dissected
the views of one of the chief advocates of
the Plan, George Richards, the chairman
of the Committee on Deputations for the
American Council of Organic Union, in
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order to support his contention. In the
final article, “The Second Declaration of
the Council on Organic Union,” Machen
sharpened his critique of the preamble to
its final form, arguing that the Plan of
Union “is anti-Christian to the core.” It
was anti-Christian because “it is simply a
manifesto of that naturalistic liberalism
which is the chief enemy of Christianity
in the modern world.” For supporters of
the plan, doctrine was merely the state-
ment of the given age and changeable;
likewise, the only doctrines admitted into
the preamble were ones that could be
accepted by “modern naturalism.” This
plan relegated the full body of the
Reformed faith, as represented by the
Westminster Confession, to the back-
ground in the hope that “the importance
of divisive names and creeds and meth-
ods will pass more and more into the dim
background of the past.” Machen invited
those who desired a broad church to unite
in their own church on naturalistic prin-
ciples. Naturalism should not be forced
upon confessional Presbyterians in “a
unity of organization which covers radi-
cal diversity of aim.” Institutional unity
should be gained through confessional
unity; instead, liberals were setting con-
fessional unity aside in favor of a unity of
experience and the vague tenets of natu-
ralized religion. The challenge of modern-
ism was becoming clear to Machen.
Theological modernists sought the control
of Machen’s beloved Presbyterian Church.
The challenge of modernism was very real
and very personal.6

Machen extended his critique of mod-
ernism and the modern church union
movement in Christianity and Liberalism.7

The key issue of the day was “the relation
between Christianity and modern cul-
ture.” Modernists believed that the way

Christianity may be maintained in the
face of “new science,” both physical and
historical science, was either to adapt
Christianity to the naturalism of modern
science or to isolate Christianity from
scientific investigation. Those who chose
the latter course and blithely claimed that
“religion is so entirely separate from sci-
ence, that the two, rightly defined, can-
not possibly come into conflict” actually
espoused skepticism toward any sort of
knowledge. The former solution involved
religion making a series of concessions to
naturalism and resulted in “a religion
which is so different from Christianity as
to belong in a distinct category.”8

Machen argued that these modernist
solutions to the relationship between
Christianity and culture—either conces-
sion or separation—were anti-Christian
and unscientific. In order to demonstrate
the charge that modernism was anti-
Christian, Machen arraigned theological
liberalism against the standard of Chris-
tian orthodoxy as set forth by the
Westminster Standards. As D. G. Hart
rightly notes, Christianity and Liberalism

reads more like a primer in Christian
theology, less like a piece of theological
polemic.9  Before Machen expounded spe-
cific doctrines, he noted a key difference
between theological modernism and his-
toric Christianity—historic Christianity
asserted the priority of doctrine over
experience. Machen carefully clarified the
relationship between doctrine and expe-
rience—for example, Machen argued that
doctrine came logically prior to experi-
ence, though perhaps not temporally prior
to experience, and that right doctrine pro-
duced holy experience. Even with these
clarifications, Machen argued strongly for
the priority of doctrine. Christianity was
a testimony based on a factual narrative.
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This historical narrative was not merely a
listing of brute facts, but it also contained
the meaning of these facts. This meaning
was doctrine; thus, doctrine was at the very
heart of the Christian religion. If the liber-
als successfully did away with doctrine,
they were not merely attacking “Calvin or
Turrentin or the Westminster divines,” but
they attacked “the very heart of the New
Testament.” Machen argued that “ulti-
mately, the attack [against doctrine] is not
against the seventeenth century, but
against the Bible and against Jesus him-
self.” Thus, one basic difference between
Christianity and liberalism was that “lib-
eralism is altogether in the imperative
mood, while Christianity begins with a tri-
umphant indicative; liberalism appeals to
man’s will, while Christianity announces
first, a gracious act of God.” Liberalism
promoted life, Christianity proclaimed a
message; liberalism held forth experience,
Christianity taught doctrine.10

Having defended the priority of doc-
trine in the Christian life, Machen exam-
ined theological liberals’ views on major
doctrines—God, humankind, the Bible,
Christ, and salvation. According to
Machen, modernism presented a God who
was one with the world process, a God who
was solely immanent; Christianity wor-
shipped “God transcendent.” Modernism
offered a “supreme confidence in human
goodness”; Christianity proclaimed the
reality of sinful human nature. Modernism
affirmed Christian experience as its sole
authority; Christianity defended the
authority of the inerrant Scriptures. Mod-
ernism esteemed Jesus as an example of a
man’s faith in God; Christianity wor-
shipped Jesus, the God-man, the object of
faith. Modernism presented the atonement
as a hortatory example of self-sacrifice;
Christian held forth the atonement as a

one-time substitutionary sacrifice for sin
and the only way of salvation.11

As result of the vast difference between
naturalistic modernism and supernatural
Christianity, Machen argued that it is
inconceivable that the two religions
should abide in the same institution. “A
separation between the two parties in the
Church,” Machen proclaimed, “is the cry-
ing need of the hour.” If modernism and
Christianity should not coexist within
the same denomination, they certainly
should not coexist in an united church like
that proposed by the Plan on Church
Union. Those who advocated church
union on a minimalist creed were not only
setting aside doctrines that conservative
evangelicals held to be true, but they were
also promoting a dishonest program. It
was dishonest because churches like the
Presbyterian Church established confes-
sions as part of their constitutions. To
occupy teaching or ministerial positions
within a confessional church while war-
ring against that church’s established, con-
stitutional positions was a dishonest use
of the funds provided by well-meaning
laypeople. As a result, theological liber-
als in every denomination should aban-
don their churches and form their own
liberal denominations.12

Christianity and Liberalism was released
by Macmillan in February, 1923. In the few
short months after its publication, the
book raised a firestorm of protest. For
example, Gerald Birney Smith of the
University of Chicago claimed that
Machen’s work was “futile,” not only
because Machen failed to inquire “why
Christian men in such numbers are grow-
ing ‘liberal,’” but also because Machen
sought Christianity through “an author-
ity which we are not at liberty to criticize.”
Focusing claims of authority in an iner-



62

rant Bible was futile, Smith claimed,
because decades of intensive study of the
Bible have demonstrated that the Bible “is
not the kind of book which Professor
Machen assumes, and that it cannot be
used as he proposes to use it for the settle-
ment of doctrinal questions.” Likewise,
W. O. Carver, longtime professor of mis-
sions at Southern Seminary, railed against
Christianity and Liberalism. Carver claimed
that “the whole book has in it no note of
attraction.” Carver believed that Machen
set up straw men and did not engage real
modernists at all. In addition, Machen
failed to reckon with the work of the Holy
Spirit and was very pessimistic about the
modern age. Even more to Carver’s point,
he charged Machen with stressing exclu-
sion of modernists instead of inclusion of
all “true believers” and with failing to draw
modern science and the social life of
humankind within his authorial vision.13

Machen pressed on with his attack on
theological liberalism in What is Faith?,

published in 1925. Whereas Christianity

and Liberalism sought to argue that mod-
ernism was anti-Christian, Machen
claimed in What is Faith? that modernism
was unscientific. In making the charge
that modernism was unscientific, Machen
meant that, by relying on ineffable reli-
gious experiences, theological modernism
was fundamentally anti-intellectual and
hence, unscientific. Part of this anti-intel-
lectual tendency in theological liberalism
was due to the spirit of the age. Machen
wrote, “The depreciation of the intellect,
with the exaltation in the place of it of the
feelings or of the will, is, we think, a basic
fact in modern life, which is rapidly lead-
ing to a condition in which men neither
know anything nor care anything about
the doctrinal content of the Christian reli-
gion, and in which there is in general a

lamentable intellectual decline.” The eleva-
tion of the emotions or volition and deni-
gration of the intellect led, in Machen’s
view, to a concomitant exaltation of expe-
rience and denigration of doctrine.14

The modernist code word for religious
experience was “faith.” Modernists
believed that faith was an ineffable expe-
rience devoid of doctrinal content and that
it was possible to separate faith from
knowledge. Machen argued against this
conception of faith by expounding
Reformed doctrine once again. Before dis-
cussing the doctrinal knowledge that was
prerequisite for having faith in God,
Machen defined the ways the intellect
“has been dethroned” in the modern reli-
gious situation. Machen’s first example
was the modernist’s “distinction between
religion and theology.” Theology, modern-
ists argued, was the “changing expression
of a unitary experience.” As a result, the-
ology “can never be permanent, but is
simply the clothing of religious experience
in the forms of thought suitable to any
particular generation.” Hence, the twen-
ties saw numerous creeds that attempted
to replace the historic creeds of the
churches. The main difference, Machen
argued, between modern-day creeds and
the historic creeds was that “the historic
creeds, unlike the modern creeds, were
intended by their authors or compilers to
be true.” Modern creeds, on the other
hand, were merely meant to be the latest
expression of religious experience that
may change if religious experience
changed and that may contradict other
creeds written by other generations. This
necessarily led to a devaluing of religious
knowledge in favor of religious experi-
ence. However, faith that minimized or
subtracted doctrinal knowledge “is not
faith at all. As a matter of fact, all true faith
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involves an intellectual element; all faith
involves knowledge and issues in knowl-
edge.” Faith must have doctrinal content
to be true faith.15

For this reason Machen set forth vari-
ous doctrines in order to demonstrate how
necessary they were for faith. Against the
prevailing pantheism of modern liberal-
ism, Machen argued that God is a “free
Person who can act,” who has acted in
creating the world, in governing all things,
and in revealing himself to humankind.
Machen described this God as holy and
transcendent, distinct and independent
from his creation. “It is because we know
certain things about Him, it is because we
know that He is mighty and holy and lov-
ing,” Machen argued, “that our commun-
ion with Him obtains its peculiar quality.
The devout man cannot be indifferent to
doctrine, in the sense in which many mod-
ern preachers would have us be indiffer-
ent. Our faith in God, despite all that is
said, is indissolubly connected with what
we think of Him.” Against modernists
who saw Christ as an example of faith,
Machen argued that Jesus Christ is the
object of faith. As the object of faith, there
were many things that people needed to
know about Jesus—particularly, his atone-
ment and resurrection. Against those who
argued that humankind’s great need was
to have faith in the divine within, Machen
argued that faith can only be born from a
realization of an individual’s great need
as a sinner. Against modernist theologians
who argued that the Cross was an example
of self-sacrifice, Machen claimed that at
the Cross, Jesus satisfied the wrath of God
and provided salvation for his people.
Machen believed that saving faith in Jesus’
finished work at the Cross brings God’s
justification to the individual. The justi-
fied individual will then produce good

works to the glory of God. However, this
was the Gospel order—faith in Christ pro-
duced works for his glory.16

As a result, the division theological lib-
erals made between doctrine and experi-
ence was anti-intellectual and unscientific.
What was needed, Machen argued, was a
recovery of the Christian Gospel, which
has at its heart doctrinal content. A recov-
ery of the Gospel would bring a “great
revival of the Christian religion; and with
it there will come, we believe, a revival of
true learning: the new Reformation for
which we long a pray may well be accom-
panied by a new Renaissance.” Learning
and faith, doctrine and experience, went
hand in hand; Machen believed that both
were necessary in order to answer the
challenge of modernism.17

Mullins Confronts Modernism
Throughout his early career as presi-

dent of the Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary, E. Y. Mullins supported ecu-
menical endeavor. Mullins cooperated
with northern Baptists and maintained
friendly relationships with key leaders
such as A. H. Strong, Shailer Matthews,
and William R. Harper. Mullins’s associa-
tion with these notable Baptist educators
led him to join the Baptist Theological
Faculties’ Union. Mullins also led in Bap-
tist ecumenism, serving as president of the
Baptist Young People’s Union of America
and the Baptist World Alliance. He lent
cautious support to the Federal Council
of Churches. While it does appear that
Mullins later distanced himself from his
more progressive counterparts in the
North, he shared their concern for wit-
nessing to the unity of the church, or at
least, to the unity of Baptists. Thus,
Mullins did not share Machen’s concerns
about modernism’s spread through the
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church union movement in the 1920s.18

Mullins, rather, became concerned about
the heterodox direction that many of his
progressive colleagues were taking dur-
ing the second decade of the twentieth
century. Though Mullins often adapted
progressive views to state his evangelical
opinions, Mullins’s basic evangelicalism
and unwillingness to consider the logical
outcome of his positions kept him from
moving to heterodox conclusions. As one
writer notes, “Mullins’s theology stood
still in this decade [the 1910s], while the
liberals moved toward scientific modern-
ism.” It was this movement by his pro-
gressive friends, such as Shirley Jackson
Case and Shailer Matthews, to radical
positions that caused Mullins to protest
against “modernism.”19

When readers picked up the second
issue of Southern Seminary’s Review and

Expositor for 1923, the lead article was
Mullins’s diagnosis of “The Present Situ-
ation in Theology.” Reprinted from the
pages of the northern Baptist newspaper,
the Watchman-Examiner, Mullins assailed
modernism in terms reminiscent of
Machen’s Christianity and Liberalism.
Mullins opened by wondering if historic
Christianity would survive the attacks of
modern liberalism. Mullins believed that
the “new orthodoxy” was a radical form
of naturalism that understood everything
in terms of “the law of continuity.” As a
result, “the supernatural is banished” as
an explanatory factor and rational natu-
ralism was the controlling presupposition.
For the new theologians, Jesus’ birth was
viewed as natural; his person as divine
“only as are other men;” his mission as a
religious sage or prophet; his role as an
example of “the highest degree of trust in
God;” his work as non-miraculous; and
his resurrection and ascension as non-

historical. However, the “new orthodoxy”
was profoundly dishonest in that “it is
much given to the use of the old terms,
but with new meanings.” As a result, “its
denials are even more clear and explicit
than its affirmations” and New Testament
religion was “completely recast.”20

In order to combat the “new ortho-
doxy,” Mullins argued that the dogmatic
use of “the law of continuity” was pro-
vincial, subjective and not scientific at all.
Modernism was unscientific because it
was disloyal to the facts, particularly “the
supreme fact of all history, Jesus Christ.”
By displaying this extreme disloyalty to
the “fact” Jesus Christ, modernists were
disloyal to “the fact of Christ in the New
Testament records, to the fact of Christ
in history, and to the fact of Christ in
the Christian experience of redemption.”
According to Mullins, modernism’s disloy-
alty to the fact of Jesus Christ transformed
Christianity “into something else entirely
different” than the religion “of the New
Testament.” Modernism’s challenge
demanded that “it is time for the issue to
be made clear. There are those who will not
care to remain neutral when they see
clearly the present situation. We are bound
to witness of the truth if truth is to prevail.
If a man has convictions and refuses to
express them in protest against opposing
views it is practically the same as if he
had no convictions.” Thus, in strains strik-
ingly similar to Machen’s own, Mullins
demanded that modernism be confronted.21

Mullins himself confronted modernism
directly in Christianity at the Cross Roads.
The modern spirit was characterized by
“the principle of continuity.” Science
adapted itself to the modern spirit by
emphasizing natural development in all
its disciplines. As a result, the reigning
autocracy was “scientific absolutism.”



65

Science “has mounted the throne by tram-
pling other rights under its feet,” Mullins
claimed. “It is ruthless in its radicalism, and
unlawful in its intellectual processes and
methods. Its influence has extended to
many departments of research besides the
physical.” Science has not been content
invading other spheres and disciplines;
science particularly focused on religion,
remaking the Christian religion in its own
naturalistic image. The only way that sci-
ence could do this was by applying the cri-
teria and methodology of science to
religion. As a result of this invasion of
religion’s sphere by science, “conflict and
confusion abound.” If science, philosophy,
and religion simply would not overstep
their bounds, then each could work with
the other in harmony. Each discipline was
autonomous, pursued truth in its own way
and insisted upon “its own rights with its
own sphere.”22

Mullins delineated the “rights” each
discipline had. He believed that science
had “rights” in the area of nature. Mullins
argued that science “works with the prin-
ciple of causality,” explaining events in
nature through the principle of continu-
ity or development. Philosophy’s rights
consisted in seeking “a single principle
which will explain the universe.” Philoso-
phy took the data supplied by science and
attempted to see “the unity of all things”
Its principle was “rationality.” Religion,
in contrast, was “a personal relation”
whose “chief quest is for God and salva-
tion from sin.” It sought immortality,
deliverance from guilt, and a relationship
with the divine. Religion operated on the
principle of “personality.” If science and
philosophy remained in their own spheres
and operated according to their own
principles, there would be no conflict with
religion.23

Certainly there was overlap between
these three spheres. Religion welcomed
investigation in the arena of facts, but it
refuted science and philosophy’s ten-
dency to force their interpretive principles
upon it. “Religion as fact may be the
object of investigation by science and phi-
losophy,” Mullins wrote, “But religion as
a form of human experience cannot be
made to conform to the criteria and meth-
ods of science and philosophy.” The Chris-
tian religion insisted on the basic facts of
revelation and experience. This did not
mean, however, that Mullins himself
insisted upon specific doctrines. Rather
doctrines arose from the facts of the bibli-
cal story and were distinct from those
facts. Mullins stated, “By the Christian re-
ligion, I mean that religion of which Jesus
Christ is the center and of which the New
Testament is the record. I do not mean any
doctrinal system which has arisen since
the New Testament was written.” Mullins
went on to write that “while I have the
profoundest appreciation of the need and
value of correct doctrines, never the less
the argument of this book is concerned
primarily with facts rather than formal
systems of doctrine.” Facts were distinct
from doctrine; doctrine derived from facts.
An honest restatement of the facts of
Christianity and a reaffirmation of the dis-
tinct spheres of science, philosophy, and
religion were necessary to win the day
against modernism.24

In order to reaffirm the distinct spheres
of science, philosophy, and religion,
Mullins demonstrated how science and
philosophy encroached upon religion and
reduced it from a supernatural religion to
a naturalistic form of moralism. Modern
science forced its doctrine of materialistic
causation and development upon all facts
and left no room for supernatural inter-
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vention of any sort, especially the super-
natural intervention of the incarnation.
Modern philosophy, with its repeated plea
for a “sound metaphysic,” closed itself off
from the facts of Christian world-view by
insisting upon a naturalistic and rational-
istic world-view. The result was that the
supernatural was ruled out of bounds by
rationalistic philosophy, which presided
as the final judge upon all knowledge.
Historical criticism rejected any super-
natural accounts in the New Testament,
particularly “the miraculous, the Messi-
anic, the apocalyptic teachings” of the
New Testament. The new field of com-
parative religion claimed that the religion
of the New Testament was drawn from
Greek and pagan mystery religions. Lack-
ing a supernatural origin, the religion of
the New Testament had neither divine
authority nor any claim upon the lives of
humankind. All of these—modern science,
philosophy, historical criticism, and com-
parative religion—reduced historic Chris-
tianity from a supernatural to a natural
religion. However, they did so according
to principles and methods that were for-
eign to religion. Science and philosophy
have a right to their own spheres in order
to seek their own goals; however, when
science and philosophy trespassed on the
rights of religion, they were illegitimate.

Alongside this reaffirmation of the dis-
tinct spheres of science, philosophy and
religion, Mullins argued for the primacy
of the irreducible fact of Jesus Christ in
Christian experience and in history. Mod-
ern liberalism had no way to meet “the
stubborn fact of the sin, guilt, weakness,
bondage of man.” Modernism simply
exhorted men with empty phrases. In con-
trast, evangelical Christianity proclaimed
good news. Those who experienced the
reality of God in Jesus Christ were deliv-

ered from the power and guilt of sin. This
fact of experience was the most powerful
apologetic for the truth of Christianity.
Mullins wrote that the reason Christians
can experience Jesus Christ rested on
the true facts of the New Testament.
Mullins concluded his argument by argu-
ing that when individuals exercised faith
in Jesus Christ, they knew the fact of Jesus
Christ. This was a fact that cannot be
explained away by theological liberalism,
by “scientific absolutism,” or by rational-
istic philosophy.25

Mullins continued this line of argument
in his Fall 1925 Convocation Address at
Southern Seminary, entitled, “Christian-
ity in the Modern World.” He described
for his auditors “the supreme conflict of
the ages” that Christianity faced. Restat-
ing the argument of Christianity at the Cross

Roads, he argued that the scientific prin-
ciple of continuity was not “opposed to
the ideas of God or religion, or Christ or
the soul or immortality or to Biblical teach-
ing” per se. When scientific principles were
applied in the realm of science, such prin-
ciples proved helpful in explicating mys-
teries of nature. However, when this
principle of continuity was applied to
religion “it has gradually tended towards
the elimination of all the great spiritual
facts and values” of the Christian religion.
As a result, ideas such as personality, God,
and immortality, in addition to all traces
of supernaturalism in the New Testament,
were done away with by virtue of the
consistent and radical application of
materialistic development to the Christian
religion.26

In response to this attack, Mullins
argued that Christians defended their
faith by insisting, first, “that our faith rests
upon facts.” Pleading for a Baconian
approach to the New Testament, Mullins
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insisted, “Facts must precede world
views. World-views are built upon facts,
not facts on world-views. World-views,
therefore, must take their shape from facts
as these are established.” By using the
inductive method, avoiding the positing
of naturalistic presuppositions, human
beings would come to a measure of the
truth. By insisting upon the facts of the
New Testament, evangelicals should not
follow the advice of “a recent liberal
writer” who claimed that one must “dis-
tinguish between changing categories and
abiding experiences.” Such advice was
“based upon fallacious reasoning.” Mul-
lins argued that Christianity was rooted
in historical narrative and its subsequent
history depended on the truth and reality
of its beginnings. To rationalize away the
resurrection as a category no longer
operative for the modern mind was to do
away with the heart of the Christian reli-
gion. Mullins declared, “The resurrection
of Christ is not a changing category of
thought. It is a historical fact. You cannot
reproduce the historical fact but you can-
not escape the necessity of it.” 27

A second line of defense for Christians
in the modern situation was that religion
represented, at bottom, “a redemptive
experience of God’s saving grace through
Christ.” Though theological liberalism and
historicism challenged biblical Christian-
ity, Mullins argued that “religious certainty
is religiously conditioned. In the redeem-
ing experience through Christ we find God,
and true knowledge. We then return to the
Scriptures with new confidence and assur-
ance.” Science and philosophy could not
grant certainty; only the redeeming expe-
rience of Jesus Christ could. Indeed, this
pragmatic test was one that Christianity
would always pass—the Christian religion
alone could “remake men.” 28

Thus, E. Y. Mullins responded to the
relativizing forces of the new historical
consciousness, which he termed “continu-
ity” or “development,” by arguing that
Christians were truly scientific because
they displayed “loyalty to facts.” Chris-
tians alone were loyal to the ultimate
fact—the fact of Jesus Christ as experi-
enced by the individual. This “fact” could
not be challenged by science or philoso-
phy when these disciplines invaded the
sphere of religion. Though science and
philosophy reduced Christianity to a
naturalistic religion, and though modern
theological liberalism cooperated with
“scientific absolutism” by adapting reli-
gion to historicism, Christians could not
cower or hide because they knew God by
experience. As Mullins puts it, “If men
believe they can sweep this ocean out of
its bed, or remove this Matterhorn from
its base, or turn back the current of this
Gulf Stream in the ocean of man’s reli-
gious life, let them try. But at the same time
let them remember that they are prima-
rily fighting not a system of doctrine, or
any particular form of doctrinal propa-
ganda. They are fighting life itself, at its
deepest and most significant level; the life
that is in Jesus Christ, whom men know
as Redeemer and Lord, as the completion
and realization of the religious ideal, who
is made unto them wisdom, righteous-
ness, sanctification, and redemption.”29

Machen and Mullins’s Exchange
Machen judged Mullins’s response to

modernism to be insufficient. When the
first issue of the Princeton Theological

Review was published for 1926, it con-
tained a lengthy review essay entitled
“The Relation of Religion to Science and
Philosophy,” in which Machen reviewed
Mullins’s Christianity at the Cross Roads.



68

Machen opened his review by noting the
areas of agreement between Mullins and
himself. Both saw the issue as “between
Christianity on the one hand and some-
thing that is radically opposed to Chris-
tianity on the other.” Both insisted on
“genuine theism” against the pantheism
that was prevalent in modernism. Both
insisted on the prevailing supernatural-
ism of the Bible. Both insisted on “ground-
ing Christianity in historical facts.” Yet
with all this agreement, Machen saw sig-
nificant differences between his apologetic
approach and Mullins’s. First, Machen
disagreed with Mullins’s separation of
fact and doctrine. Machen believed that it
was not true “to say that the New Testa-
ment presents merely the facts and leaves
it to later generations to set forth the
meaning of the facts. On the contrary the
New Testament sets forth the meaning of
the facts, as well as the facts themselves;
and it sets forth the meaning of the facts
as a result of supernatural revelation.”
Machen declared, “From the beginning,
the apostles said not merely, ‘Christ
died’—that would have been a bare fact—
but they said, ‘Christ died for our sins,’
and that was doctrine.” The Bible gave
Christians doctrine as well as “facts.”
Modernist theologians argued that “they
accept the facts about Christ and merely
present a new interpretation of the facts.”
By divorcing fact and doctrine in the same
way as the modernist, Machen believed
that Mullins unwittingly played into the
modernists’ hands.30

A second, and more central, area of dis-
agreement between Machen and Mullins
was Mullins’s “sharp separation between
the spheres of science and philosophy and
religion.” Machen believed that this sepa-
ration leads “logically into an abyss of
skepticism.” By dividing these spheres,

Mullins could be misconstrued as sympa-
thizing with those who argued that the
conflict between science and religion
might be solved if religion dealt with the
“realm of ideals” and science dealt with
the “realm of facts.” In contrast, Machen
argued that there was no real conflict
between science and religion, “not
because the Bible does not teach things
with which science has a right to deal, but
because what the Bible says about those
things is true.” One example of this was
the resurrection. Not only was the resur-
rection a religious question, but it was also
a question that must be answered by
“historical science.” For Machen, histori-
cal “science can establish, and if it be
truly scientific will actually establish, the
resurrection of our Lord. Yet the resurrec-
tion of our Lord is vitally important for
religion. The Bible then, in recording the
resurrection, most emphatically does
teach science; and the separation between
science and religion breaks down.” The
distinctiveness of the various spheres of
religion, science and philosophy, which
Mullins praised, Machen reprobated: “For
our part we hold that the notion of the
distinctiveness of the spheres of science
and religion, far from being a great recent
gain, is one of the chief forms that have
been assumed by modern unbelief, and
that its increasing prevalence is one of the
most disastrous features of our time.” This
distinction between science and religion
appeared similar to the modernist’s
separation of doctrine and experience and
will lead ultimately to the same “anti-
intellectualism which is now attacking the
Christian religion at its roots.”31

Machen also disagreed with the way
Mullins separated the sphere of religion
from philosophy. Mullins’s argument that
philosophy dealt with “rationality” while
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religion dealt with “personality” seemed
obtuse to Machen. “How can religion pos-
sibly work with the principle of personal-
ity without also working with the
principle of rationality, which personality
certainly involves?” Machen asked. In
addition, it appeared that Mullins’s argu-
ments were incoherent. Machen demon-
strated the incoherence of Mullins’s
position by using the example of the
existence of a personal God. Historically,
the existence of a personal God was
established by use of the “theistic proofs.”
These proofs belonged to the realm of
philosophy even though the question was
a fundamentally religious one. Yet Mullins
placed little importance on the classic
proofs for God’s existence, arguing for
God’s existence on the basis of an
individual’s self-authenticating experi-
ence of Christ. But by doing away with
the classic intellectual proofs for the
existence of God and by locating certainty
of God’s existence to the vagaries of one’s
own heart, Mullins minimized “what the
Bible (especially Jesus Himself) says about
the revelation of God in nature.” Though
sin obscured that knowledge of God in
general revelation, this did not mean that
human beings could not know something
about God. If they did not know God
through general revelation, “the fault does
not lie in philosophy but only in philoso-
phers,” Machen wrote. “The evidence for
the existence of a personal God was
spread out before us all the time, but we
failed to discern it because of the intellec-
tual effects of sin.” Those who knew the
Spirit’s regeneration had the effects of sin
removed. This, however, did not remove
the necessity of the theistic proofs or
philosophy in general. Machen wrote,
“The experience of regeneration does not
absolve us from being philosophers, but

it makes us better philosophers.”32

Machen continued his argument
against the autonomy of the “spheres” by
focusing on Mullins’s claims for religion’s
autonomy. In particular, Machen saw in
Mullins’s separation of doctrine from
experience and concomitant exaltation of
experience the same tendency of “present-
day anti-intellectualism.” In particular,
Machen believed that “it is dangerous to
adopt the shibboleths of modern anti-
intellectualism in the course of an intel-
lectual defense of the Christian faith.”
Certainly, Machen agreed with Mullins
that Christianity was not merely intellec-
tual; but even though the intellect was
insufficient, it was not rendered unneces-
sary. There was doctrinal content that
must be known in order to believe in Jesus
Christ. In addition to this doctrinal knowl-
edge, there must be the illumination of
the Spirit that takes away the veil from
the eyes of men or women so that they
could believe. Doctrine must be coupled
together with experience. Machen pro-
claimed, “We are pleading, in other words,
for a truly comprehensive apologetic—an
apologetic which does not neglect the
theistic proofs or the historical evidence
of the New Testament account of Jesus,
but which also does not neglect the facts
of the inner life of man.” According to
Machen, Mullins neglected the intellect
and started down an “anti-intellectual
path.”33

Mullins responded to Machen’s criti-
cism by reviewing the latter’s What is

Faith? in the second issue of Review and

Expositor for 1926. Mullins focused in his
brief review upon Machen’s objection to
Mullins’s distinction between the spheres
of religion, science, and philosophy.
Mullins objected first to Machen’s empha-
sis upon “intellectualism as the founda-
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tion of faith.” Mullins believed that
Machen overreacted to the anti-intellec-
tualism of the day and posited human
beings “as bare intellect.” Such bare
intellectualism did not offer hope to indi-
viduals because “it lacks the necessary
experience of God’s grace through
Christ.” Not only this, but also intellectu-
alism “leads to agnosticism when the
instability of its results appears.” Intellec-
tualism could not provide the sort of
knowledge of God that the New Testa-
ment offers to believers. Mullins asserted
that the New Testament offered the
“knowledge of God [that] comes through
the experience of God in Christ.”34

In addition to this, Machen failed to
distinguish adequately between broad
and narrow uses of the word “science.”
Machen conflated a broad understanding
of science (defined as “the acquisition and
orderly arrangement of a body of truth”)
with a narrow understanding of science
(a scientific discipline such as chemistry
or biology). This led to confusion in his
discussion of the relationship of science
and religion. In particular, Machen’s dis-
cussion confused exactly what “science
can and cannot do. Chemistry is put on a
parity with theology, and theology is
stripped of its power to explain because
it is classified as a science.” Science pro-
claimed “truth discovered by careful
research for physical causes.” Only reli-
gion offered truth that explained the first
cause of all things by producing theology
and doctrines that serve as explanations
of the biblical facts. This theology, when
observed in its own sphere, gave individu-
als certain knowledge.35

Assessment
The exchange between E. Y. Mullins

and J. Gresham Machen demonstrated

significant differences in the way evan-
gelical theologians met the challenge of
modernism in the twenties. In particular,
Mullins and Machen differed in two
areas. First, the two theologians differed
on the relationship between doctrine and
experience in biblical Christianity. Mullins
met the challenge of modernism by argu-
ing that Christians had an experience that
science could not understand nor analyze.
This experience of Christ proceeded any
real understanding of facts and even could
transcend understanding. “Christianity
does not say renounce reason but only
waive your speculative difficulties in the
interest of your moral welfare,” Mullins
wrote. In order to demonstrate the truth
of various doctrines, one did not need
intellectual proof; rather, one simply
pointed to the reality of Christ in the soul.
Doctrines such as the deity of Christ and
the authority of the Scriptures were settled
by Christian experience. For Mullins,
experience of Jesus Christ preceded doc-
trinal understanding.36

Machen argued in opposition that
Christian experience did not precede the
intellectual grasp of certain doctrines. The
intellect apprehended certain doctrinal
facts about God, sin, Jesus Christ, and sal-
vation; this intellectual apprehension logi-
cally provided the basis for experiencing
Christ. Even for children, who exercised
“child-like faith” in Jesus and who may
not understand the intricacies of Christian
theology, Machen argued that “at no point
is faith independent of the knowledge
upon which it is logically based; even
at the very beginning faith contains an
intellectual element.” For Machen, “it is
impossible to have faith in a person with-
out having knowledge of the person; far
from being contrasted with knowledge,
faith is founded upon knowledge.” Chris-
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tianity was not anti-intellectual; rather, it
was based upon intellectual content. One
did not apprehend Christ experientially
without a doctrinal foundation. Thus, the
relation of reason and experience was a
key difference in the way Machen and
Mullins responded to the challenge of
modernism.37

Second, Mullins and Machen differed
on the relationship between science and
religion. Mullins tried to meet the chal-
lenge of modernism by keeping the
spheres of science and religion separate.
Science dealt with systematizing physical
facts of the universe, with matter. Religion,
on the other hand, dealt with the person-
ality of the individual, with spirit. As
Mullins wrote, “The Bible is the inspired
literature of religion. Science is the unin-
spired literature of nature. These two
literatures move on different levels. They
can never collide any more than an eagle
flying high in the air can collide with a
lion walking on the earth.” Machen dis-
agreed with Mullins at this very point.
Machen believed that Mullins’s radical
separation of science and religion “leads
logically into an abyss of skepticism.”
Though the Bible was not a textbook on
science, when the Bible dealt in the realm
of science, it “represents the facts as they
are.” Further, the Bible could not be
shielded from science, for the doctrines at
the heart of Christianity must be “scien-
tifically” appraised. The resurrection and
the doctrine of God’s existence both were
established on testimonies that could be
appraised by the “science” of history and
the canons of philosophy. In Machen’s
view, to claim a special sphere for religious
truths that cannot be examined by science
was naïve and anti-intellectual.38

These two differences between Mullins
and Machen point to larger disagree-

ments, ones that shaped and colored the
nature of their respective theologies.
One disagreement was philosophical in
nature. Though Mullins disingenuously
claimed that “philosophy cannot supply
a stable basis for religion,” he was
indebted to the same epistemology—
experiential foundationalism—that
shaped liberal theological thought at the
end of the nineteenth century.39  Mullins
used insights from historicism, particu-
larly as developed in the personalism of
Borden Bowne and the pragmatism of
William James, in order to craft a progres-
sive, mediating position. Mullins hoped
that this mediating position would shield
faith from the corroding acids of the new
history. Ironically, Mullins’s mediating
position, though progressive at the turn
of the century, appeared “conservative”
by the time fundamentalists challenged
theological liberalism in the 1920s. More-
over, because Mullins drew upon the same
philosophical tradition as the modernists,
he was not able to distinguish his mediat-
ing position from his opponents.40

Machen, on the other hand, was
indebted to the Princeton version of
Scottish Common Sense Realism. Though
at times Machen appeared to embrace
“ahistorical” positions, declaring that
Christianity was based on “timeless facts”
that did not change, Machen’s realism had
more nuance than some interpreters give
him credit for. He wrestled with the rela-
tionship of faith and history throughout
his work in New Testament studies and
came to conclusions that were restrained
for someone often deemed a “fundamen-
talist.” Yet Machen’s theory of knowledge
differed from the position staked out by
Mullins because Machen emphasized the
unconditional nature of truth, a reality
that was not dependent upon individual
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experience. “A thing that has happened
can never be made by the passage of the
years into a thing that has not happened,”
Machen wrote. “All history is based upon
a thoroughly static view of facts. Progress
can never obliterate events.”41

These divergent epistemological start-
ing points explain the different emphases
that each theologian employed. Because
Mullins’s theory of knowledge empha-
sized the role of experience in providing a
sure foundation for knowledge, Mullins’s
theological endeavor took humankind as
its starting point. This led to Mullins’s most
famous contribution to Baptist theology—
the doctrine of “soul competency.” Though
the idea of soul competency was muddied
during the recent controversy within the
Southern Baptist Convention, soul compe-
tency meant that “the individual is com-
petent to believe and thus to experience the
truth of Christianity.” Though soul com-
petency, thus defined, would seem merely
to provide a basis for the free offer of the
gospel to all people, Mullins used “soul
competency” to assert a radical individu-
alism from all external authorities. Mullins
wrote in Axioms of Religion that “direct
access to God through Christ is the law of
the Christian life. It is a species of spiritual
tyranny for men to interpose the church
itself, its ordinances or ceremonies, or its
formal creeds between the human soul and
Christ.” Human beings were free to inter-
pret the Scriptures for themselves: “Since
the Reformation this axiom has found
expression in nothing more than in the
exercise of the individual’s right of private
interpretation of the Scriptures. It guaran-
tees the right of examining God’s revela-
tion, each man for himself, and of
answering directly to God in belief and
conduct.” Human beings served as the
center and the final judge in Mullins’s

theology.42

Machen, in contrast, emphasized the
sovereignty of God. Both of Machen’s
attacks on theological modernism began by
critiquing the modern approach to God.
For Machen, “rational theism, the knowl-
edge of one Supreme Person, Maker and
active Ruler of the world, is at the very root
of Christianity.” The knowledge of this God
was the basis of religion. God has not
remained silent but has revealed himself
to his creatures. God took the initiative in
the salvation of humankind by the incar-
nation and the crucifixion event; and God
takes the initiative in the application of
redemption by regeneration. At every
point along the way, the priority of God’s
sovereignty was the center of Machen’s
theology.43

Mullins and Machen also conceived of
the theological task differently. Whereas
Mullins believed that theological restate-
ment was the task for theologians in each
generation, Machen viewed himself as the
conservator of an interpretative tradition.
This was seen most clearly in their con-
trasting attitudes on creeds. Mullins
argued that there was a “need for restat-
ing its [the Christian religion’s] doctrines
in terms of the living experience of each
generation. Human creeds are valuable as
such expressions. But they do not serve
all the ends of doctrine. We must ever
return to the Scriptures for new inspira-
tion. We must ever ask anew the questions
as to Christ and his relations to the needs
of each generation.” If theology was sim-
ply the restatement of Christian experi-
ence for each generation, and if creeds
were the expressions of restated theology,
then there is nothing wrong with devel-
oping new creeds. Mullins claims that
“new creedal statements are put forth to
prevent government by the ‘dead hand.’
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That is why there are so many Baptist con-
fessions of faith. No group of Baptists can
bind another group by any such statement
of beliefs. Creeds tend to become stereo-
typed in the course of time. New and
vital statements are needed. To keep our
faith alive we restate it from time to time.”
In contrast, Machen argued that theologi-
cal advance would come by reformation,
not innovation. Doctrines are not a sum-
mary of Christian experience but rather
“are summary statements of what God
has told us in His Word.” If doctrines were
to be understood with greater precision
in a later age, Machen doubted that “the
doctrinal advance which it or any future
age might produce would be comparable
to the advance which found expression in
the great historic creeds.” Machen did not
see this position as “inimical” to progress;
rather, having a creed or confession that
was viewed as true and that had a long,
rich, historic tradition, “removes the
shackles from the human mind and opens
up untold avenues of progress.” Unlike
Mullins, who argued that churches must
innovate and restate doctrines according
to present experience of the age, Machen
believed that churches should return to
the traditions of past generations, particu-
larly, the traditions of the Reformed faith.
This was only way that churches can make
“doctrinal advance.”44

The tension between doctrine and
experience, science and religion, was not
simply one felt at the beginning of the
twentieth century; this same tension
remains to the present day. At the end of
the twentieth century, the tension between
doctrine and experience has been resolved
decisively on the side of experience. Two
examples will suffice. One of the most
popular books published in the 1990s was
Experiencing God by Henry Blackaby and

Clyde King. In the opening paragraph in
the first chapter, the authors wrote, “Jesus
said that eternal life is knowing God,
including God the Son—Jesus Christ.
Jesus did not mean that eternal life is
‘knowing about God.’ In the Scriptures
knowledge of God comes through expe-
rience. We come to know God as we
experience Him in and around our lives.
You will never be satisfied just to know
about God. Really knowing God only
comes through experience as He reveals
Himself to you.” Although the authors
emphasized in a later chapter some
attributes of God that could be considered
“doctrinal,” they set doctrine (“knowing
about God”) and experience (knowing
God) in opposition with the emphasis
decidedly upon experience. Moreover, the
attributes of God that the authors set for-
ward are divine love, omnipotence and
omniscience; no mention of God’s holi-
ness, righteousness, or justice is made.
Why? Perhaps these latter doctrines
would change the authors’ picture of
God’s relation to humankind. The reason
God created humankind was to pursue a
“love relationship” with them. Yet it
appears that this “love relationship” is
denuded of content, is sentimental and
syrupy, and worst of all, neglects large
portions of the biblical account of disciple-
ship. One reason for this imbalanced view
of discipleship is that the authors of Expe-

riencing God resolved the tension between
doctrine and experience on the side of
experience. Blackaby and King’s under-
standing of discipleship has little doctri-
nal content.45

It would not be a far leap from disciple-
ship with little doctrinal content to salva-
tion with little orthodox doctrinal content.
Such was offered as an “evangelical”
solution to the problem of world religions
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by Clark Pinnock, a former professor at a
Southern Baptist Convention seminary
during the late 1960s. Pinnock argued that
there is such a category as “pagan saints,”
who stand outside the Christian church
but fear God and seek righteousness.
Because God is immanent in the world,
because God granted knowledge of him-
self through creation, and because God
exercises prevenient grace to all men,
Pinnock argued that it is possible for those
who are “pagan saints” to be saved. Pin-
nock wrote, “Faith is what pleases God.
The fact that different kinds of believers
are accepted by God proves that the issue
for God is not the content of theology but
the reality of faith.” Religions may help
or hinder the individual’s “subjective
faith”; for Pinnock, objective religion mat-
tered very little. If an individual was a
Buddhist, “we must not conclude … that
his or her heart is not seeking God. What
God really cares about is faith and not the-
ology, trust and not orthodoxy.” In both
Pinnock and the authors of Experiencing

God, the tension between doctrine and
experience was resolved in favor of expe-
rience. For Blackaby and King, the result
is a thin, sentimental view of the Chris-
tian life; for Pinnock, the result is some-
thing far worse. And yet, there is a
connection between the two positions.46

Indeed, there is a connection between
these contemporary positions and Mul-
lins’s own views. By so emphasizing
experience, Mullins often sounded no dif-
ferent from the theological modernists of
his own day. That he remained thoroughly
orthodox was due as much to his upbring-
ing and denominational context as to his
theological speculation. Machen’s evalu-
ation of Mullins’s approach to apologetics
was on the mark: “The epistemological
error (so we are constrained to regard it)

in certain passages in the book is not
altogether important; for however the
consequences may be avoided (through a
salutary inconsistency) by Dr. Mullins
himself, those consequences are likely not
to be altogether avoided by others. It is
dangerous to adopt the shibboleths of
modern anti-intellectualism in the course
of an intellectual defense of the Christian
faith.” For over seventy years, Southern
Baptists have harvested the shallow dis-
cipleship and vapid theology that resulted
from sowing Mullins’s theological seeds
of experience. It is time to return to the
emphases of the founders of the South-
ern Baptist Convention, trained in the
hardy doctrinal tradition of the Princeton
theology. If we do, perhaps God would
be pleased to grant us a new Reformation
that will lead to a new Renaissance.47
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