
                                                                                                                       

Intégrité: A Faith and Learning Journal 
Vol. 13, No. 2 (Fall 2014): 3-22 

 
 

An Audacious Proposal: The Doctrine of the Atonement and Its 
Place in Maintaining the Integrity of Christian Higher Education 

 
Terry A. Chrisope 

 
 

[T]he true way in which to evaluate a spiritual movement is in its logical 
relations; logic is the great dynamic, and the logical implications of any 
way of thinking are sooner or later certain to be worked out. 

 
—J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (1923), p. 173 
(italics added) 

 
 
 It has perhaps become a truism to observe that the trajectory of 
professedly Christian colleges has historically often been one of movement of an 
institution away from an initial Christian identity and toward increasing 
secularization.  This results in a distancing of the institution from its founding 
vision or founding churches.  However, such a development typically does not 
occur all at once.  A common way-station in the movement away from an original 
Christian commitment seems frequently to involve the devolution from orthodox 
or evangelical theology to theological liberalism (which may be described as 
involving a diminished view of the authority of the Bible and the redefining of 
historic Christian doctrines).  Then theological liberalism itself, being an unstable 
compound, eventually collapses and gives way to complete secularization. 
 William Ringenberg’s recently-revised historical study, The Christian 
College, highlights this tendency, observable especially during the twentieth 
century.  Ringenberg’s fourth chapter is entitled, “The Movement toward 
Secularization.”  In its first paragraph he offers the observation that “the best 
endowed colleges in America have tended to move from a Christian to a secular 
orientation.”  He goes on to state, “By the late twentieth century, even at most 
church-related colleges, secular modes of thought had come to dominate over the 
Christian worldview.”  Later in the chapter, Ringenberg further specifies that it 
was “about 1930” when “church colleges began to move in a secular direction.  
The secularization of the church colleges, then, occurred primarily during the 
second generation of the twentieth century and continues to the present.” 
(Ringenberg 113, 132). 
 Ringenberg seeks to identify what qualifies a college as Christian, the loss 
of which presumably results in its ceasing to be “Christian.”  He suggests that the 
“ultimate measure” of a genuinely Christian college is the degree to which 
“college personnel still [note the intimation of decline: “still”] believe that the 
central act of history (and thus the key to ultimate meaning and truth in the 
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universe) is the supreme revelation of God to humanity through Christ.”  More 
specifically, he earlier had identified the crucial elements as “the idea that the 
Divine Creator intervenes directly in human affairs in miraculous as well as 
natural ways, and that he revealed himself supremely through the incarnation of 
his Son, Jesus Christ, by whose atoning death he seeks to restore sinful humanity 
to himself.” (Ringenberg 120, 114).  Ringenberg here singles out three essential 
components of the Christian worldview, adherence to which defines the Christian 
commitment of an institution of higher education: (1) the activity of the Creator 
God in earthly affairs, (2) the incarnation of God the Son as Jesus of Nazareth, 
and (3) the death of Jesus Christ as providing atonement for human sin.  These 
central affirmations of the Christian faith tacitly incorporate a host of assumptions 
and other elements of the Christian worldview, but I wish to draw particular 
attention to two components mentioned by Ringenberg: incarnation and 
atonement.  The doctrine of atonement must be understood as central because, as 
New Testament scholar Leon Morris has affirmed, “The atonement is the crucial 
doctrine of the faith” (Morris, The Cross in the New Testament, 5).  And the 
doctrine of the incarnation is essential not only because of its affirmations 
concerning the unique person who is Jesus Christ, but also because of the logical 
and biblical connection between incarnation and atonement. 
 In accord with Ringenberg’s affirmations, this essay will seek to put 
forward the following “audacious proposal”: that adherence of a Christian college 
to a doctrine of objective atonement may serve as an important element in 
maintaining the institution’s Christian identity and commitment.  I will argue here 
that such doctrinal adherence will provide, not a guarantee, but an available and 
potential protection against one specific manifestation of the tendency toward 
secularization, namely what may be called the “logic of liberalism,” which will be 
explained in due course.  The argument will proceed along the following lines:  
 
 1. Argument from biblical texts: atonement as the rationale for the 
incarnation; 
 2. Argument from the unitary nature of Christian theology: atonement as 
an index of one’s entire theological system; 
 3. Argument from the logic of liberalism: loss of the doctrine of objective 
atonement allows for abandonment of the doctrine of incarnation; 
 4. Argument from the nature of Christianity: loss of the doctrine of 
incarnation dissolves the connection with historic Christianity; 
 5. Argument from history: Dissolution of connection with historic 
Christianity leads to secularization of an institution. 
 These points will be followed by an attempt at application. 
 
 
I.  Argument from Biblical Texts: Atonement as the Rationale for the 
Incarnation 
  

There are several New Testament texts which affirm that the purpose for 
which God the Son assumed human nature was that he might give himself in 
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death as an atoning sacrifice.  These include Hebrews 2:17, 1 John 4:10, and 
Matthew 20:28.  Perhaps the fullest and most explicit of these is Hebrews 2:17. 

 
1. Hebrews 2:17 

 
 The relationship between the incarnation and the meaning of Jesus’ death 
seems to be specifically treated in Hebrews 2:17, a text which provides (in the 
words of J. I. Packer) “the rationale of the Incarnation of God the Son” (Packer, 
181, italics original).  This passage in Hebrews asserts, “Therefore he had to be 
made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and 
faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the 
people.”  To anticipate the conclusion reached in the brief exposition which 
follows, the words of New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce form an admirable 
summary of the teaching of this verse: “The purpose of his incarnation was that 
through his death he might ‘make atonement for the people’s sins’…” (Bruce 88).  
The following elements of this verse may be noted: 
   
 1) The affirmation of verse 17 is connected to the immediately preceding 
context dealing with the purpose of the incarnation. 
 The subject of the assertion of v. 17 is the “Son,” who is introduced in 1:2 
(and described as creator and upholder of the universe, heir of all things, the 
radiance and exact representation of God, the one who made purification of sins, 
and who is seated at God’s right hand, 1:2-3), and who is further identified as “the 
Lord” in 2:3 and as “Jesus” in 2:9.  Such a one is superior to the angels, as 
demonstrated by the argument of 1:4-14.   
 The paragraphs of chapter two may be seen to describe several divine 
purposes in the incarnation of God the Son as Jesus of Nazareth: to declare a great 
salvation (2:1-4), to fulfill the purpose of God to subdue the earth to man and to 
taste death for others (2:5-9), to perfect the Founder of salvation by suffering 
(2:10-13), to die in order to deliver his brothers from the fear of death (2:14-16), 
and to become a merciful and faithful high priest in order to make propitiation for 
the sins of his people (2:17) and help them in temptation (2:18).  It is this last 
function—Jesus as high priest—which forms the heart of the argument for much 
of the remainder of the letter (cf. 3:1, and 4:14 through chapter ten).   
 
 2) Verse 17 deals with the incarnation of God the Son. 
 Verse 17 begins with the particle hothen, translated in the ESV by 
“therefore,” and rendered by Max Zerwick “hence, this being so” (Zerwick 658).  
This refers back to the assertion in v. 16 that “it is not angels that he helps, but he 
helps the offspring of Abraham,” and therefore “he had to be made like his 
brothers [humans] in every respect” (v. 17).  The paragraph in which v. 17 occurs 
begins (in the ESV) with verse 14: “Since therefore the children [whom God had 
given him, v. 13] share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the 
same things,” that is, he took on flesh and blood—human nature—or became 
incarnate.  And the purpose for the incarnation is further specified in vv. 14-15, 
“that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, 
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the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong 
slavery.”  Thus v. 14 affirms (in the words of New Testament scholar Philip 
Hughes), “The purpose of the incarnation was specifically that the Messiah might 
die” (Hughes 111).  This anticipates the greater fullness of the affirmation in verse 
17.   
  

3) Verse 17 affirms that the purpose of the incarnation was to establish the 
incarnate Son’s high priesthood. 
 Specifically, verse 17 asserts, the Son “had to be made like his brothers in 
every respect”; that is, as Hughes explains, he “of necessity” had “to identify 
himself completely with mankind…by a true incarnation” (119).  The purpose of 
such an incarnation was “so that” (hina, indicating perhaps proximate purpose) 
“he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God.”  
Hughes observes concerning the coordination of the Son’s incarnation and his 
high priesthood:  
 
  It was precisely this likeness to his brethren that qualified him  
  (hence our author’s insistence on its necessity) to act as their high  
  priest…. The Son could not have represented men before   
  God…had he not first become their fellow man…. [H]is becoming  
  man is…the prerequisite for his becoming a high priest” (Hughes  
  120, emphasis in original). 
 
In other words, the Son’s functioning as a high priest required his full human 
embodiment. 
  

4) Verse 17 affirms that the purpose of Jesus’ high priesthood (and thus of 
the incarnation) was to offer an atoning sacrifice for the sins of his people. 
 The structure of the following assertion involves the preposition eis with 
an infinitive (to hilaskesthai), indicating (perhaps, in this context, a more 
ultimate) purpose, “to make propitiation for the sins of the people.”  New 
Testament scholar Leon Morris observes concerning this passage, “Note that the 
manhood has its meaning for his sacrifice.  It was not fortuitous.  It was integral to 
the work he came to do…. His manhood was an essential qualification for the 
offering of a propitiatory offering” (Morris, The Cross in the New Testament, 
288).   
 A large modern literature has grown up around the meaning of the word 
group represented by the verb hilaskesthai (translated in the ESV “to make 
propitiation”) in a controversy which cannot be treated here.  One expositor of the 
Letter to the Hebrews who wrote prior to the modern discussion was the learned 
English Puritan theologian John Owen, who defined the word to mean in this 
context, “To make atonement and reconciliation for sin, appeasing the anger and 
wrath of God against it.”  On the basis of his solid classical training, Owen put 
forward three arguments in support of this sense of the word.  (1) “The constant 
use of the word in all good authors of the Greek tongue”; (2) “the use of the word 
by the LXX”; and (3) “The Jews…knew that the principal work of the high priest 
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was to make atonement with God for sin” (Owen 475-77).  Owen further expands 
upon the meaning of the word: 
 

In the use of this word, then, there is always understood,--[1st] An 
offence, crime, guilt, or debt, to be taken away; [2dly] A person 
offended, to be pacified, atoned, reconciled; [3dly] A person 
offending, to be pardoned, accepted; [4thly] A sacrifice or other 
means of making the atonement.  Sometimes one is expressed, 
sometimes another, but the use of the word hath respect unto them 
all. (Owen 476) 

 
Substantially this meaning is defended by modern evangelical scholars, while 
many other modern scholars do not much care for the notion of the wrath of God 
against human sin, wanting to define God’s attributes in terms of love only.  They 
seek to eliminate the idea of wrath by reducing the meaning to mere “expiation” 
as opposed to “propitiation” (for a classic treatment of this discussion and a 
defense of “propitiation” as the proper rendering, see Morris, The Apostolic 
Preaching of the Cross, 144-213).  For purposes of this study, perhaps either 
sense would indicate that Jesus’ death dealt with sin in an objective and definitive 
way, for “expiation” refers to “the cancellation of sin” while “propitiation” means 
“the turning away of wrath by an offering” (Morris, “Propitiation,” 962).  As 
Morris argues elsewhere, even if “expiation” is understood as the meaning of the 
term, the question becomes, “Why should sin be expiated?” The biblical answer 
would seem to be that without expiation, humans would “have the divine 
displeasure to face, and this is but another way of saying that the wrath of God 
abides upon them [John 3:36].  It seems that expiation is necessary in order to 
avert the wrath of God, so that nothing seems to be gained by abandoning the 
concept of propitiation” (Morris, Apostolic Preaching, 211).  If this understanding 
of the language is correct, then in the very nature of the case, this accomplishment 
by Jesus through his death must possess an objective nature.  That is, it occurred 
in the external world, outside of human consciousness.  Morris concludes,  
  

Unless we are prepared to say that in expiation all that happens is a 
subjective change in man, it would seem that we are committed to 
the view that expiation has a Godward aspect so that God now 
treats the sinner differently than before.  Instead of God’s severity 
the sinner experiences God’s grace, which is only another way of 
saying that propitiation has taken place. (211-12)   

  
The sense of the Hebrews passage seems to be, therefore, that the central 

purpose of the incarnation of God the Son as the God-man Jesus of Nazareth was 
that he might die as a sacrifice of atonement to avert the wrath of God from sinful 
humans on whom such wrath might rightly fall.  Thus the judgment of J. I. Packer 
and F. F. Bruce cited above seems to be substantiated that, according to the 
Hebrews passage, Jesus’ death as an atoning sacrifice provides the “rationale” and 
the “purpose” of the incarnation. 
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2. First John 4:10 
  

There are other texts of the New Testament that affirm the same truth.  
Due to constraints of space these can be given only the briefest notice here.  In 1 
John 4:10 it is asserted, “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he 
loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins.”  Once again the 
immediately preceding context involves the incarnation of God the Son.  Verse 9 
affirms, “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his 
only Son into the world, so that we might live through him.”  The phrase “into the 
world,” qualifying “sent his only Son,” tells us that the text is operating within the 
conceptual sphere of the pre-existence and incarnation of the Son, and the perfect 
tense of the verb “sent” indicates that this action has been done “with permanent 
effect” (Zerwick 731-32), i.e., the incarnation continues to the present.  The 
similar words in verse 10, “sent his Son” (this time in aorist tense), thus arguably 
refer likewise to the incarnation.  The phrase “propitiation for our sins” is the 
predicate (Zerwick 732), with the verb “to be” absent but understood.  The noun 
“propitiation” (without a definite article) translates the Greek hilasmos (from the 
same root as the verb in Heb. 2:17), used also in 1 John 2:2, and defined by 
Zerwick as “offering, sacrifice offered as propitiation” (Zerwick 727).  Professor 
Robert Law claims that the effect of the anarthrous use of “propitiation” is to 
affirm “that God’s Love was so great that He sent His Son as a propitiation for 
sin” (Law, 398), indicating the quality or magnitude of God’s love in sending his 
Son to bear his own wrath against the sin of fallen humans.  A recent 
commentator on the passage asserts with reference to verse 10, “In this verse the 
purpose in sending the Son is not the incarnation but the atonement—God sent his 
Son to die” (Akin 180).  This passage thus offers a strong New Testament 
affirmation that the purpose, aim, or goal of the incarnation was that Jesus might 
make atonement for sin through his death and that this is the supreme expression 
of God’s love. 
 
 3. Matthew 20:28   
  

In Matthew 20:28 we have Jesus declaring, “the Son of Man came not to 
be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”  The context is 
that of Jesus’ disciples seeking for precedence over one another (20:20-24), and 
Jesus responds by teaching that among his disciples servanthood, not lordship, 
would be the mark of greatness (20:25-28), with Jesus himself, in his current state 
of humiliation, providing the prime example of servanthood (the parallel passage 
in Mark 10:35-45 is very similar).  The verb came seems difficult to explain 
except as a reference to the Son’s pre-existence and incarnation and messianic 
mission (Jesus’ statement seems too broad to apply merely to his present journey 
toward Jerusalem).  “To serve” indicates his overall purpose in “coming,” and 
evokes the image of the Servant of the Lord in Isaiah, although a different word is 
used here.  “To give his life” refers to his death (“give up, sacrifice” or “give 
oneself up”, Danker, 242b, subpoint 10), and “a ransom for many” describes the 
effect of his death.  “Ransom for” translates the Greek lytron anti, meaning a 
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“ransom in place of” as rendered by New Testament scholar R. T. France.  France 
points out that the meaning of this language (which is derived from the Old 
Testament) by the time of the New Testament is that of a price paid to secure 
freedom or deliverance.  “So the primary sense here is that Jesus’ death will bring 
deliverance to many, and the reader is likely to remember the earlier explanation 
of the name Jesus as the one ‘who will save his people from their sins’ (1:21)” 
(France 761).  France goes on to observe that the language of Jesus’ statement is 
highly reminiscent of that found in the Servant Song of Isaiah 52:13-53:12, 
especially verses 11-12, and that the conclusion that Jesus was deliberately 
reflecting that passage “is now widely agreed” (France 762-63, citation from 
footnote 26, p. 763).  He concludes his discussion, “The vicarious death of Jesus 
is thus firmly placed before us not as a historical accident but as his deliberate 
goal” (France 763).  Once again there is arguably a reference to the incarnation 
and its purpose as accomplished in Jesus’ death.  
 It should be clear upon this examination of a few biblical passages that the 
New Testament itself makes the strongest possible connection between the 
incarnation of God the Son as Jesus of Nazareth and Jesus’ death as an atoning 
sacrifice for human sins.  The Son was “sent” and he “came” and was “made like 
his brothers” (as fully human) for the express purpose of accomplishing 
atonement for sin through the historical event of his crucifixion and death.  
 Furthermore, the language which the New Testament uses to describe 
Jesus’ death and its effects indicates that the atonement he accomplished is to be 
understood as in the first place “objective” in nature, that is, it had an effect upon 
the relationship of God to the human race from God’s side of the relationship.  In 
just the three passages examined, the atonement is characterized as “propitiation” 
(twice) and “ransom.”  The strongest case can be made that propitiation language 
involves Jesus’ bearing the wrath of God in the stead of others so that they need 
not bear it, and that the ransom concept involves deliverance from the 
consequences of God’s justice exercised against human sin because Jesus has 
dealt with sin and satisfied God’s justice.  The upshot is that to deny an objective 
atonement is to break the connection which the New Testament itself makes 
between Jesus’ death and the incarnation and to leave the latter without its 
primary rationale and purpose.   
 An analysis of varying views of the atonement with respect to their 
“objectivity” has been provided by Princeton Seminary theologian B. B. Warfield.  
In his essay, “The Chief Theories of the Atonement,” Warfield offers a taxonomy 
based on “the conception each [theory] entertains of the person or persons on 
whom the work of Christ terminates” (Warfield, “The Chief Theories of the 
Atonement,” 356).  He accordingly finds five categories into which the various 
theories fall.  These are listed as follows: 
 
 1. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating upon Satan, so 
affecting him as to secure the release of the souls held in bondage by him. 
 2. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating physically on 
man, so affecting him as to bring him into participation with the one life of Christ; 
the so-called ‘mystical theories.’ 
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 3. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating on man, in the 
way of bringing to bear on him inducements to action; so affecting man as to lead 
him to a better knowledge of God, or to a more lively sense of his real relation to 
God, or to a revolutionary change of heart and life with reference to God; the so-
called ‘moral influence theories.’ 
 4. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating on both man 
and God, but on man primarily and on God only secondarily.  The outstanding 
instance of this class of theories is supplied by the so-called ‘rectoral or 
governmental theories.’ 
 5. Theories that conceive the work of Christ as terminating primarily on 
God and secondarily on man. (Warfield, “Chief Theories,” 356-69; points cited 
verbatim but quotation marks omitted) 
  
 Warfield supplies a more or less complete catalog of the various forms 
each of these views has taken and of the adherents of each through the course of 
Christian history.  It may be observed that it is only in the fourth of these 
conceptions that “the sufferings and death of Christ become, for the first time in 
this conspectus of theories, of cardinal importance, constituting indeed the very 
essence of the work of Christ,” although “the atoning fact here too,” Warfield 
argues, “is man’s own reformation,” with considerable qualification from those 
adhering to this viewpoint (Warfield, “Chief Theories,” 363).   Thus it is that 
category four (which includes many views that would be considered “Arminian”) 
and category five (which includes the classic “satisfaction” theory) at least 
attempt to reflect the emphasis which the New Testament places on the death of 
Christ and its purpose.  These two categories, therefore, could perhaps be 
legitimately regarded as including broadly “evangelical” understandings of the 
death of Christ (although one Arminian scholar argues that a consistent 
Arminianism rejects the idea of substitutionary atonement; see Grider, 
“Arminianism,” 97-98).   
 The significance of an “objective” understanding of the atonement is that 
(1) it reflects the biblical emphasis on both God’s holiness and justice as 
necessitating atonement, and God’s love and grace as providing the motivating 
source of the atonement.  Reflecting this balance, historical theologian David 
Wells has recently argued powerfully for an understanding of God’s character as 
“holy-love” (God in the Whirlwind, esp. chapter six, pp. 129-56).  (2) It maintains 
the significance of the New Testament language with respect to both the nature 
and effects of Jesus’ death as shed blood, sacrifice, propitiation, resulting in 
justification, reconciliation, and redemption, all of which occur in the first place 
in humans’ objective relationship with God, registering only secondarily in 
human consciousness. (3) It maintains the nature of the Christian message as 
“good news,” a report about something God has accomplished in external history, 
independently of human consciousness. 
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II. Argument from the Unitary Nature of Christian Theology: Atonement as 
an Index of One’s Entire Theological System 
  

The doctrine of objective atonement may be used as a touchstone for 
preserving the truly Christian character of a college because this doctrine has 
ramifications for all the rest of the theological system in which it stands or from 
which it is absent.  Respected evangelical theologian Millard Erickson has 
observed, “In the doctrine of the atonement we see perhaps the clearest indication 
of the organic character of theology; that is, we see that the various doctrines fit 
together in a cohesive fashion.  The position taken on any one of them affects or 
contributes to the construction of the others” (Erickson 714).  He goes on to point 
out that in one’s doctrine of atonement, “the doctrines of God, humanity, sin, and 
the person of Christ come together to define the human need and the provision 
that had to be made for that need,” and out of these there “issues our 
understanding of the various facets of salvation,” such as justification, 
regeneration, and sanctification (714-15). 
 Thus, in Erickson’s construction, the doctrine of atonement truly is 
central: into it flow and out of it arise virtually all other Christian teachings.  
Wrapped in this doctrine are those of the nature of God (holy and just, or 
indulgent and permissive?); the nature of human sin and the human condition 
(spiritually intact, needing only encouragement, or fallen, morally depraved and 
spiritually disabled?); and the person and work of Christ (a mere human and good 
example, or a divine person offering a sacrificial atonement?).  So tied together 
are all these doctrines that the relationship is reciprocal: “Our doctrines of God 
and of Christ will color our understanding of the atonement” (Erickson 715).    
 Two results emerge from this organic nature of Christian theology: (1) 
The doctrine of the atonement is well-suited to serve as an index of one’s entire 
system of theology and worldview, and thus to function as the centerpiece or 
keystone of an institution’s Christian identity and theological commitment; and 
(2) this doctrine possesses the character of an inherently preserving or conserving 
force in the maintenance of a genuinely Christian outlook: it tends to uphold the 
entire fabric of historic Christian faith, linked as it is to every other locus of 
theology, and lying as it does at the very center of the biblical account of God’s 
relations with humanity.  Consequently, its presence is likely to reflect and 
accompany faithfulness to the Bible’s teaching on other topics as well.  For a 
Christian institution of higher education, the doctrine of atonement provides an 
intellectual foundation that implies all biblical teaching about God and his 
relations with the world at large and with humans.  Its maintenance will thus serve 
to help preserve the Christian worldview of such an institution.  
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III. Argument from the Logic of Liberalism: Loss of the Doctrine of 
Objective Atonement Allows for Abandonment of the Doctrine of 
Incarnation  
 
 The concept of the “logic of liberalism” as used in this essay is an 
expression of the principle enunciated by J. Gresham Machen, as noted above: 
“the logical implications of any way of thinking are sooner or later certain to be 
worked out” (Machen, 173).  The “liberalism” in view here is so-called 
theological liberalism as that term is carefully used and understood.  In his recent 
history of modern theology, Roger Olson uses the description provided by Claude 
Welch in defining theological liberalism: “Liberal theology is best defined as 
‘maximal acknowledgement of the claims of modern thought’ within Christian 
theology”; in Olson’s own words, “it is revision and reconstruction of Christian 
doctrine in the light of modernity” (Olson 126).  Liberal theology is one 
expression of “modern theology,” which is “thinking about God in the context of 
modernity—the cultural ethos stemming from the Enlightenment” (Olson 17).  
That cultural ethos included at least three elements: an emphasis on the power of 
human reason to discover truth, skepticism with regard to historical institutions 
and traditions, and the development of scientific thinking, with the world 
understood to function according to natural laws (Olson 24-25).  As applied to 
theology, this cultural ethos resulted in certain common characteristics typically 
found among theologians who could be called “liberal”: (1) utilization of 
modernity as a “source and norm for contemporary theological reconstruction”; 
(2) “optimism about human potential” and an anthropocentric “outlook and 
method”; (3) conducting theology “from below,” based in human experience, and 
submitting any claimed divine revelation to the judgment of human experience; 
and (4) the tendency to “interpret the Bible critically,” as a source of Christian 
theology, “but not as supernaturally inspired or infallible.”  Other common traits 
include skepticism about the supernatural and miracles; “a general focus on Jesus’ 
humanity and a tendency to reinterpret his deity as some aspect of his humanity” 
[in other words, a rejection of divine incarnation]; a tendency toward universalism 
(the idea that all people will be saved); and the “assumption that truth can be 
found in all world religions” (Olson 128-30). 
 The particular feature of theological liberalism that is of particular interest 
here is the frequent alignment of the rejection of a doctrine of atonement with the 
abandonment of the idea of a true incarnation.  For example, there is the case of 
Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1834), considered by many to be the “father of 
modern [liberal] theology.”  Olson reports that early in his life, Schleiermacher 
expressed doubts about the doctrine of “the substitutionary atonement of Christ.”  
Later, in his magnum opus, The Christian Faith, he “absolutely rejected the 
traditional, orthodox doctrine of the incarnation as hypostatic union (Chalcedon’s 
‘one person, two natures’)” (Olson 130, 132, 144).  Similar is the case of Albrecht 
Ritschl (1822-89), another German theologian who was the shaper of “classical 
Protestant liberalism” at the turn of the twentieth century and formulator of the 
outlook that became known in the United States as the “social gospel.”  Ritschl 
“explicitly rejected any doctrine of the atonement that would make Christ the 
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bearer of divine punishment for the sins of the world.”  He furthermore 
“discard[ed] the ancient Christian doctrine of the hypostatic union” (the 
incarnation as classically understood).  Olson observes, “Ritschl’s account of the 
person of Christ, like that of most liberals, falls far short of the high incarnational 
Christology of the churches dating back to the New Testament itself.  In no sense 
is his Christ ‘God with us’” (Olson 147, 156, 158-59).  As in the case of 
Schleiermacher, rejection of the doctrine of atonement is paired with rejection of 
the incarnation.  These two theologians arguably exercised a formative and 
defining influence upon Protestant liberalism, and it is not surprising that much of 
that movement reflected their views.  
 The logic at work here (denial of atonement eliminates the need for the 
incarnation) is the reverse of that employed by Anselm of Canterbury (1033-
1109) in his famous work Cur Deus Homo (Why God Became Man).  This classic 
statement of what is perhaps the predominant orthodox view of atonement (or 
closely approximates it) since the Middle Ages was put forth by Anselm in 1098.  
Anselm argued that the Redeemer needed to be both man and God to accomplish 
atonement that would be both acceptable to God and representative of man.  He 
wrote, “[F]or the God-Man to do this [satisfy God’s justice], the person who is to 
make this satisfaction must be both perfect God and perfect man, because none 
but true God can make it, and none but true man owes it” (qtd. in Kerr 90). In 
other words, the accomplishment of atonement required the incarnation.  The 
dynamic at work in the “logic of liberalism” is simply the opposite: without the 
atonement there is no need for the incarnation; if Jesus’ death did not constitute an 
atoning sacrifice for human sin, then there is no reason to continue to maintain 
that Jesus was God incarnate.  If a genuine atonement is discarded, then the 
rationale for the incarnation collapses.  For a movement which is inherently 
reductionistic and unstable, as theological liberalism arguably is, when a doctrine 
of objective atonement is abandoned, the pressure to also abandon the incarnation 
will eventually become nearly irresistible; the logic of the position not only allows 
it but virtually demands it.  The historical record demonstrates the validity of 
Machen’s precept, for theological liberalism has typically reinterpreted and thus 
rejected both historic doctrines, leaving neither true atonement nor genuine 
incarnation (see Pierard, 683).  An institution (educational or otherwise) which 
discards the doctrine of objective atonement will likely find that rejection of the 
incarnation is not far behind. 
 
 
IV. Argument from the Nature of Christianity: Loss of the Doctrine of 
Incarnation Dissolves the Connection with Historic Christianity 
  

The next step is not difficult to fathom: without the incarnation, there is no 
Christianity, at least as that movement has been historically understood.  For a 
minimal working definition of what it means to be “Christian,” we can perhaps do 
no better than turn to C. S. Lewis, who made a writing career of promoting what 
he called “mere Christianity.”  In the preface to his book by that title, Lewis used 
the term “Christian” to refer to “one who accepts the common doctrines of 
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Christianity” (Lewis, xlii).  He observed that some moderns wished to use the 
term in a broader, looser sense, but he pointed out that the word was first used in 
the Syrian city of Antioch to refer to “the disciples” (Acts 11:26), that is, “those 
who accepted the teaching of the apostles.”  He sensibly argued that to broaden 
the term beyond its original meaning would be to quickly destroy its usefulness as 
a descriptive term; “We must therefore stick to the original, obvious meaning” 
(xliii).  After all, Lewis memorably pointed out, historic Christianity “is what it is 
and was what it was long before I was born and whether I like it or not” (xxxix, 
emphasis added).  “And from there,” his editor Walter Hooper says (with only 
mild overstatement), “he went on to write a perfectly objective account of what 
Christianity is” (xxxv).  When Lewis comes to set forth what is at the heart of the 
Christian faith, he does so in perhaps as succinct a fashion as possible:  
Christianity is about “how God Himself becomes a man to save man from the 
disapproval of God” (27).  “God himself becoming man” is the incarnation; “to 
save man from the disapproval of God” is the atonement.  The case could be made 
historically that Lewis’s claim is valid: in the New Testament and throughout 
Christian history (until the rise of “modern” versions of Christianity) the 
incarnation and atonement have commonly been regarded as constituting the heart 
of the Christian faith.  Elsewhere, Lewis argues that “the Christian story is 
precisely the story of one grand miracle,” which he describes as the incarnation of 
eternal God in human nature and the consequent exaltation of that nature [which 
occurred with Jesus’ resurrection and ascension].  And, he concludes, “If you take 
that away there is nothing specifically Christian left” (Lewis, “The Grand 
Miracle,” 80).   
 It is precisely Lewis’s last point that is presented here.  Without the 
incarnation, there is no Christian faith as historically understood.  And without an 
incarnation, the logic of liberalism will ineluctably demand the unavoidable next 
step: there is no logical need for the historical person of Jesus Christ—because all 
that Jesus taught, represents, or symbolizes can be had without him.  Many 
liberals, for various reasons, are not comfortable with this conclusion and seek to 
avoid it.  But they do so inconsistently, for the logic of their position moves in the 
direction of dispensing with Jesus altogether.   
 Indeed, some have been so bold as to accept such logic and to advocate 
what B. B. Warfield termed “Christless Christianity.”  In a 1912 essay of the same 
title, published in The Harvard Theological Review, Warfiled was concerned to 
take note of a movement current in his day among some scholars to deny the 
historicity of Jesus of Nazareth.  But Warfield was particularly interested to 
observe that some advocates, and even some who were not willing to go so far as 
to deny Jesus’ historicity, were claiming that Christianity could get along without 
the person of Jesus Christ.  The point of such proposals was not that Jesus bore no 
historical relation to Christianity or that modern adherents have no relations with 
him, but that he was dispensable: “What they cannot allow is that he is essential to 
Christianity” (269).  Such an approach comes about “whenever and wherever men 
have thought of Christianity rather as universal human religion in more or less 
purity of expression…than as a specific positive religion instituted among men in 
particular historical circumstances,” that is, whenever Christianity is understood 
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as a set of ideals rather than as the outgrowth and explication of certain historical 
events (Warfield, “Christless Christianity,” 269).  Warfield traced this attitude in 
modern times to G. E. Lessing (1729-81), with its recent adherents including 
Rudolf Eucken (1846-1926), Arthur O. Lovejoy, F. Ziller, Douglas C. Macintosh, 
Frank H. Foster, R. Roberts, and even the Protestant Union of the German city of 
Bremen.  And at the bottom of all these efforts, claimed Warfield, were the “twin 
assumptions of the old Rationalism”: “the adequacy of pure reason” and “the 
inadequacy of history” to establish religious truth (Warfield, “Christless 
Christianity,” 267-89; citations from 289).  The common feature of all these 
endeavors was the goal of divorcing the Christian faith from history. 
 Warfield located this outlook ultimately in the lack of a genuine sense of 
human sin and guilt, a sense which co-exists at the same time with an awareness 
of divine justice which calls out for satisfaction.  According to Warfield, “all truly 
religious experience” knows that “indiscriminate forgiveness of sin would be 
precisely the subversion of the moral order of the world.”  “There is,” he 
affirmed, “a moral paradox in the forgiveness of sins which cannot be solved 
apart from the exhibition of an actual expiation.”  “And expiation,” he continued, 
“in its very nature, is not a principle but a fact, an event which takes place, if at 
all, in the conditions of time and space.  A valid religion for sinful man includes 
in it, accordingly, of necessity an historical element, an actually wrought 
expiation for its sin” (Warfield, “Christless Christianity,” 292).   And in 
Christianity, of course, that “actually wrought” expiation has been provided 
through the historical event of the death of Jesus Christ. 
 Thus, Warfield claimed, “The particular question raised…by Christless 
Christianity is not that of the historicity of Jesus but that of the nature of 
Christianity” (Warfield, “Christless Christianity,” 301, emphasis added).  Certain 
theological liberals were willing to recognize that historically the person and 
work of Jesus Christ were indispensable to Christianity, but that modern 
liberalism had eliminated that need by redefining the essence of Christianity.  The 
question is relevant to the issue addressed by this paper, for in all three cases there 
is a common element.  Whether it be (1) the denial of Jesus’ historicity, or (2) the 
denial of Jesus’ absolute necessity for Christianity, or (3) the denial of an 
atonement accomplished through Jesus’ death, there is at bottom “no historical 
redemptive work postulated,” so that it may be asked “whether there exists any 
necessity for the assumption of a historical Jesus” (Warfield, “Christless 
Christianity,” 303, emphasis added).  Without a historical accomplishment of 
redemption, there seems nothing in Jesus’ life and work that could not be 
accomplished without him—the religious “ideals” that Jesus represented could be 
promulgated and survive without him as their source—and thus Jesus becomes in 
principle dispensable to “Christianity.”  By this move, the essential nature of 
Christianity has been so modified as to no longer be recognizably the same.  For, 
argues Warfield, 
 
   Unquestionably, Christianity is a redemptive religion, having as its 
 fundamental presupposition the fact of sin, felt both as guilt and as 
 pollution, and offering as its central good, from which all other goods 
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 proceed, salvation from sin through an historical expiation wrought by the 
 God-man Jesus Christ.  The essence of Christianity has always been to its 
 adherents the sinner’s experience of reconciliation with God through the 
 propitiatory sacrifice of Jesus Christ. (“Christless Christianity,” 307) 
 
The logical reality is that apart from such a historically-wrought propitiation, the 
God-man Jesus Christ is not strictly necessary, and the force of logic will 
eventually reduce Jesus from being regarded as the God-man to being considered 
simply a man.  Once we lose the atonement, we lose the reason for the 
incarnation; once we lose the incarnation, we lose the connection with historic 
Christianity.  Such is the logic of liberalism.  (Warfield, like Machen as quoted 
above, takes cognizance of the logic at work here: he makes reference to “the 
logic of the system” [310] of liberalism, and says that “the passage from 
unconsciousness to conscious disregard of Christ is made logically much more 
quickly than it is practically” [317].  That is, liberals continue out of mere 
sentiment or tradition or some sort of organizational connection to claim 
adherence to Christ in some fashion and to call themselves “Christians,” even 
long after Christ is no longer regarded in the way that historic Christianity has 
regarded him and after he is no longer necessary to their religion.) 
 Because of such logic, it appears that theological liberalism does not 
possess the intellectual resources necessary to sustain a truly Christian educational 
endeavor over the long term.  Because it is inherently reductionistic, it will 
eventually reduce itself to naturalistic secularism or humanism, and the Christian 
element will not remain even as a shadow.  The history of many once-Christian 
institutions demonstrates this over and over. 
 
 
V. Argument from History: Dissolution of the Connection with Historic 
Christianity Leads to Secularization of an Institution 
 
 For purposes of this discussion, “secularization” will be used to refer to 
the developments by which a college founded with the specific purpose of serving 
as a Christian educational institution reaches the point where it no longer 
maintains a professedly Christian identity, the confession of a Christian 
worldview, or a vital relationship to the Christian faith as historically defined.  
William Ringenberg, as noted earlier, has described the process by which 
Christian colleges lose their identity as distinctly Christian.  He identifies several 
“sources of secularization,” many of which can be categorized under the rubric of 
an “intellectual revolution,” a revolution that occurred in the United States largely 
after the Civil War but had its roots in earlier developments.  This change of 
outlook included the increasing prevalence of an essentially negative biblical 
criticism, philosophical movements such as logical positivism and relativism, 
Protestant theological liberalism, and Darwinian evolutionary thought.  Other 
causes were more indirect, such as an increasingly pluralistic American society 
and the modern conception of the separation of church and state (Ringenberg 114-
20).  As a result of this revolution, “the philosophical orientation” of institutions 
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began to change, with the consequence that “No longer did they operate from 
Christian premises and promote Christian purposes” (Ringenberg 120).  Public 
universities were secularized earlier and more thoroughly than church-related 
colleges, but many of the latter eventually followed suit (Ringenberg 125-38).   
 Other scholars have also traced the course of secularization of America’s 
once-Christian colleges and universities.  Relatively recent attempts include the 
volume of essays edited by George Marsden and Bradley Longfield, The 
Secularization of the Academy, in which Marsden writes, “Those schools that are 
connected to mainline denominations tend to be influenced only vaguely by 
Christianity” (Marsden, “Soul,” 9; this essay is not to be confused with his book 
of the same title).  But it is not only the mainline denominations whose colleges 
have taken such a direction; it has occurred as well with institutions whose 
identity had been broadly evangelical or which had been connected with an 
evangelical denomination.  Much of this history has been traced with respect to 
specific institutions by James Tunstead Burtchaell in his massive volume, The 
Dying of the Light: The Disengagement of Colleges and Universities from their 
Christian Churches, and in different fashion by  Marsden’s own volume, The Soul 
of the American University: From Protestant Establishment to Established 
Nonbelief.  These tell in varying amounts of detail what Ringenberg has 
summarized in a few paragraphs, but the stories are strikingly similar: the 
movement of originally Christian institutions toward academic marginalization of 
the Christian faith or repudiation of Christian identity altogether.  The result is 
educational institutions which, for all practical purposes, cannot be distinguished 
from their professedly secular counterparts.  And at the bottom of much of this 
development is what Marsden calls “Liberal Protestantism without 
Protestantism,” (the title of his chapter twenty-two, Soul, p. 408), for the 
“traditionally Protestant colleges” were “rapidly divesting themselves of the 
specifics of their Christian heritage” (Marsden, Soul, 414); that is, they were by 
their own action ceasing to be Christian.   
 
 
VI. Application: Sustaining a Christian College’s Identity and Commitment 
  

Perhaps—in accord with the teaching of the Bible and of historic 
Christianity—it needs to be admitted at the outset of any attempt at application (1) 
that the natural inclination of the fallen human heart and mind is one of hostility 
toward the God revealed in the Bible, rejection of his revelation, and the desire to 
put man himself at the center of things (Rom. 1:18-23; 8:7; Eph. 4:17-19); (2) that 
there are warnings in the New Testament about the real possibility of failing to 
maintain the integrity of the Christian message, even among professing Christians 
(Matt. 7:15-20; Acts 20:29-30; Rom. 16:17-18; Gal. 1:6-9); (3) that perhaps there 
is something inherently incongruous and destabilizing about establishing an 
(academic) institution which seeks, on the one hand, to examine and explicate all 
of reality through the use of human intellectual abilities, methods, and categories, 
but to do this, on the other hand, in light of a supernaturally given divine 
revelation which transcends human wisdom and reasoning capacities (see 1 Cor. 



18  Intégrité: A Faith and Learning Journal 

1:18-25) and is capable of being understood and received only by means of divine 
illumination (1 Cor. 2:6-16); and (4) that the temptation of intellectual pride on 
the part of fallen human beings (including, or perhaps especially, academics) will 
almost always attend such an enterprise.  The result is that there may always be 
both the temptation to trim the biblical message to fit current intellectual fashions 
and the tendency of Christian institutions to drift away from their original 
theological stance. 
 Yet it may also be asserted that the Christian faith does possess the 
resources to safeguard the deposit of truth (2 Tim. 1:13-14) encapsulated in the 
Christian gospel.  The audacious proposal of this essay is that a central resource 
for such an effort, applicable to a Christian university, is the doctrine of objective 
atonement as found in the New Testament.  Corporate adherence to a doctrine of 
objective atonement will forestall the advance of secularization in Christian 
institutions of higher learning because it will serve to pre-empt or resist what has 
here been called the “logic of liberalism” leading to a complete repudiation of 
Christianity.  It is an “audacious” suggestion because it runs counter to the 
resistance of much contemporary non-doctrinal “Christianity” to any sort of 
precise theological formulation and perhaps the even greater resistance among 
academics and academic communities to any perceived limits on their “freedom.”  
(There is perhaps also a semi-ironic aspect to the use of this adjective, as the 
proposal presented here merely calls for affirmation of what are the central 
components of historic Christian faith, incarnation and atonement, concerning 
which there presumably should be no controversy among professing Christians.)   

Establishment of such a standard will require several elements to come 
together in an institution’s life: (1) a straightforward acknowledgment that for a 
Christian institution, there are definite limits to academic freedom; (2) a president 
and board of trustees with enough fortitude to enforce a required doctrinal 
commitment, regardless of the cost in terms of prestige of the institution or 
“quality” faculty lost because of inability to affirm the doctrinal standard; (3) a 
faculty which is conversant with Christian theology and committed to the historic 
Christian faith as a religion of supernatural redemption from sin and as forming 
the foundation of their intellectual and academic endeavors; and (4) a supporting 
church body or constituency which sees the value of a serious theological test as 
promoting the continued Christian integrity of the institution.   
 If it be objected that such an approach is too severely limiting, then 
perhaps it is helpful to recognize that, first, the effort to establish Christian 
education on the basis of merely a “Christian atmosphere” or environment has 
been a failure.  Historian George Marsden has described the founding of the first 
universities on just such terms.  Marsden observes that at the very foundation of 
the enterprise—the establishment of the medieval universities of western 
European Christendom—the approach adopted was “to surround” the pagan 
elements in the curriculum “with a Christian atmosphere.”  This was 
accomplished liturgically, with times of formal worship; and intellectually, with 
the personnel responsible for instruction being predominantly clerics, who as 
formally Christian, presumably could provide a Christian perspective on the 
pagan (ancient Latin and Greek) texts being studied.  The outcome of this 
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approach, however, was somewhat less than thoroughly Christian.  It “allowed 
most of university education to be freed from the direct concerns of theology.”  
“The direct concerns of theology” were dealt with in what amounted to graduate 
study: advanced study was available in theology, law, or medicine; and a Master 
of Arts degree was prerequisite for such advanced study.  Thus, theology was 
treated as an advanced field coordinate with law and medicine; although it was 
“queen of the sciences,” theology “did not directly rule the other sciences but was 
a separate, specialized discipline” (Marsden, Soul, 34-35, citations from 35). 
 This sounds suspiciously like a great deal of what passes for Christian 
higher education in modern America.  The study of secular textbooks is 
conducted by professedly Christian instructors and is surrounded by chapel 
services and other presumably Christian influences and perhaps even the practice 
of beginning class with prayer.  But the intellectual content of most disciplines is 
provided by the contemporary pagan culture, intellectual content which is 
presumably filtered through a Christian outlook but is nevertheless not based on a 
Christian foundation.  Theology itself is often “a separate, specialized discipline.”  
Such an approach has not kept many “Christian” colleges from veering off into 
secularism. 
 Second, if an institutional policy or standard is worth having, it is worth 
putting into writing.  If the policy is in written form, then it is not dependent on 
the whim of a president or other administrator (although it would still require 
faithful application by those in administrative positions).  An observer of the 
movement of Wake Forest University away from its original Baptist identity and 
church connection is quoted by Burtchaell: “I’ve never been much to believe in 
what is called ‘Christian atmosphere’ on an academic campus [see the previous 
point].  Anything you believe in is worth programming” (Burtchaell, 385, 
emphasis added).  That is (as Burtchaell’s comment suggests), it is better to make 
the Christian content and commitment explicit, and require voluntary conformity 
to it without mental reservation or equivocation.  Anyone who cannot submit to 
the standard is free to seek employment elsewhere.  As it has been argued 
throughout this essay, the doctrine most likely to embody a genuine commitment 
to the whole of historic Christianity is that of objective atonement accomplished 
by Jesus Christ through his death.  Objective atonement provides a permanent and 
infinite reference point to orient Christian education: its point of origin is outside 
human endeavor and accomplishment, and outside human subjectivity and 
consciousness. Its origin is found rather in the unique historical act of God 
reaching in his grace to rebellious creatures to, by his own action, redeem them, 
bring them to himself, and transform their lives.  This truth forms the foundation 
of genuine human knowledge and of a transcendent pattern of ethics.  It is this 
reality which must be incorporated into any genuinely Christian intellectual 
endeavor. 
 However, the intellectual content of the Christian faith is crushing to 
human pride.  It is dependent on divine revelation for its communication and on 
divine grace for its reception.  Yet, the heightened intellectual environment of the 
academic setting is a prime context for intellectual—and other forms of—pride to 
develop.  Academics may be particularly subject to that form of pride which does 
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not want to submit to divine revelation, which does not see the need for a 
supernatural redemption supplied by a crucified Jew, which longs to think more 
highly of the human race and its abilities than all this suggests.  John Piper, as a 
pastor who was formerly an academic, offers a warning against the tendency 
toward academic intellectual pride, especially with reference to the cross of Christ 
(The Pleasures of God, 299-300).  And in a recent essay, theologian and historian 
Gerald McDermott warns: 
 

[E]vangelical theologians [and other academics, we might add] 
need to beware the peculiarly academic sort of ambition that seeks 
acceptance and recognition by our liberal colleagues.  We want 
their approval, and so we are tempted to write and teach what will 
be more consistent with the academy’s moral and theological 
sensibilities.  Or we seek the thrill of  intellectual sophistication that 
is unencumbered by traditional formulations.  But as Donald 
MacKinnon once observed and William Abraham has reminded us, 
the great orthodox creeds are the ordinary Christian’s protection 
against the ingenuity of the wise and  intellectually superior. 
(McDermott 376) 

 
His warning seems particularly appropriate for those academics and 
administrators serving at professedly Christian institutions.  Scripture does not 
warn against the love of the world (1 John 2:15-17) for nothing: all of us are 
susceptible to it and must guard against it. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Toward the end of one of his essays Warfield asserts: 
  

To be indispensable [Jesus] must be something more than a 
teacher, an example, an inspiration.  He must be a creator.  And to 
be a creator, He must be and do something far more than the first 
Christian, living in realization of the fatherhood of God.  
Whenever Jesus is reduced in His person and work to the level of 
his “followers” [as in the denial of his incarnation and atonement], 
His indispensableness is already in principle subverted and the 
seeds of a Christless Christianity are planted. (“Christless 
Christianity,” 311-12) 

 
If Warfield’s argument is correct, then it behooves Christian institutions of higher 
education to vigorously affirm the historic Christian doctrine of the atoning death 
of the Lord Jesus, and it is appropriate for church bodies supporting such 
institutions to insist upon such adherence.  The logical alternative is—and the 
historical tendency has been—the loss of Christianity altogether at such schools.  
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The preservation of a robust doctrine of atonement, properly applied, could be an 
effective safeguard for the preservation of genuinely Christian higher education.  
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