LESSON #24
TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF CHRISTIANITY
Rationalism, Deism, and Skepticism in Britain and Europe

Introduction

With the Renaissance came an explosion in new scientific discovery.  Copernicus (1473-1543) changed the perspective of an earth-centered galaxy to a sun-centered one.  Galileo’s telescope gave us a near-infinite universe. Isaac Newton demonstrated that the movements of heavenly bodies were explainable by gravitation.  The universe came to be viewed as a realm of law, explainable in terms of mechanical cause and effect. At the same time as science was blossoming, philosophy was vigorously challenging the claims of religious authority in the name of reason (e.g., Descartes, Spinoza, Leibnitz, Locke, etc.).  All of these influences led to a radical departure in religious thought known as Deism.  Deism can be called “rationalism” in a non-technical popular sense in that it assigns undue authority to human intelligence involving usually a rejection of traditional beliefs, revelation, and the supernatural. 
I. Deistic Rationalism

Deistic thinkers argued that God exists, is to be worshipped, expects virtuous living, repentance of wrong-doing, and who gives rewards and punishments after death (cf. Herbert of Cherbury, 1581-1648).  But there are no miracles or supernatural interventions.  The ultimate standard and source for these conclusions was human reason, and so the name Rationalism. 
A. Representatives

1. John Toland (1670-1722)—He wrote Christianity not Mysterious (1696) taking his cue from his friend, John Locke, that “there is nothing in Christianity contrary to reason” (Locke’s: The Reasonableness of Christianity, 1695). Toland sought to prove that there is nothing above reason in Christianity and that the mysteries now found in it are derived from Judaism or pagan philosophy.  Toland’s sub-title was “A treatise Showing that There is Nothing in the Gospel Contrary to Reason, Nor Above It: And that No Christian Doctrine Can Be Properly Called a Mystery.”
2. Matthew Tindal (1653?-1733)—wrote “Christianity As Old As Creation,” or “The Gospel, a Republication of the Religion of Nature” (1730).  This came to be recognized as the Deist’s Bible. Whatever is of value in Christianity coincides with “natural religion.” All that is held to be beyond or above reason is simply belief without proof.  What is believed without proof is superstition.  To be rid of superstition is to be free, i.e., a freethinker. All that is valuable in revelation has already been given in natural reasonable religion.  Hence all that is of worth in Christianity is as old as creation.  All that is obscure or above reason in so-called revelation is superstitious and worthless.  Miracles are no real witness to revelation.  They are either superfluous (reason already possesses that to which they witness) or they are an insult to the Creator suggesting his natural order is deficient, and not what it really is, a world run by most perfect mechanical laws which do not now need any interference. Historic Christianity and revelation are thought to be destroyed. 
3. Herman Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768)—a high school teacher in Hamburg, Germany, he wrote as a typical representative of Deism.  During his lifetime he appeared as a moderate advocate of Deism and not as an open opponent of Christianity. However his true views were published after his death.  He postulated a fundamental cleavage between Jesus and his disciples. 

Jesus was a purely Jewish figure expecting a material kingdom of which he would be the leader. He took over messianic titles to secure his political ends. He expected the people in Jerusalem to respond and elevate him to power. But instead he was arrested and cried out his failure from the cross: “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”  The disciples became the real founders of Christianity. They initiate the “Church,” even stooping to fraud to do so:
a. Jesus’ death took the disciples by surprise—they didn’t expect it since Jesus, they thought (Matt 16:28), promised to bring his kingdom in their lifetime.  They were totally unprepared for Jesus’ death.

b. The disciples liked their wandering life and did not want to go back to work. They came to enjoy their social standing they had achieved with Jesus. 

c. The disciples re-interpreted Jesus’ political messiahship in supernatural terms drawn from the Old Testament.

d. They also invented the resurrection, stole the body, hid it for 50 days till decomposition made it unrecognizable, and then began claiming that Jesus had risen from the dead.  

This analysis is crude, bizarre, and untypical but it shows how far rationalism may go. The interpretation of the Gospels is highly arbitrary and far-fetched and gives a very unsatisfactory explanation of the origin of Christianity—i.e., it is a result of fraud.  
4. Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus (1761-1851)—became an inveterate rationalist as a result of revulsion for his father’s preoccupation with the occult. He treated the life of Christ in a thoroughly rationalistic manner.  Unlike Reimarus, he claims the disciples were not consciously perpetrating fraud; they were sincere and merely mistaken about natural events. He published a Life of Jesus in 1828 (2 vols.,1200 pages). 
a. The Bible has been misunderstood; crude understandings must be corrected; belief should be given only to what is worthy of belief.

b. Miracles in the Bible are the result of the disciples’ failure to see secondary causes in the production of events. “Modern man” must be rescued from a bankrupt version of Christianity. The disciples of Christ saw miracles where there weren’t any. Spiritual truth may be distinguished from the historical truth (or untruth) of the narrative of Jesus. 
c. The purpose of Christianity is to change the moral disposition; it is called “bringing in the rule of God for the many.”  

d. The Biblical miracles are to be explained naturally.  

(i) healings—psychic; medicines known only to Jesus; oil was medicinal; demoniacs healed by sedatives and diet control

(ii) nature miracles—walking on water is Jesus walking on the shore in a mist; Peter walks by being quickly drawn to shore by Jesus from shallow water; storm is quieted by boat passing in lee of a headland. 5000 fed by Jesus’ leading the rich to share their lunch and by sharing his own rations.  The transfiguration is unknown people illuminated with Jesus by the sunlight of dawn; raisings from the dead are of people not really dead but only in comas (really deliverances from premature burial). Jesus seems to “sense” when people are not really dead (boy at Nain; Lazarus). 
(iii) Jesus’ resurrection—died “quickly” = trance or coma.  Lance wound had medicinal “bleeding” effect and only superficial; the grave was cool and aromatic spices medicinal; the earthquake brought Jesus to consciousness and rolled the stone away. Jesus took off his grave clothes and put on the gardener’s clothes, appeared to the women, the Emmaus disciples, Galilee, Jerusalem. He feels death coming on, meets disciples at Mt. of Olives, lifts hands in blessing, a cloud comes between them and he disappears to die privately.  Grave and body never found—the disciples conclude—“Ascension.” 
(iv) Jesus’ messiahship—Paulus claimed Jesus must have thought of himself as Messiah in some sense, though he very vague here.  Jesus applied to himself everything worthy of God. 

e. Evaluation


Paulus is a good example of rationalism.  He presents a seeming serious dealing with the Gospel records, but: 

(i) his explanation of Jesus’ death at a later date is inadequate. 

(ii) his treatment of the Gospel records is often violent and arbitrary

(iii) his interpretation of the disciples makes them ridiculous and incredibly stupid men.  They are made to see miracles where there are none. 
(iv) Jesus becomes morally blameworthy—he consistently fails to correct the disciples’ misunderstandings.  Indeed he seems to foster them. 

B. Summary of Deistic Beliefs

1. Religion is concerned with general truths—e.g., the existence of God, immortality of the soul, morality, etc.
2. Religion is wholly natural—anything beyond the teaching of morality is superfluous.

3. Historical events can have no significance for religion.

4. Although appeal to the Bible is made, the approach is rationalistic

5. Deism raises grave moral questions about Christian origins—i.e., is it a fraud (resurrection, etc.)

II. Deism’s Spread 
Deism served as a half-way house on the road to atheism.  It dominated the thinking of the upper classes in England—e.g., Edward Herbert, lord of Cherbury (1583-1648); Charles Blount (1654-93); Lord Shaftesbury (1671-1713); David Hume (1711-1776) with his skepticism and denial of miracles. English unitarianism ultimately came out of this deistic movement.  In spite of rebuttals by Wm. Law (1686-1761) (see his A Call to a Devout and Holy Life, 1728; and his Case of Reason, 1732), Joseph Butler (1692-1752) (see his Analogy of Religion, 1736), and William Paley (1743-1805) Deistic Rationalism prevailed and led the way to skepticism and atheism.  
Deism then spread to France and Germany on the continent and then to America.  Voltaire (1694-1778) popularized Deism in France along with Rousseau (1712-1778) and Denis Diderot (1713-1784), the latter of whom was a co-author of the rationalistic Encyclopedie. In Germany (see above), the court of Frederick the Great in Hanover spread the deistic religion of reason in the face of earlier Pietistic efforts to preserve living Christianity.  See e.g., Immanuel Kant’s (1724-1804) Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, 1799 and F.D.E. Schleiermacher’s (1768-1834). The Christian Faith. Schleiermacher is considered by many to be the “father of liberalism.” In America, Deism arrived with English immigrants, Deistic writings, and Deistic officers in the British army in America during the war of 1756-1763.  Franklin, Jefferson, Thomas Paine, etc., were leading Deists in America. 
III. German Theological Liberalism

A. David F. Strauss (1808-1874)—a young (27 yrs. old) radical NT scholar at the University of Tubingen in 1835 published a life of Jesus which he explained wholly in terms of myth mixed with history. The work was epoch-making. He claimed none of the Gospels was written by eyewitnesses, though he preferred Matthew to John’s Gospel. The miracles are inherently impossible and the Gospels are full of them.  He rejected the rationalistic interpretations like those of Paulus and Reimarus and maintained that the natural facts of Christ’s life are covered over with Myth.  Jesus was a historical figure but the Christ of the NT in all of his supernatural characteristics was simply a creation of myth. The disciples seized on aspects of Jesus’ career and wove them into mythical proportions.  This myth-making was unconscious on the disciples’ part; they were simply overwhelmed with Jesus’ personality. 
B. Ferdinand Christian Baur (1790-1860)—Baur was Strauss’s teacher.  He applied Hegelian philosophy to the NT records, arguing that NT history passed through 3 stages of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.  He re-dated the NT books to fit this scheme.  The thesis of Christianity was messianic Judaism held by all the original Apostles; the antithesis arose with Pauline Christianity; and the synthesis came with the Old Catholic Church in the 2nd century which reconciled Petrine and Pauline Christianity. To do this, Baur had to re-date the NT books; he did this on the basis of discovering “tendencies” in the NT writings.  Thus, he concluded that only Romans, Galatians, and the Corinthian epistles were genuinely Paul’s letters since they showed traces of the “conflict” between Messianic Judaism (Peter) and Gentile Christianity (Paul). The other NT books did not reveal this struggle so must have originated later.  Revelation was early and Judaizing. Matthew has Judaizing tendencies and so must be the oldest of the Gospels.  Luke is a re-working of Marcion’s gospel. Mark tries the hide the conflict and John is a late document of the 2nd century. Thus, most of the NT is alleged to be written in the 2nd century.  
C. Ernest Renan (1823-1892)—inspired by Strauss’s work, this French scholar also wrote a Life of Jesus in 1863.  With literary skill and charm he depicts Jesus’ life as one purely human, a Galilean peasant prophet only, not a divine Son of God. His depiction of Jesus is sentimental, and theatrical and his use of sources is insincere and unhistorical. But it is beautifully written. 
D. Adolf Harnack (1851-1930)—called by some “the prince of church historians” he was an expert on the Ancient Church. He wrote several unsurpassed treatises on the literature, doctrines, and mission of the ancient church. His most popular work was “What is Christianity” written in the winter semester of 1899-1900. He held that Jesus’ “kingdom teaching” was that of an inward rule of God in the individual. Miracles at variance with natural law are impossible. Healings he interprets as resulting from Jesus’ psychic powers and unknown elements—he remains agnostic about much of them.  He also argues that miracles do not matter since the Christian religion is a subjective experience and so almost anything of the historical can be eliminated.  Jesus is “Son of God” in the sense that he is the way to the Father and thus more than just a great teacher with a unique message.  He is a captivating example embodying his message.  A kind of commitment to the person of Jesus is sought (his personal character is “contagious”);  but yet Jesus is still not essential to the gospel. Harnack’s  interpretation of  Matt 11:27: Jesus’ “knowing of the Father,” he takes as referring to an event which occurred in history instead of as an eternal relationship, something acquired in history instead of in eternity. Harnack’s “Son of God” then is a relationship which is purely human.  

Jesus is also “messiah” according to Harnack. By this Harnack means Jesus has a mission or calling.  Jesus took over the Jewish concept of “messiah” to express this calling.  Thus, Jesus, a merely human figure, has a unique experience (“Son of God”) and also a unique sense of mission (“Messiah”). Jesus simply uses the concept “Messiah” (which is not congenial to him) to make an impact upon the Jews and subsequently, world history.  But this messianic concept is merely formal in his hands; all biblical content has been evacuated from it (no OT content; no current Jewish expectations). 

On the resurrection, Harnack distinguishes between the Easter “Message” and the Easter “Faith.”  The Easter message is the record of an empty tomb, the appearances of Jesus to the disciples, and conversations with the resurrected Christ.  The Easter faith is the “conviction” that the crucified Jesus gained a victory over death and, in some sense, lives beyond his death. The Easter message is not essential to the Gospel, Harnack says, and that the Easter faith may exist independently of the “fact” of a bodily resurrection.  All that is required is faith in the resurrection—its facticity is not essential. The basic Gospel is “the Fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man”—the church fell away from Jesus’ concept and erroneously embraced a Gospel “about Jesus.” 
IV. Radical Skeptics

A. William Wrede (1859-1907)

Wrede was quite radical in his skepticism regarding the historicity of the Gospels and what they convey to us about the Jesus of history.  While the Liberals pick and sort from the Gospel records, the radical treats them as a coherent whole, but then rejects them as a whole.  There is very little that is reliably conveyed to us about Jesus.  At most, Jesus simply taught an ethical religion.  The Gospels of Matthew and Luke were dependent on Mark and if the latter is unhistorical, so much more will be the case for the Gospels dependent on it.  John’s Gospel is completely worthless as history.  Wrede’s skepticism is based on what he called Mark’s “messianic secret.” This theory goes like this:  Mark wrote his Gospel controlled by his dogmatic conception that Jesus’ Messiahship was secret before the resurrection and revealed only after the resurrection.  This conviction doesn’t go back to Jesus but was developed late by Mark himself; in real history Jesus was simply a teacher of ethical living. The Gospels then are historically worthless telling us very little about Jesus. This prepared the way for the skepticism of Rudolf Bultmann regarding Jesus. 
B. Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976)
Bultmann regards the Gospels as almost totally unreliable as history.  The Gospel stories “developed” with the telling and re-telling of them and so are overlaid with mythological “accretions.”  He applies the method of “Form Criticism” to restore the Gospel stories to what they must originally have been.  He does this by reconstructing early church history, assigning the “accretions” to their place in the church’s history. Some of these are closer to Jesus than others; as to what Jesus may really have believed and taught is largely unknown.  The early church he divided into Palestinian and Hellenistic wings.  Most of the Gospel stories in their present form he assigns to the later Hellenistic wing.  The “forming” process he ascribes to the earlier Palestinian wing of the church.  This “forming” process was the result of the church debates; the Gospel stories are shaped or “formed” according to apologetic, polemic, and dogmatic needs of the church. The “legends” and “miracle stories” arose in the Hellenistic church.  Anything about the Lordship of Jesus, the Divine Savior, the birth narratives, miracles, the resurrection and any number of sayings of Jesus, all are Hellenistic in origin! They do not go back to Jesus, and most do not go back to the Palestinian church. 
Critical remarks: 

1. The minimizing of the personality and ministry of Jesus can hardly explain the origin of the church—the tradition on which it is based is its own creation?? A dying “criminal” becomes the object of faith?? The church’s existence and Christology based on a fabricated Jesus history??

2.  The control of the Apostles and other eyewitnesses (hostile as well as friendly) over the traditions regarding Jesus tell against the free invention of stories.
3. The chief interest of the written Gospels is historical (cf. Lk 1:1-4; restraint regarding the supernatural; preserving of enigmatic sayings, preserving incidents discreditable to the Apostles, vivid geographical and biographical details, etc.)

4. The willing suffering and martyrdom endured by the eyewitnesses of Jesus’ life is psychologically possible only if they believed Jesus’ claims to be true. 

5. The role of the Christian community was one of guardian, not inventor, of the Jesus traditions. 
6. Bultmann’s form-criticism rests on 3 doubtful presuppositions:

a. historical—we can’t trust the authenticity of anything in the Gospel traditions which might have derived from Judaism or from the beliefs and needs of the early church.  But why not?  Consistent application of this proves too much—would lead to denial of any knowledge whatsoever of the historical Jesus. 

b. philosophical—antisupernatural presuppositions. Since the Gospel tradition is saturated with the supernatural it must be rejected. But the denial of the supernatural rests on the rationalistic concept of a closed universe and a rigid concept of natural law. It is scientifically out of date. 

c. theological—objectively verifiable proof is not necessary and is even a stumbling block to true faith.  But doesn’t the NT present the resurrection of Christ as objective verification for the theological message on which faith is to seize? Must faith cling to historical nothingness in order to be faith? Does the NT really present absence of historical foundations for faith as the offense of Christianity??  .  
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