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Introduction  
 
This paper is in three parts. 
 
Firstly, it begins with an historical survey of evangelical attitudes in the UK to the academy 
and the theology of the academy in particular from the inter-war years to today.  
 
Secondly, I chronicle and examine the world-wide evangelical accreditation movement of the 
1980s which, although it was not especially concerned with the UK, was an attempt to create 
an alternative theological academy to the one in the universities to which evangelical colleges 
could more easily relate.  
 
Thirdly, I present an essay outlining a personal view of the ideas an concepts involved in 
deciding whether and how evangelicals should relate to the theology of the academy in the 
UK. 
 
A few words of definition will help at this stage.  
 
Firstly, although I range widely in discussing concepts and solutions, my concern is for the 
UK situation. As I will point out as we go along, there are significant differences between the 
situation in the UK and in the USA or European countries. As a general rule, the inter-
relatedness of evangelicals globally has increased as the century has progressed. 
 
Secondly, my aim is to talk about theology, that is, all branches of theological study. 
However, since evangelicals’ attitudes to academic theology have to an extent, functioned as 
a special case of a more general set of attitudes to academia, even society in general, it has 
been necessary to discuss these areas also. 
 
Thirdly, I have concentrated on theology as done in the academy. By this I mean something 
more specific than academic theology. I mean theology done as part of the institutional 
intellectual enterprise of a society, normally located in the universities, or in some 
relationship with the academic project of a society even though it may be done outside the 
confines of a university. 
 
How does this fit into my thesis work ? 
 
The subject of the thesis is  An examination of the model of theological education in the 
Bible Colleges in the UK in the last 50 years.  This model has three sections or objectives; 
training, spiritual formation and academic understanding. In order to familiarise myself with 
the immediate history and world of ideas in each of these sections, I am writing three 
historical and interpretative essays, one on each area in theological education in general.  
 
I have written on the first two and this is the third such essay, completing my attempt to 
understand the currents of ideas in contemporary theological education with a view to 
discerning the right questions to ask of the Bible College situation today. Hopefully much of 
the material already written can be used in the thesis proper either as general introduction or 
fitted in to the body of the thesis as issues are raised. Each essay was intended to be about 
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13,000 words long, making a total of about 40,000 words. Unfortunately, this one has 
stretched to about 17,500 words. 
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An Historical Survey 
 
A. The retreat of Evangelicals prior to the Second World War. 
 
Smith refers to the inter-war period as “the dark age” of Evangelicalism1. Stephen Neill 
agrees; “evangelicalism was reduced to a level of less repute and less influence in the 
Anglican world than at any time in the preceding 150 years”2 and Hensley Henson, Bishop of 
Durham in the 1920s spoke of evangelicals as “an army of illiterates generalled by 
octagenarians”3.  
 
Nothing could be more bleak than the picture painted by Oliver Barclay who lived through 
this era. For Barclay, evangelicals by and large lacked intellectual sophistication in theology 
and apologetics. Liberal views of the Bible were common place in the universities and 
colleges and conservative evangelicals had no contemporary theologians or theological 
publications to help challenge them. Young men without help were entering the theological 
establishment as evangelicals and coming out as liberal scholars. Evangelical students by and 
large concentrated on the non-intellectual presentation of “the simple gospel”, basic teaching 
often entitled “discipleship”, children’s work and overseas mission4.  
 
The theological academy was hostile to them and they to it. The “wisdom of this world” for 
them was opposed to the Gospel of Christ. Leadership in the evangelical world was therefore 
largely in the hands of lay people trained in medicine and science and similar disciplines with 
a few notable exceptions.5 Others agreed. Even Geraint Fielder who chronicles the history of 
IVF in such an up-beat manner lets slip such remarks as “The thirties were an uphill 
struggle”6. 
 
This was not, of course, a complete picture and David Bebbington balances it with a list of 
scholars, many of whom were well trained and open to critical methodology who took a 
moderate view in the fundamentalist controversy in the ‘20s and ‘30s7.  It is clear however 
that in general, evangelicals were suspicious and hostile to academic theology, some were 
suspicious of intellectual work over all and they had almost entirely withdrawn from that 
section of the academy which dealt with theology. 
 
B. The Roots of General Disengagement 
 
They seem to have been a stew of inter-related factors with various time scales of 
implementation - some that had been within evangelicalism for 50 years or more and others 
of comparative newness. For our purposes, we can see them in two inter-related baskets; 
difficulties relating to society and difficulties relating to academic theology. We will look first 

                                                           
1 David Smith Transforming the World? Carlisle, Paternoster, 1998, p76. 
2 Stephen Neill Anglicanism Harmondsworth, Pelican, 1958, p400. 
3 Quoted in Oliver Barclay Evangelicalism in Britain 1935-1995, Leicester, IVP, 1997, p9. 
4 Ibid. pp18f, 20,27. 
5 Barclay,  Op. Cit. pp24f. 
6 Geraint Fielder Lord of the Years, Leicester, IVP, 1988, p67. 
7 Bebbington mentions  J.D.Jones, M.E. Aubrey, Christopher Chavasse, Graham Scroggie, J. Russell Howden, 
F.B. Meyer, Campbell Morgan and Principal McIntyre in this connection.  David Bebbington  Evangelicalism in 
Modern Britain , London, Unwin, 1989, pp.24-25. 
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at difficulties evangelicals had relating to society of which the theology of the academy was a 
special case. 
 

1.  Percieved marginalisation 
 

The difficulties evangelicals had in relating to society in this inter-war period stemmed partly 
from them perceiving a loss of influence and a feeling of being marginalised and besieged. 
Society was moving away from their values and beliefs and their numbers were low 
compared to fifty years before and what was to be fifty years on. Barclay denies that this 
produced a ghetto atmosphere but admits to a “too-circumscribed attitude” and “a certain 
intolerance”8 A self- reinforcing plausibility structure was strengthened which drew the lines 
more firmly between themselves and the world and provided  a safe haven of reassuring 
fellowship to evangelical insiders. 
 

2. The innovation of dispensationalism. 
 
Post-millenialism had gone into decline after the heady years of the Victorian empire builders 
and pre-war optimism. Pre-millenialism and a very different view of future events - more 
miraculous and less based on the progress of humanity - were becoming current in the last 
decades of the 19th century. Gratton Guinness, the first Bible College Principal, was a popular 
writer and speaker in this prophecy movement in the U.K. Guinness was a historic pre-
Millenialist9  but the scheme which caught the imagination of the majority of evangelicals 
was dispensationalism. 
 
The dispensational theology of J.N. Darby became dominant among evangelicals at the end of 
the 19th century10. Dispensationalism was a complicated movement but for our purposes we 
are particularly concerned that it divided history into different dispensations. The age of the 
church was not, as post-millenialists would have it, a proceeding in triumph as the church 
finally became the summation of human society, but was to end in widespread apostasy. The 
believer in such an age must come out from among them and be separate and keep himself 
unspotted from the world11. marginalisation in society thus acquired a theological justification 
in remnant theology which in turn encouraged further withdrawal. Furthermore, the futurist 
element was not conducive for engagement. As Bebbington says, “futurism encouraged the 
introversion that was a hallmark of inter-war conservative evangelicalism”12. Dr. Martin 
Lloyd Jones agreed, pointing out that the wrong type of preparation for an imminent second 
coming did little to encourage scholarship or engagement with the world13. 
 
 3. Individualising of religion 
 
The individualising or personalising of religion is a movement running through our period 
stimulated by the application of enlightenment concerns. The refusal to allow truth to be 

                                                           
8Op. Cit. pp26f. See also Mark Noll The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind , Grabnd rapids, Eerdamns, 1994, 
p.121 for a similar phenomenon in North America and Bebbington Op. Cit. p.73, who talks about “introversion”. 
See also Smith Op. Cit. p77. 
9 Bebbington, Op. Cit. p10. 
10 Noll, Op. Cit. p117, Bebbington, Op. Cit, p10. Schofield’s Bible was first published in 1909. 
11 Ibid. p119. 
12 Op. Cit. p10. 
13 Iain Murray David Martyn Lloyd-Jones vol 2. Edinburgh, Banner of Truth Trust, date?, p73. 
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established by authority and tradition, whether it be that of the Bible or the Church was 
gaining wider and wider acceptance. The viewpoint that had long been the preserve of 
scientists and scholars was becoming more and more the world view of the ordinary member 
of society. The faith could no longer be public truth and individuals had the right to take their 
own decisions about faith. The Christian religion in the United Kingdom was less and less a 
public or social matter and more and more a private activity14.  
 
There is a case to be made for evangelicalism as fundamentally an enlightenment 
phenonomen15 and, in fact, nowhere was this privatisation seen more clearly than among 
conservative evangelicals in our period. With their increased marginalisation within society, 
their growing self-imposed isolation and the building of barricades against the world, along 
with their millennial hope of rescue from the evils of the age, inter-war evangelicals created 
an especially strong dualism between the private world of their faith and the public world of 
hostile ideas and practice . “The world” was their enemy. “Worldliness” was the great crime 
and “discipleship” was turning your eyes away from the world into the face of Jesus16 . 
 
It became increasingly difficult therefore for evangelicals to engage with societal rather than 
personal sin. As Bebbington and Smith show, evangelicals have a strong claim to the origins 
of social concern in modern Britain but by the time we reach our period, the general tendency 
of withdrawal from society was causing conservative evangelicals to contrast the “social 
gospel” of the liberals with their own pure gospel of personal conversation as an either/or 
choice. If they did speak out against social sins, they would usually choose those which could 
be analysed in terms of personal responsibility such as drunkenness and gambling rather than 
social problems such as poor housing or industrial relations17. 
 
The ultimate answer to all the problems of society, the key methodology for societal change, 
was seen as the individual conversion of sinners. Both Kent and Bebbington see the emphasis 
on foreign mission among evangelicals as a product partly of this evangelical tendency away 
from a complicated society at home with all the problems of interaction that faced them18. 
However, it is in home missions that the activism of evangelism as a sign and product of non-
engagement with society is most clearly seen.  Popular evangelists became the dominant 
personalities and de facto leaders of thought in evangelicalism19 because the tool with which 
to engage the world was not hard thinking but “the simple Gospel” as preached by Spurgeon, 
Moody and then Billy Graham. 
 
Lloyd-Jones in his analysis of the weakness of evangelicalism in 1941 at the Kingham School 
Conference highlighted the Moody syndrome. While emphasizing that the Moody missions 
did immense spiritual good, he criticized Moody for bringing in “a new type of evangelism 
(that)…. did in fact tend to divorce the Gospel message as presented in scripture from 

                                                           
14 Lesslie Newbigin the Gospel in a Pluralist Society, London, SPCK, 1989, pp39ff. 
15 “It can be shown that evangelicalism was actually launched on its way by the enlightenment” David 
Bebbington “Evangelical Christianity and the Enlightenment” in Eds. Martyn Eden and David F.Wells The 
Gospel in the Modern World, leicester, IVP, 1991, p70 
16 Smith Op. Cit. p80, David Bebbington Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, pp18f. 
17 Bebbington  Loc. Cit. 
18 John Kent Holding the Fort: Studies iin Victorian Revivalism, London, Epworth Press, 1978, p203. 
Bebbington, Op.Cit. pp224f. 
19 Noll, Op. Cit. p125. 
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evangelical theology”. For MLJ, “Moodyism” also exalted the unordained, untrained, strong 
personality as the ideal for Christian service20.  
 
 
 
 4. Keswick holiness 
 
One further important ingredient of the ‘soup of withdrawal’ needs to be mentioned - that of 
the teaching on the nature of the Christian life associated with the Keswick conference. The 
first Keswick Convention was held in 1875 and these annual events, soon spreading to other 
venues across the UK, became the focus and driving force for a new attitude to evangelical 
spirituality21.  
 
Not only was justification to be by faith, but sanctification was also to be received as a gift by 
faith. Effort and striving were not the way to holiness. This “second experience”, variously 
described, created two classes of Christians - those who had it and those who had not. 
Christians were exhorted to “let go and let God”, to lay all on the altar and so move into a 
new “higher life”, “victorious living”22. 
 
Ten years before the first Keswick Convention, Hudson Taylor began the China Inland 
Mission on the Faith Mission principle. Pre-millenialism and the prophecy movement were 
rising fast and Bebbington sees all three as having a root similarity. The appeal to faith and 
the miraculous activity of God which makes unnecessary the effort of men is, he believes, 
evidence of the permeation of evangelicalism by romantic thought. “The sensibility of the age 
lay behind the new spiritual language.”23. 
 
For our purposes, we note that Keswick spirituality reinforced the dis-engagement tendencies 
of evangelicals at the time in three ways. Firstly, the holiness it advocated was a separateness, 
a holiness of avoidance of the world rather than engagement with it. Secondly, it reinforced 
the privatisation of religion amongst evangelicals. The great issue was what was going on in 
your heart. It was a “pietistic” belief, not in the sense of following the pietists but in the more 
popular negative sense of the internalising of discipleship. Thirdly, Keswick had an anti-
intellectual strain. As Martin Lloyd Jones put it in his analysis of 1941, already referred to, 
commenting on the Keswick “higher life” movement, “The false simplicity contained in the 
slogan ‘Give up, let go and let God’ . If you want to be holy and righteous we are told, the 
intellect is dangerous and it is thought generally unlikely that a good theologian is likely to be 
a holy person… If you teach that sanctification consists of ‘letting go’ and letting the Holy 
Spirit do all the work, then don’t blame me if you have no scholars!”24 
 
C. The roots of disengagement with academic theology. 
 
The two general tendencies set out above - to withdraw from society and to think of 
intellectual work as not particularly useful or even dangerous, would on their own have cast a 

                                                           
20 Iain Murray Op. Cit. p73. 
21 Bebbington Op. Cit. p151. 
22 Noll, Op.Cit. p116. 
23 Bebbington Op. Cit. p152. 
24 Iain Murray Op. Cit. pp73f. 
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suspicion over academic theology. However, the liberal/fundamentalist controversy was even 
more influential in this respect. 
 
The storm of controversy over the Bible and the split between liberal evangelicals and 
conservative evangelicals in the inter-war years also had its origins in the previous century. 
 
Although other factors separated liberals and conservatives  in the last quarter of the 19th and 
the first quarter of the 20th century, - such as Catholic and liturgical practice, responsibility to 
society and attitudes to entertainment, - the dominant issue was conflicting approaches to the 
Bible25.  
 
German critical views were coming into Gt. Britain and producing mixed reactions.  A few 
welcomed them for their iconoclastic power. Many thought that it would be obscurantist to 
ignore them but that they were not incompatible with an evangelical position. Some opposed 
them fiercely. Free church ministers such as C.H. Spurgeon, Anglicans, such as J.C. Ryle and 
Mission Leaders such as D.M.McIntyre of the B.T.I. Glasgow and others preached powerfully 
against the new views. A Bible League to combat the “new” view of Scripture was formed. 
Opposition eventually coalesced around the definitions of the Bible as verbally inspired and 
as without error, although not all conservative evangelicals were vocal opponents of either of 
these attributes at first. As was the case in America, but to a lesser extent in the UK, there was 
a linkage between the prophetic/dispensational movement and the conservative evangelicals 
opposition to non-literal interpretation of Scripture26. 
 
Between 1910 and 1915, a series of booklets entitled, “The Fundamentals” were issued in 
North America and were seen as a rallying point by many conservative evangelicals in the 
U.S.A. there is some controversy over the extent to which G.B. also experienced the 
fundamentalist controversy. Smith writes in connection with the emergence of 
fundamentalism, “While the Americans engaged in pitched battles in an attempt to regain 
control of a culture which they felt to be slipping away from them, their British 
brothers…………..retired to the Lake District to pursue an essentially non-controversialist 
piety in the Keswick Convention”27. 
 
However, the “vulgar conflicts of noisy Americans” as Smith puts it28 was also present 
amongst evangelicals in the U.K. Bebbington notes that some conservative evangelicals in the 
U.K. were very happy to take the label “fundamentalist”, that there was an exchange of 
personnel and “it is therefore quite mistaken to hold….that Britain escaped a fundamentalist 
controversy. Evangelicalism in Britain as well as in America suffered from fiercely contested 
debates in the 1920s.”29. These debates had the effect of splitting evangelical unity as liberal 
and conservative evangelicals diverged30.  CMS split with the conservatives leaving to found 
BCMS. Keswick itself had its controversies as to who could speak and who could be on the 
guiding council31. The Cambridge Student Union CICCU disaffiliated from SCM in 1910 
over the same issue of inerrancy. A number of YMCAs left the parent body over a 

                                                           
25 Bebbington Op. Cit. pp182f. 
26 Noll Op. Cit. p113. 
27 Smith Op. Cit. p77. 
28 Loc. Cit. 
29 Bebbiington Op. Cit. p182. 
30 Ibid. p181. 
31 Ibid. pp219f. 
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comparable debate. Two books stand out as epitomising the opposing positions; Liberal 
Evangelicalism edited by T.Guy Rodgers in 1923 and Evangelicalism edited by J. Russell 
Howden in 1925. 
 
Five important results of the controversies and splits in the inter-war years over the doctrine 
of Scripture emerge as of particular importance to this thesis. 
 
Firstly, the liberal evangelical wing moved away from the conservatives towards assimilation 
with the liberal main stream, thus cutting off some moderate influences that would otherwise 
be available to conservative evangelicals.  
 
Secondly, conservatives became more entrenched in 19th century intellectual habits which 
damaged their ability to relate to the contemporary academy. A scientific methodology in 
theology, seeing the Bible as a collection of pieces of data to be used in the construction of a 
hypotheses of theology; the rejection of the idea of the power of history and culture in shaping 
thought and methods of thought, the self confidence in one essential method and formula for 
all times and places; all of this led to proof text attitudes to Scripture and an inadequate 
intellectual equipment to understand or engage the academy in debate. 
 
Thirdly, liberals or “modernists” emphasised the need to relate to society its needs, sins and 
thought patterns. By way of reaction conservative evangelicals saw this attitude as all of a 
piece with their heresy on scripture. This gave them a further reason, or at least emotional 
preference towards separatism. 
 
Fourthly, a great fear of the corrupting influence of academic theology developed among 
conservative evangelicals - not entirely without cause. Barclay speaks with feeling of young 
men starting a course in theology as “solidly evangelical” but finishing up “having lost their 
ability to preach the plain teaching of the Bible as the Word of God …………Few came out 
of their theological education unscathed.”32. 
 
Fifthly, whatever the attitudes of evangelicals towards them, the academic world and much of 
the church especially in its training colleges, saw evangelicals as lacking the ability to play 
the academic game by the contemporary rules and so, to a great extent, shut them out. 
 
As time goes on anti-intellectualism, by its nature becomes self-reinforcing. It produces 
intellectual weakness. What scholars there are are outsiders. This requires more defensiveness 
which easily tips over into more depreciation of intellect. If you cannot compete then you are 
tempted to downgrade the importance of competing. Furthermore, moderate people who wish 
for a respectable intellectual life quickly leave a movement which is unable to provide for 
their needs. The movement therefore becomes more homogeneously anti-intellectual and self-
reinforcing. Some elements of this tendency were clearly present amongst evangelicals in the 
inter-war years33. 
 
 
In conclusion 

                                                           
32 Barclay Op. Cit. p18. Fielder writes of the inter-war years “There had been a long standing spirit of fear 
among evangelicals about biblical scholarship” Op. Cit. p79. 
33 Noll  Op. Cit. p124, Barclay  Op. Cit. p29. 
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The struggles of conservative evangelicals in the inter-war years were not entirely without 
important rewards. They preserved the simplicity of the gospel34, the miraculous in 
Christianity35 and the authority of the Scriptures. They also stood against much simplistic and 
naive accommodation of Christianity with the mood of the age. However, their withdrawal 
from society and in particular the currents of its thought and their disengagement with the 
theological enterprise of the day produced a massive weakness which urgently needed to be 
addressed. The post Second World War renaissance of evangelicalism and in particular its re-
engagement with the academy was the result of a small body of men seeing the need and 
working for a change of opinion. 
 
D. The Post-War General Re-engagement of Evangelicals 
 
The late 1930s and early 1940s saw the emergence of a group of conservative evangelicals in 
Gt. Britain who had broken with the defensiveness and negativity of the majority and were 
willing to work to create change36. This, coupled with a dramatic surge in numbers of 
evangelicals after the Second World War, saw confidence returning and, with confidence, re-
engagement. This re-engagement can be seen as occurring in four main over-lapping areas; 
academic debate, main-line church life, society and the theological academy. Although this 
thesis has a particular interest in the first and last, there is a certain inter-dependence between 
the elements of this over all movement, as we shall see. 
 
The second world war seems to have had effects conducive to the growth of evangelicalism. 
Bebbington points to idealism and a fighting spirit which transposed itself into a new 
emphasis on evangelism and a tendency to applaud evangelicals for standing firm for 
orthodoxy rather than liberal denials37. Smith says that the second world war, like the first, 
was a good demonstration of the emptiness of enlightenment ideas of progress and the ascent 
of man while the newness of the after-war period helped to separate contemporary 
evangelicals in the minds of people from their Victorian past and subsequent stereo types38.  
 
Throughout this movement in each of the four areas, there was always the temptation to 
alternativism; a renaissance without re-entry, a thinking about but not a thinking about with 
everyone else; a knowledge enough to refute but a sitting at one’s own table rather than the 
table where the others were sitting. We will see this occurring in each of the four areas above. 
 
However, the turn around was dramatic and remarkable. McGrath commences his book, A 
Passion for Truth with the sentence, “It is now clear that evangelicalism is the largest and 
most actively committed form of Christianity in the West”39. and he uses that book to claim 
an equal place at the academic theology table for evangelical thought. This is an immense 
shift from the inter-war situation of small numbers with an anti-intellectual aura, despised by 
church world and academy with their backs to the wall and a ghetto mentality. As Bebbington 
says of leaders of the time, “they were responsible for something approaching an evangelical 
revival”40. 

                                                           
34 Ibid. p42. 
35 Noll Op. Cit. p145. 
36 Barclay, Op. Cit. p134.. 
37 Bebbington Op. Cit. pp253f. 
38 Smith Op. Cit. p82. 
39 Alister McGrath A Passion for Truth, Leicester, IVP, 1996, p9. 
40 Bebbington Op. Cit. p250. 
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 1. Evangelicals and contemporary thought 
 
The movement of evangelical re-entry into the academic debate of society is hard to separate 
from evangelical re-engagement with society as a whole and its return to deeper theological 
thinking. The movement is all of a piece although some were concerned more with one 
element than another but it is worth separating them for the purposes of study. We must bear 
in mind that it was the desire to elevate deeper theological thought which gave conservative 
evangelicals the tools again with which to re-enter academic debate with discernment and 
with a message. But let us look first of all at evangelicals in their re-engagement with current 
thought in general. 
 
The single most important factor in the growth of an intellectual attitude among evangelicals 
in the U.K. was the rise of importance of the Inter Varsity Fellowship after the second world 
war. With a tight operational structure of cell groups in each university, aided by travelling 
secretaries from the centre, it provided firstly comfort and support for evangelical students 
beleaguered by secular or anti-evangelical thought and then helped the development of a 
Christian attitude to their studies. With the collapse of the SCM in the universities in the 
1970s they had a clear field and grew quickly. 
 
In this respect the publishing arm of IVF (called IVP in 1968) was important. They published 
books on an evangelical approach to history, psychology, sociology, science and many other 
areas and gave a large forum for Francis Schaeffer and Hans Rookmaaker. Alongside this was 
the Graduates Fellowship which spawned specialist groups in subject areas such as the 
Christian Medical Fellowship founded in 1949 and the Research Scientists Christian 
Fellowship in 194441.  
 
John Stott began his long and influential ministry as Rector of All Souls in 1950 and was, 
along with Dr Martin Lloyd-Jones, one of the two clearly outstanding post-war leaders of 
evangelicalism in the U.K. He was especially influential in the re-engagement of evangelicals 
with secular thought42. His IVP book, Issues Facing Christians To-day sought to provide the 
basis for Christian thinking on a whole range of contemporary issues and his initiating of the 
London Institute for Contemporary Christianity founded in 1975 carried on that work43 . 
While Stott was located within conservative evangelicalism in the U.K., other outside 
influences were also important. C.S. Lewis after the war showed that orthodox Christianity 
could hold its own at the centre of Oxford and speak powerfully to post-war problems. 
Francis Schaeffer’s book Escape from Reason was published in 1968 by IVP and his L’abri 
centres helped evangelicals think about the prevailing philosophical mood from a reformed 
evangelical viewpoint. Hans Rookmaaker helped evangelicals to think about and enter the 
contemporary world of visual and performing arts with his book Modern Art and the Death of 
a Culture in 1970. In response to this new activity, from 1977 Third Way magazine provided 
a forum for discussion on how evangelical Christianity relates to current thought and culture. 
More recently, influence on evangelicals in the U.K. in this area of engagement with current 
thought has come not so much from Europe as the other side of the Atlantic. Mark Knoll and 

                                                           
41 Ibid. pp259-261, Barclay Op. Cit. pp64f. 
42 Barclay p85. 
43 Bebbington Op. Cit. p266. 
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others have issued a strong call for a clear and thoughtful evangelical intellectual activity and 
engagement with today’s currents of thought. 
 
 

2. Back into mainline Christianity in the UK 
 
While post-war evangelicals were walking the long road back from anti-intellectualism, many 
were also moving away from “remnant” attitudes which had kept them from participation in 
the church scene as a whole. The 1960s and 70s were to be a particularly significant 
battleground in this matter. The impact of the Billy Graham Crusades was important. Graham 
held mass crusades in the U.K. in 1954-5, 1966-7, 1984-5. They contributed to the numerical 
growth of evangelicals and showed the way forward for others to do the same such as Eric 
Hutchings, Dick Saunders and Luis Palau. Church life was often invigorated by tough 
participation. Above all, for the purposes of this thesis, Graham’s crusades were inclusive. 
Separatist evangelicals had to take a decision whether to help and so work alongside other 
Christians from a different background or stay outside and refuse to support a conservative 
evangelical evangelist being used by God. Many opted for involvement44. Later other large 
gatherings of evangelicals from all quarters such as Spring Harvest, Greenbelt and Festival of 
Light reinforced the trend. 
 
The charismatic movement was also a factor binding separatist evangelicals to other 
Christians. Immensely divisive in local congregations, it had a strong unifying message - that 
all who have had a similar experience of the Holy Spirit are one in Christ whether they be 
Baptist, Brethren, C of E, separatist or even roman Catholic. People like Michael Harper, 
John Stott’s curate at All Souls, Langham Place was an early influential leader of the 
movement who welcomed the way it transcended old traditions and barriers. Large 
charismatic conferences where evangelicals of different traditions met to rejoice in their 
common experience were organised by Fountain Trust45. Among some evangelicals however, 
the charismatic movement had an opposite effect, confirming the need to keep themselves 
separate from what was seen as a false movement. 
 
The first national evangelical Anglican conference in Keele University in 1967 was, by 
common acclaim, a turning point for evangelicals in the church of England. Hylson-Smith 
says that “Keele was a watershed for evangelicalism”46. Stott writing 10 years later states 
“Keele……………was in many ways a turning point for our evangelical contribution in the 
Church of England”47. The numbers involved - 1000 delegates - the enthusiasm and self-
confidence, the willingness to embrace and tackle key issues and above all the avowed intent 
to find their identity within the Church of England as evangelicals  transformed the status of 
evangelicals in their church. Stott was clearly the leader of the group and Jim Packer a very 
influential spokesman. By 1979, both Archbishops - Donald Coggan and Stuart Blanche - 
were non-conservative evangelicals and Norman Anderson, a conservative evangelical, was 
soon to become chairman of the house of Laity. A similar renaissance was occurring in the 
Baptist Union (between them and the Church of England, they easily accounted for a majority 

                                                           
44 Ibid. pp258f. 
45 See Michael Harper That we may be One, London, Hodder and astoughton, 1983. 
46 Kenneth Hylson-Smith Evangelicals in the Church of England 1734-1984, Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 1988 
p291. 
47 Loc. Cit.  
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of the evangelicals in the U.K. in the 1970s and 80s). The mainstream group was founded in 
1979 and evangelicals began to take the highest offices in the Baptist Union in the 1980s48. 
 
For the purposes of this thesis the great effect of the movement towards greater involvement 
and influence in the mainline denominations was the resulting prosperity of the evangelical 
theological colleges within those denominations. By the mid 1960s the Anglican evangelical 
colleges of Cranmore Hall, Durham, Oakhill, St. John’s Nottingham, Trinity College Bristol, 
Ridley Hall, Cambridge and Wycliffe Hall, Oxford were full49. Similarly, in the Baptist 
Union, Spurgeon’s became the largest of the Baptist Colleges. Theology done within these 
mainline denominational colleges was more likely to engage with the theological academy 
while remaining evangelical in nature. 
 
It must be borne in mind that by no means all evangelicals followed this move back towards 
influencing the denominations. Dr Martin Lloyd Jones had difficulty supporting the Billy 
Graham crusades because of their inclusiveness and in 1966 at the national evangelical 
assembly in October taught that while separation from evangelicals was a sin, separation from 
liberals was a duty. He therefore urged evangelicals to come out of the main line 
denominations because they were mixed. The British Evangelical Council was revived and at 
its height had 2000 congregations in membership, although this number was inflated by the 
block membership of the Free Church of Scotland.  Evangelicals remain divided sometimes 
bitterly on this issue. 
 

3. Back into Society 
 
To the movement back into debate with cultural ideas and the movement back into 
denominational influence can be added the movement back into engagement with the 
problems and sins of society. 
 
Two factors which had held the separatist line can be seen to have significantly less influence 
in the 1970s. Keswick was being transformed into a preaching conference without the 
distinctive separatist holiness message and pre-millenialism/dispensationalism was clearly no 
longer the dominant view on The Last Things. Ian Murray’s The Puritan Hope (1971) and 
Greer’s The Momentous Event (1970?) signalled and promoted revivals of post and A-
millenialism respectively. By the late 1970s and 80s A-millenialism, in particular, had 
achieved a large following amongst those impatient with charts of world events leading up to 
the rapture and explanations of the significance of the toes of the beast. 
 
Quickly the world had become no longer a place from which to save brands from the burning 
before God imminently stepped in and did away with it all and became something with which 
we should engage and within which we should work as salt and light. 
 
Tear Fund was founded in 1968, the Festival of Light occurred in 1970 and subsequently Care 
Trust was formed. The influence of left-wing Christians involved in the protest movements in  
North America was felt through exposure to the sojourners community, their magazine, and 
Jim Wallis in particular who later wrote his influential book, The Call to Conversion (1981). 
 

                                                           
48 Bebbington Op. Cit. pp268-270. 
49 Hylson-Smith Op. Cit. p289. 
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The Lausanne Congress on World Evangelisation held in 1974 helped to provide a conceptual 
base for re-engagement. John Stott, says Hastings, was its “principal theoretician”50. But, as 
Smith points out, the new thinking came from South America. “Stott’s role appears to have 
been that of a ring master attempting to hold the balance between astonished Americans, who 
had come to Europe assuming that the delegates would simply fall into line with their plans to 
complete the evangelisation of the world by the use of modern technology and third world 
theologians who insisted on re-writing the agenda with their demands for a fundamental re-
think about the basis and nature of Christian mission.”51 (Smith pp.8-9). In particular, Samuel 
Escobar, and Rene Padilla spoke of radical discipleship and engagement with the needs and 
sins of the world. It was a call to justice against corruption and a condemnation of 
international arms dealings amongst other things52. 
 
Lausanne’s key paragraphs on the need for social action53 triggered a number of studies and 
consultations, with the good news of the kingdom as a new motif for understanding the task 
of the church in the world. In particular, we can note the consultation at Grand Rapids in 
198254 and Sider’s influential book Rich Christians in an age of hunger (1977). 
 
This change of attitudes since the early 1970s has been dramatic leading to a comparative 
marginalisation among evangelicals of those who would see the task of the church in the 
world as simply evangelism. It is harder to see how the movement has been successful in 
actually creating change in our society by the expressions of its views or its actions. For the 
purposes of this thesis, the decision evangelicals by and large took in the 1970s to see the 
world as a place of activity for their faith, opened up new ways of looking at the world of 
ideas in general and theological ideas in particular. After all, if we can make the classroom 
and parliament a better place by our engagement, why not also the theology faculty of the 
local university? 
 

4. Alternativism 
 
Each of these three elements (back into academic debate, back into the mainline Christian 
church and back into society)were part of a general movement among evangelicals away from 
separatism and towards engagement. The very brief outline above gives therefore some 
important background to the general mood which was also caught at the time in theology. 
However, it was not always true that evangelicals re-engaged with society on these issues so 
much as created alternatives of a “safer” evangelical flavour within which they worked out 
their new attitudes. 
 
Alternativism in their engagement with science sometimes led them to detailed and highly 
technically accomplished defences of creationism rather than an engagement with the thought 
and evidence of evolution. It led them to publish some of their books on counselling based 
“entirely on the Bible” rather than wrestling with the current state of psychology. Even some 

                                                           
50 Adrian Hastings A History of British Christianity 1920-1984, London, Collins, 1986, p616. 
51 Smith Op. Cit. pp91f. 
52 Ibid. p92. 
53 John Stott The Lausanne Covenant, An exposition and commentary, Wheaton, Lausanne Committee for World 
Evangelization, 1975, pp15-17. 
54 Lausanne Occasional Papers No.21, Wheaton, Lausanne Committee for World Evangelization, 1982. 
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of their philosophy was a conscious alternative to current thought rather than an engagement 
with  it55. 
 
Rather than taking part in the ecumenical movement, Lloyd Jones and others created 
alternative structures of unity only for evangelicals such as the British Evangelical Council 
and similar motives were behind the new church of restoration church movement - an 
exclusiveness which saw little point engaging  the rest of the Christian world in conversation. 
 
It was the movement back into society however, which demonstrated most clearly the desire 
of evangelicals to engage with the world on their own sanitised terms56. Christian pop 
concerts, evangelical charities such as Tear Fund and even “Slim for Him” evangelical 
slimming exercises done to choruses, enabled them to take from society without influencing it 
or being “corrupted” by it. 
 
A similar alternativism can be seen in the re-awakening of evangelicals to theology where 
often, rather than engaging with theology as it was done then, they preferred to study theology 
as it was done in the 17th century by the Puritans or over the turn of the century by B.B. 
Warfield. Alternativism in theological education is encountered in the Evangelical 
Accreditation Movement. 
 
E. The Return to Theology 
 
Having mapped out the general movement of evangelicals back towards engagement with 
current thought, mainline Christianity and society, we now turn to the specific movement  of 
post-war U.K. evangelicals towards theology. 
 
It is possible to question how far it is useful for us to examine U.K. evangelicals specifically. 
Should we not look at the movement within evangelicalism worldwide? The advantage of 
such a broad strategy would be that it gives due weight to the inter-dependence of national 
evangelical movements via publishing, conferences and visits. However, a number of points 
can be made in defence of my methodology. 
 
1. The general evangelical scene in Britain was different in a number of respects to that 
of the UK57 
 
2. Prior to Lausanne British evangelicalism pulled itself up theologically with little 
encouragement or help from elsewhere. 
 
3. The special role of evangelicals in the state Church of England significantly colours 
the Great Britain scene. 
 

                                                           
55 The work of Van Till could be classed in this way. 
56 Dave Tomlinson The Post Evangelical, London, Triangle, 1995, pp124-126. 
57 Bebbington writing in 1994 saw that those differences “fostered a firmer resistance to the ecumenical 
movement, a weaker churchly sense, a far more extensive fundamentalism, a stronger leaning to dispensationalist 
teaching and a wider attachment to biblical inerrancy”  David Bebbington “Evangelicalism in its settings: the 
British and American movements since 1940” in Eds. Mark Noll, David Bebbington and George Rawlyk, 
Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of popular Protestantism in North America, the British Isles and Beyond 
1700 - 1990, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1994, p381. 
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Having said this, there seems to be a growing globalisation of evangelicalism throughout this 
period causing us to take more and more notice of extra-U.K. influences as we progress 
throughout the last 50 years. 
 

1.Beginnings 
 
From the 7th-10th July 1940 a group of evangelical leaders met at Kingham Hill School near 
Oxford. They met under the auspices of the IVF Biblical Research Committee set up the 
previous year and were called together by Douglas Johnson, the General Secretary of the IVF. 
G. T. Manley was in the chair and others present included Alan Stibbs, F.F. Bruce, Donald 
McLean, W.J. Martin, J. Stafford Wright and Dr Martin Lloyd Jones As Barclay points out, 
not one of them at the time had any substantial theological book or even an article to his 
name58. 
 
The meeting focused the already swelling desire for evangelicals to advance seriously in 
theological studies. Lloyd Jones gave a penetrating analysis of the state of evangelical 
scholarship already quoted above59. Practical suggestions were made which included the 
establishment of a new inter-denominational college operating at the higher level, key 
literature, the encouragement of evangelical scholars to work at the level of their peers in the 
universities and the establishment of a study centre for Biblical research. 
 
All these plans quickly saw the light of day. London Bible College was founded in 1943. In 
1944 Tyndale House was bought and opened the following year, quickly turning into an 
internationally recognised centre of Old Testament and New Testament studies and Biblical 
archaeology. Tyndale lectures began in 1942 and the Tyndale Fellowship of Biblical Research 
was founded in the same year as Tyndale House opened  (1945).  In 1947 the IVF published 
G.T. Manley’s New Testament Handbook and in 1953 the New Bible Commentary. The New 
Bible Dictionary followed in 1962. Professor Tasker of King’s College London became 
deeply involved, especially in the production of Tyndale New Testament commentaries and 
Professor Wiseman also of London University became active on the Old Testament side60. 
 
The Theological Students’ Fellowship (now RTSF) was founded as early as 1035 to assist 
theological students to come to terms with their studies from an evangelical point of view and 
this was greatly helped by Themelios, a study journal from 1974 onwards. F.F. Bruce was 
active with the Christian Brethren Research Fellowship and editor of the Evangelical 
Quarterly for sometime.  And by 1975, between 25 and 30 of the members of The Tyndale 
Fellowship for Biblical Research held teaching posts in British universities. Not a little of this 
drive was funded by Sir John Laing, a very successful Brethren builder, who strongly 
supported IVF, LBC and Tyndale House. 
 
We should not underestimate the progress made in these few decades after the second world 
war from the position where evangelicalism was before. However neither should we over-
estimate the progress from the position of current academic scholarship. As Bray says  “It was 
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59 Murray Op. Cit. pp71-74. 
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not until the 70s that evangelicals could again speak with a confident voice to the scholarly 
community” and even then, they were usually met with mis-understanding and even distain61. 
 
One weakness of this movement back into scholarship was that it paid little attention to 
theology proper. Barclay entitles his section on this resurgence “A New Emphasis on 
Doctrine”62 and talks about the ”recovery of a theologically adequate evangelicalism” at the 
time63. But that was just what it was not - as he admits later64. The early revival of evangelical 
scholarship was mostly (though not exclusively) in Biblical Studies. In 1960 Latimer House 
was created for Anglican evangelical theological studies and writing. In 1987  UCCF founded 
Wycliffe House in Oxford to help plug the gap in systematic and philosophical theology and 
ethics. In the 1960s and 70s however when many evangelicals looked for more intellectually 
stimulating theology they did not look to the academy but to the Puritans. 
 
 

2. Reformed Theology 
 
Just as Biblical studies may well have been the best place to start for evangelical theological 
scholarship, although it left weaknesses, so the systematic theology of the Reformers and their 
immediate heirs in the U.K. may well have been a good foundation for later engagement with 
the theological academy, although it was not intended at the time. The alternativism behind 
this decision had drawbacks in delaying engagement with contemporary scholarly theology 
even further. 
 
In 1950 the first Puritan conference was held at Dr. Martin Lloyd Jones’s church, 
Westminster Chapel in London and at its height, such conferences were attracting 350 men, 
often young, with a deep interest in the subject65.  Ian Murray became influential, first of all 
through the publication of the Banner of Truth magazine whose first edition came out in 1955 
and then the founding of the Banner of Truth Trust in 1957 which published its first two 
books in 1958. The Evangelical Library was founded by Geoffrey Williams under the 
inspiration of Dr. Martin Lloyd Jones. It was based on Williams’s collection of reformed and 
puritan works. Similar movements can be seen in Wales where the Evangelical Movement of 
Wales began with a strong reformed theme and in Scotland where ministers and students 
congregated around William Still in Aberdeen66. 
 
The evangelical theological appetite which was growing fast was fed the strong meat of 
reformed and puritan thought. As Barclay says (and I can concur from personal experience in 
the late 1960s and early 70s) “the puritan and other reformed literature that was being 
published was heady stuff for many who had had a relatively thin doctrinal diet”67. It was also 
influential. Ernest Kevin the Principal of London Bible College through the 60s wrote his 
doctorate on Puritan theology; J.I. Packer also wrote his doctorate on the Puritans and was 
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 19

very active in the Puritan conferences until his book Growing into Union came out in 1970 
and caused his isolation from the Movement. 
 
There were a number of agendas being fulfilled by this promotion of Reformed thought. Its 
organisers saw reformed theology as a rediscovery of the high place of God in life and 
history. Puritan writings were rightly seen as deep and useful for the task of sanctification in 
the spiritual life way beyond that presently available to evangelicals. But being promoted was 
also a particular view of academic theology. Theology in the academy was seen to be so far 
removed from Biblical truth that it was: 
 
(1) of little use to Christians 
(2) needed to be combatted with the truth 
(3) was too far gone to be rescued or influenced 
 
Accordingly we needed to separate from it and return to the old paths, get back to the point 
where theology took the wrong fork and go the other way68.  
 
 

3. Taking up the Theological cudgels 
 
Whereas evangelical scholars throughout this period were not as active as one would like 
within academic theological circles, whenever academic theology spilled out of the 
universities and became popular heresy, they were quick to give a reasoned and careful reply. 
 
Gabriel Hebert’s book, Fundamentalism and the Church of God, (1957) was an attack on 
conservative evangelicals in the Church of England, in other denominations and the IVF 
especially. J.I. Packer replied the following year in Fundamentalism and the Word of God, 
(1958). It was primarily a defence, not of the fundamentalist label, but of the authority of 
Scripture69. 
 
John Robinson’s, Honest to God (1963) was also replied to by Packer in Keep Yourself from 
Idols (1963) where he famously described the book as, “just a plateful of mashed up Tillich 
fried in Bultmann and garnished with Bonhoeffer”70. 
 
When John Hick’s compilation, The Myth of God Incarnate (1977) appeared, rejecting 
traditional views of the Incarnation on the basis that Christian theology was culturally 
determined, evangelicals were able to put together a set of academically respectable essays in 
reply. Michael Green edited, The Truth of God Incarnate (1977) and its contributors included 
such academic heavyweights as Stephen Neill and John Macquarrie. Other debates such as 
over Michael Taylor’s address to the Baptist Union Assembly in 1971 that seemed to deny the 
divinity of Christ71, the publication of James Barr’s Fundamentalism in 197872 and the 
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appointment of David Jenkins to the Bishopric of Durham in 198473, all called forth reasoned 
evangelical response from those who understood the issues and could work at something 
approaching the same scholarly level as their opponents. 
 

4. Hermeneutics and Evangelicals 
 
Bebbington and Barclay rightly flag up the importance of the entry of modern hermeneutical 
ideas into evangelical thought in the 1970s. Anthony Thistleton can be credited with its 
scholarly respectability among evangelicals and it was an important subject of discussion at 
Nottingham in 197774. Many were wary of it. Both Bebbington and Barclay see it as primarily 
a Biblical studies issue but it was much more than that. In the newly created discipline of 
missiology, American evangelicals such as Charles Kraft75 were writing and teaching a 
synthesis of cultural anthropology and evangelical theology for missionaries and this was 
quickly accepted by many evangelical theologians as a valid methodology for theology76. In 
the 1980s and 90s it became a hallmark of teaching at LBC and caused some disaffection with 
that college among the evangelical churches. 
 
The new hermeneutical attitude emphasised what goes on in front of the text more than what 
went on behind the text. The essential subjective reading of any text by an individual and 
above all, the cultural framework of belief and attitude he or she brings to the text, becomes a 
significant factor in determining the result of the reading. The construction of the text itself is 
also subject to this process and must be seen to be conditioned by the prevailing culture at the 
time of authorship or transmission. Theology becomes a particular historical/cultural situation 
inter-acting with the text of Scripture and will necessarily be different  for different times and 
places. 
 
There were a number of far-reaching consequences for evangelicals.  
 
i. It signalles an end to what was always a very inadequate way of “proving” something 
from Scripture by proof-texts. Under a strictly “modern” or scientific attitude to theology, 
seeing the Scriptures as a mine for data to support a theory, the idea could survive. Once we 
have to take account of culture  in both the writing and reading of Scripture, it can be seen to 
be less than useful. 
 
ii. It re-openes the debate on the perspicuity of Scripture. This was always the necessary 
corollary to the right of private judgment, championed at the Reformation and was a basis for 
anti-intellectualism in the evangelical community. If everyone had both the right and ability to 
interpret the Scriptures because it is easy to do so then who needs academic theologians?  
Once evangelicals begin to see again the difficulty of interpretation because of the need to 

                                                           
73 Bebbington Op. Cit. p255. 
74 Bebbington Op. Cit. pp268f; Barclay Op.Cit. p103. Thistleton’s two large and influential books were The Two 
Horizons, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1980 and New Horizons in Hermeneutics, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1992. 
75 Charles Kraft Christianity in Culture, new York, Orbis Books, 1979. 
76 “It is the task of theology, then, to discover what god has said in and through Scripture and to clothe that in a 
conceptuality which is native to our own age. Scripture, at its terminus a quo, needs to be de-contextualized in 
order to grasp its transcultural content and it needs to be re-contextualized in order that its content may be 
meshed with the cognitive assumptions and socia patterns of our own time.” David Wells “The nature and 
Function of Theology” in R.K. Johnston Ed. The Use of the Bible in Theology: Evangelical Options, Atlanta, 
John Knox, 1985, p177. 



 21

understand the cultural elements in both the creation and reading of texts, academics become 
important in churches again. 
 
iii. It re-creates the possibility of “newness”. Traditionally for evangelicals, novelty in 
theology was by definition wrong. It is only through a return to the old truth that we will 
prosper77. New equals a departure from the old which was good, and so new must be bad. The 
new hermeneutical attitude allowed for difference without denial. Anthropology was quickly 
destroying the old Victorian attitude that there is only one way to be “cultured” - be Western. 
It was quickly acceptable to say that different cultures can exist as equally valid and a small 
step to say that different cultural interpretations of Scripture can be seen as complimentary, 
indigenous, not right or wrong. 
 
iv. It allows evangelicals “to distinguish issues of hermeneutics and issues of 
authority”78. This gave evangelicals a way back into scholarship by-passing the old sterile 
debates about infallibility. It was a new way of attaching the adjective “human” to the Bible 
without the old liberal consequences. 
 
v. It provides a new status for evangelicals, once battered by the liberal concensus in the 
academia. The old attitude that liberal scholars did their work scientifically without 
assumptions and so were acceptable while evangelicals based their work on untenable  
theological assumptions and so were not acceptable, no longer held water. New hermeneutical 
attitudes accepted that every interpreter comes to classical texts with assumptions. 
Assumptions become acceptable and interesting because they are inevitable. Hence their 
presence is no longer a bar to academic status (although their content still proved important in 
the judgement of academics.) 
 
Hermeneutics in the 1970s and 80s was another heady brew for evangelicals. Some such as 
Dick Lucas feared for a new liberalism79, others embraced it to the extent that they confirmed 
Lucas’s fears80. In between these extremes, it has the potential to re-create the category of 
“liberal evangelical” which had disappeared over 50 years before. While its ideas and 
attitudes have opened a window of opportunity for evangelicals at a time when they are ready 
to take it, there is also a huge apologetic task to be done against the tendency in post-modern 
hermeneutics to deny the reality of absolute truth or meta-narrative. 
 

5. Theological and Bible Colleges 
 
This essay on the status of academia among evangelicals in the U.K. is written as background 
to enable me to examine what happened in the Bible Colleges in the last 50 years against the 
history of ideas at the time. However, what was happening in the colleges also had an 
influence on the movement of ideas and so needs to be briefly mentioned now. 
 

                                                           
77 In the context of a discussion of theology at the time, J.I. Packer in the forward to his book Knowing God, 
London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1973, p8, quotes Jeremiah 6v16 “Stand ye in the way and see, and ask for the 
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78 McGrath Op. Cit. p101. 
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Some evangelical colleges attached to denominations had been within the ambit of a 
university for many years. A number of others had followed the lead of London Bible College 
after the Second World War and taught for the London University BD externally. Yet others 
used the external Cambridge University Certificate and Diploma in Religious Studies. (I will 
only know the precise dates of these arrangements when I do my specific research among the 
colleges). These arrangements brought academic attitudes into the colleges, forcing staff and 
students to learn to think in critical ways acceptable to the examiners. More and more, 
colleges that used these awards were hiring lecturers that could teach for them. Such staff 
were often members of scholarly associations in Old and New Testament, Theology, etc, as 
well as their evangelical equivalents such as Tyndale Fellowship. 
 
When LBC switched to the CNAA as its accrediting body to allow it to teach to internal 
degrees, other colleges followed. This was short lived however and when the CNAA was 
dissolved by the government in the mid-1990s, the colleges sought accreditation in some 
form of validation or affiliation with a local or sympathetic university. In each case, external 
examiners, the professional development required of staff and for some, the regular contact 
with the university, continued the trend of participation. 
 
Students from the colleges in the last 50 years have been more influential in evangelicalism 
than has been acknowledged. Many evangelical students going through this process of 
studying theology at H.E. level determined to “grit their teeth and learn the liberal stuff for 
exam purposes” but, as the century comes to an end, evangelical students are increasingly 
enjoying the participation in academic theology as their teachers convey a greater confidence 
as evangelicals within the process. The desire for academic status is increasingly leading to 
academic involvement and a sense of membership of the academy. 
 

6. McGrath’s Claim 
 
When IVP published its new Dictionary of Theology in 1988, the list of contributors showed 
a fascinating picture. The majority, 96, were from outside the U.K. overwhelmingly from the 
North American colleges.  U.K. ministers or other individuals involved were 41; then came 
personnel from the Bible and Theological Colleges in the U.K. 40 and finally 33 were from 
the Universities or University Colleges in the U.K. 
 
Editorial policy may have influenced these figures, but we can conclude from this snapshot of 
just over 10 years ago, a number of things. 
 
i. The U.K. evangelical theological scene was still dependent to an extent on the large 
North America seminaries. 
 
ii. There was a growing presence in the universities of key people like Tom and David 
Wright, Paul Helm and Anthony Thistleton. 
 
iii. Above all, the colleges were producing an every larger number of respectable scholars 
in theology. 
 
In the early 1990s McGrath’s book therefore A Passion for Truth was an articulation of what 
evangelical scholars were beginning to feel - that they also deserved a place at the table of 
theology in the academy. 
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Alistair McGrath is Principal of Wycliffe Hall, Oxford and university research lecturer in 
theology at Oxford University. In 1993 he edited the Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern 
Christian Thought with contributors from a broad range of  theological thinking including 
evangelicals but not exclusively so. It was significant that it was published by Blackwell, a 
scholarly rather than evangelical publisher. The following year, he published his Christian 
Theology which was designed and used widely as a text book for undergraduate students. It 
drew praise from Professor David Ford, Regis Professor of Divinity, University of Cambridge 
and from Professor J.S.K. Ward, Regis Professor of Divinity at the University of Oxford who 
commended it as “a clear and unprejudiced guide to the whole discipline of theology”81. A 
companion reader in theology followed in 1995 and a major work on historical theology in 
1998, all published by Blackwell. 
 
McGrath was therefore in a better position than any other UK evangelical theologian in 1996 
to state, “the evangelical voice thus must be heard in academia, with courses on ‘evangelical 
theology’ and ‘evangelical spirituality’ being allowed to find a legitimate place in the 
teaching of mainline seminaries and colleges”82 because “evangelicalism…..has a remarkably 
high degree of intellectual coherence especially in the face of its rivals and the contemporary 
academic world”83. 
 
Without sacrificing any of its fundamentals such as the uniqueness of Jesus Christ and the 
authority of Scripture, he compares evangelicalism to liberalism, post-liberalism, post-
modernity and pluralistic attitudes, with a clear double aim in view; “re-assuring evangelicals 
of the coherence and viability of their beliefs” thus increasing their confidence to engage with 
contemporary academia and in order to “secure the public acceptance of the intellectual 
adequacy and sufficiency of evangelicalism in terms both of its own internal criteria and of 
the alternatives in the modern western world”84. 
 
 
U.K. evangelical theology is beginning to show the self-confidence of informed youth. 
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The Evangelical Accreditation Movement 
 
A. History 
 
In the 1970s, evangelical theological education in the third world was feeling the pressure of 
growing expectations from the churches it served. Many countries by then had prospering 
national universities and the pew was advancing academically at a faster rate than the pulpit. 
There was also a widely held belief in those countries that the way to personal and 
professional advancement was through higher and higher academic recognition. National 
churches were upgrading their theological institutions and the three issues of quality, 
credibility and co-operation became increasingly important. Out of this came the formation of 
a number of evangelical accrediting agencies, the most influential being ACTEA in Africa 
and ATA in Asia.85 
 
In March 1980, a consultation took place in Hoddeston under the auspices of the Theological 
Commission of the World Evangelical Fellowship. It was organised by Paul Bowers who had 
recently been involved with ACTEA. From that consultation, ICAA, the International Council 
of Accrediting Agencies, was formed. Its initial members were the Accrediting Council for 
Theological Education in Africa, the American Association of Bible Colleges, the Asian 
Theological Association, the Caribbean Association of Bible Colleges, and the European 
Evangelical Accrediting Association. A representative of South American evangelical 
theological education, Emilio Nunes was there, although South American membership did 
not come until much later. There was also a representative of the Association of Bible 
College Principals of the UK, but these never joined ICAA.86 
 
Under the dynamic leadership of Paul Bowers who became the first ICAA General Secretary, 
the fledgling evangelical accreditation movement blossomed conceptually. At the time, two 
other movements were sweeping through Evangelical theological education, the renewal 
movement and the call for contextualisation of content and method. These were harnessed to 
the drive for academic credibility by the leadership of ICAA as part of the search for 
excellence. A second conference in Malawi took place in 1981 with the theme “The Renewal 
of theological Education’ and the papers of the 1980 and 1981 conferences were published. 
At Malawi, the process began of putting together a manifesto for evangelical theological 
education and this was finally issued in 1983. This was a seminal document setting out the 
areas of agreement on the need for excellence, contextualisation and renewal and was 
designed to become an agenda for evangelical theological education for the future.87 
 
The 1983 manifesto had twelve sections; contextualisation, churchward orientation, strategic 
flexibility, theological grounding, continuous assessment, community life, integrated 
programme, servant moulding, instructional variety, a Christian mind, equipping for growth 
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and co-operation.88 It was unfortunate that the document did not have the influence it 
deserved. Robert Ferris in 1988 and 1989 undertook a survey of the extent of the influence of 
the manifesto and found only limited uptake, although many schools agreed that the issues it 
raised were the correct ones.89 
 
In the succeeding years, ICAA developed more and more into a service organisation for 
evangelical theological education. Robert Youngblood took over as general secretary in 1983 
and Roger Kemp in 1989. Conferences have been held regularly, in Cyprus in 1984, Germany 
in 1987, Wheaton in 1989, London in 1991, Bangkok in 1993 and Minehead in 1996. It has 
developed a library development programme, and been very active in international 
collaboration by evangelical schools.90 
 
B. Accreditation and Academia 
 
The relationship between the accreditation movement and academics is at the root of its 
foundation. Although rarely expressed bluntly in the literature, it was designed to be a route 
to academic credibility outside the academic enterprise of society as a whole and limited to 
evangelicals. It was designed to provide an externality which was controlled and limited. 
Collaboration was circumscribed. As Bowers says, 
 

“There are prices asked in the marketplace of recognition which are too high to pay 
for those committed to the lordship of Christ.”91 And “Even within the most respected 
citadels of evangelical soundness the temptation lurks to pursue recognition in 
careless disregard of biblically-determined quality.”92 

 
And Rowen, 
 

“It is axiomatic that the extent to which the vision of excellence is not reflective of 
biblical values, the educational process is dysfunctional.”93 
 

As Gnanakan says, 
 
“We need to aim for spiritual standards which may not be accreditable by secular 
standards.”94 
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Bong Rin Ro in 1982 stated one of the objectives of the accreditation movements as, 
 
 “It would limit the influx of western liberalism.”95 
 
And the academic degree for Nunes is, 
 
 “a testimony of intellectual discipline and hard academic work on the part of the 

student.”96 
 
But does not seem to need to testify that they have interacted with current thinking in 
academia on the subject and the aim for Nunes is for  
 

“our graduates to be respected by the worldwide evangelical community.”97(my 
italics) 
 
There are some tensions in this position relating to academic ‘standards’. Western accrediting 
standards are not to be bypassed as irrelevant, but to be supplemented with the evangelical 
emphasis in an evangelical environment.98 Similarly, academic standards are spoken of as the 
same whether in the church or the world99 , but this seems to be strictly limited to an 
understanding of ‘level’ of intellectual work and the borrowing of educational methodology, 
not so much engagement with current thought. It is important for the movement that it 
achieves academic respectability yet in separation from the general academic enterprise, but it 
has to work hard to show that this is possible. 
 
C. A significant debate 
 
Not all evangelical theological educators welcomed the advent of accreditation and a debate 
took place which raised issues of relevance to my thesis. There was a significant rejection of 
the whole concept by two groups. The traditionalists were unhappy about the way that the 
contextualisation and renewal agendas were wedded to the process. For them, the concept of 
excellence had been broadened too far and should have instead concentrated on academic 
credibility.100 
 
However, the fiercest attacks came from the other end of the spectrum, from those who felt 
that accreditation was antagonistic to the renewal and contextualisation tasks, or left too little 
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space for their implementation. Samuel Rowen and Robert Ferris were foremost in their 
opposition.101 
 
Firstly, Ferris was unhappy with the whole idea of the search for prestige which he feels is 
inherent in the process. For him it is “contrary to Christian commitment” and no less than an 
attack of the devil.102 
 
Secondly, he sees it as counter contextual because it promotes a traditional western model of 
theological education. It promotes western values as universal values in theological education 
and so, 
 
 “contextual appropriateness must be compromised to obtain programme 
certification”103 
 
Rowen (on whom Ferris relies) has a more sophisticated approach. He too believes that 
accreditation and contextualisation are mutually antagonistic. Accreditation, by definition 
puts forward criteria of excellence which apply across contexts. In fact, accreditation is a 
political issue because it imposes western ideas, judgement and processes of excellence on 
the third world and it requires greater dependence on outside resources by third world 
churches.104 
 
Secondly, Rowen believes we are simply going down an outdated road which has not proved 
to be useful in the past. He sees the new accreditation movements mimicking the older ATS 
ideas which ATS itself is fast repudiating.105 For him, it has never been proved that 
quantitative judgements (number of library books, budgets, number of Ph.D.s etc.) are a fair 
measure of quality in education or that the creation of additional layers of responsibility (i.e. 
to organisations outside a school) have resulted in qualitative benefit.106 
 
Thirdly, he sees a strong movement within current accreditation towards an inadequate 
concept of evaluation. It tends to evaluate on the basis of outcomes, a summative, static 
approach to education, determined at the end of a course. A more formative, practical, 
spiritual approach is of greater value, reflecting the growth in obedient faith which should be 
the aim of theological education.107 
 
Paul Bowers and others made major attempts to answer the objections of the reformist 
detractors, not only by attacking them in print, but more significantly, stealing their clothes by 
making renewal and contextualisation standards to be attained for accreditation. In his own 
words, “accreditation peddles recognition in exchange for quality” and defines quality in 
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terms of the whole renewal agenda, which for him includes contextualisation as a 
constituent.108 
 
The issue of whether  accreditation by its cross-situational nature damages contextualisation 
is not easy to ascertain. Is it Rowen’s position that every theological education situation is so 
unique that there are no trans-situational elements? Is contextualisation to mean the end to 
universal standards in the same way as the discovery of the localisation of truth in some 
aspects of post-modernity has led to the denial of metanarrative? The decision on who is right 
in this debate will revolve around assessments of the relative importance of the trans-
situational elements over against the contextual elements in any one instance of theological 
education. Certainly the imperative to contextualise is one important trans-situational element 
which accreditation can promote even if the concept of accreditation may well make it harder 
to carry out. 
 
If accreditation is to prosper, Rowen is right to say that it cannot concentrate on the older sets 
of ATS standards and ignore the development which has gone on since then. ATS patterns of 
accreditation have shifted over the years. 
 

“The redeveloped standards focus significantly more attention on the formational 
issues of theologial education. The earliest ATS standards constructed basic 
theological degrees in more purely academic terms, and revisions in the 1970s and 
1980s increased an emphasis on professional standards. The 1996 redeveloped 
standards shift the focus to formational terms, reflecting a substantive change in how 
ATS standards conceive the aims and purposes of theological education109. 

 
But if, as ATS have found out, there is no necessary connection with the accreditation process 
and the standards which it applies, then Rowan’s objection can only be to a particular none-
formational approach which Bowers and others repudiate in any case. Indeed, some of the 
recent ATS ‘western’ material on formation is particularly valuable in helping third world 
colleges break free from older more academic patterns. 
 
D. An assessment 
 
Evangelical accreditation is a seductive concept. It purports to be theological education for 
the church, by the church and accredited within the church. At its best, it approximates to this 
ideal in some respects. On top of this, the historical accreditation movement, especially in the 
early years of the ICAA, as it promoted renewal and contextualisation produced a very 
attractive agenda for theological education. 
 
However, it was not widely taken up and has not become a largely significant movement in 
theological education. For instance, many schools in Africa which were at first interested in 
ACTEA are now linked to indigenous universities. 
 
Three weaknesses can be determined. 
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Firstly, the group of people involved was too narrow. Good theology was being done outside 
the confines of those who would be happy with the World Evangelical Fellowship. Moltmann 
and Kung to name just two, were saying immensely important things for evangelicals as well 
as others at the time. Neither the Church of Christ nor the enterprise of theology can helpfully 
be so confined. 
 
Secondly, it is questionable whether academic standards can be divorced from content. You 
cannot think at sufficient depth about a limited body of material and lay claim to a full 
academic attitude. The desire to educate at the highest level while shielding students from the 
‘corrosive effects of liberalism’ is a questionable enterprise. 
 
Thirdly, and leading on from this is the conviction that evangelicals have a duty to engage 
with the contemporary debate within academia, especially as it touches theology. See the next 
section for a debate on this issue. 
 
The U.K. Bible College Movement did not go down the road of evangelical accreditation. 
Although it was represented at the first conference when ICAA was formed, it did not put 
together an accreditation movement of its own, nor did colleges become significantly active 
in the European accreditation movement. Some Bible Colleges were already teaching for the 
London University Degree in Theology and the Cambridge University  Certificate and 
Diploma in Theology externally. When CNAA became the preferred option, this was a 
second choice towards a body which was fully integrated into the general academic enterprise 
in theology going on in the UK. And when the government finally disbanded the CNAA, the 
accreditation movement was not seen as a live option by any school and they all shifted 
across to individual universities, including the Open University.  
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The Role of the University in the task of Theology - A Personal View of the Evangelical 
Dilemma in the UK. 
 
Evangelicals in the U.K. since the Second World War have gone through a revolution in their 
thinking and practice over the issue of whether their theology can or even ought to be done 
within the institutional context of the public academy. Having sketched some of the history of 
the various shifts in attitude to the academy and having outlined and questioned 
accreditation’s alternative approach, I now wish to discuss the concepts involved. 
 
I must begin by asserting as axiomatic that for the evangelical, theology is the task of the 
church, not the world. Inherent in the core beliefs of evangelicals are the concepts of 
revelation as contained in Scripture, the essential work of the Holy Spirit in interpreting 
Scripture and the need for a personal faith commitment to Christ before a person can know 
God. Evangelicals work with different models of theology but they are all under the general 
heading of Anselm’s “Faith seeking Understanding”. Theology is a second order endeavor. It 
is this choice of theological method which makes the relationship between evangelical 
theology and the post enlightenment academy problematic. This choice of method is, of 
course, made in much wider circles than evangelicalism and so we have reference to this 
difficulty in integrating theology within the universities from a number of non-evangelical 
sources. 
 
A. learning Assumptions in the universities 
 
Learning in the universities is a historically changing pattern. Different paradigms containing 
goals, methods, standards of excellence and frameworks of conviction settle in, are contested, 
changed and then are in turn questioned by others110. While the Christendom idea was alive 
and well in the pre-modern situation, the principle that theology was the work of the faith 
community did little damage to the practice of locating it within the universities since society 
and the universities were conceptually, at least, located within the faith community. In fact its 
pre-eminence in studies as the queen of science was assured. One major consequence of the 
enlightenment, however, was that the academy broke free from the church having set up its 
own rules for the discovery of truth through method and reason rather than authority. 
 
The U.K. universities in our period have operated largely within the enlightenment paradigm 
as institutions. Although post modern ideas have been taught within them for some time, as 
institutions they have proved relatively conservative in learning ideology - so conservative at 
times that some of the older universities continue to incorporate old fashioned Faculties of 
Theology as markers  of their ancient status. Were they to begin again today, it is likely that 
they would grasp the nettle of enlightenment thought and constitute departments of religious 
studies. 
 
The learning ideology in today’s U.K. university has at its root, a few key components. 
Firstly, it sees learning as generic, not particular. I do not study in the university as a woman, 
or an African, or a Muslim, or a middle class gentleman, but as a human being. What arises 
from my study, hopefully, is a consensus that will cross divides of particularity. Secondly, 
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truth is arrived at through applied reason. Methodologically, this has been applied in two 
ways. In the scientific mode, the researcher collects a body of evidence and deduces from it. 
The older practice of the study of texts, more prominent on the Arts side, is also controlled by 
critical reasoning - particularly in relation to their authority. In each case, the independence of 
the observer or reader is stressed. Thirdly, the pursuit of truth under these controls does not 
require the justification of practical usefulness - although this was always a weaker element in 
the learning ideology of the new universities and is increasingly squeezed today by 
government pressure in the older universities111. 
 
B. Theology looking for a place in academia - Schleiermacher and Barth 
 
A number of attempts have been made by theology to come to come to terms with this basic 
enlightenment paradigm of learning.. Schleiermacher’s theology though very different from 
orthodox evangelical, can also be broadly classified under the heading of Faith Seeking 
Understanding. “A dogmatic treatment of the system of doctrine apart from personal 
conviction is not possible”112.  Religion has to be distinguished from theology and is previous 
to it.  
 
In 1810, Schleiermacher wrote the founding document of the new research university of 
Berlin and had to wrestle with the justification for the inclusion of theology in a research 
university. He defines theology as a positive science rather than a pure science113 by which he 
means that it is rooted in something historically specific and cultural - the Christian church - 
rather than universal principles114. But this does not necessarily bar it from the university. The 
university has the right to examine Christianity from a historical perspective and  assess its 
essence philosophically. It also has a duty to contribute to society by providing the theoretical 
basis for leadership of the Church115. 
 
This solution left theology in a precarious position in the universities. What if the church 
declined in society? What if society no longer saw it as particularly useful. At least part of the 
justification for its continuing presence seems vulnerable to social change. 
 
Karl Barth rejected Schleiermacher’s idea of theology and its sources. For Barth, rooting 
religion in the affective domain limited it to anthropology and he saw no way through from 
there to the traditional revelation of God in Christ and the scriptures116.  He, more than any 
other 20th century major theologian, followed Anselm’s definition of theology as Faith 
Seeking Understanding. For him, dogmatics was the task of the church117. His assertion of 
revelation was also a refusal to allow anything to authenticate the Word of God apart from 
itself118. His rejection of liberal theology was also therefore a rejection of the “fateful 
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incursion of reason”119 in this particular respect. Confident, rational man was the opposite of 
an obedient listening Christian. 
 
However, his theological work, as Ramm points out, was as much a coming to terms with the 
enlightenment as it was a rejection of the way liberal theology came to such an 
accommodation with modern thought120. He uses logic, structure and reason very widely in 
his Church Dogmatics and only in a few cases has he been forced to suspend it in order to be 
faithful to the Word in its mystery121. He would not admit the critical method as a validation 
of the Word but he strongly asserts the humanity of Scripture and places sufficient distance 
between the Word and the Text to permit all the exegetical hard work of the scholar into the 
equation122. For him also, dogmatics must not just be biblical and confessional, it must be 
modern in that it must listen to the church today and its situation. It is never timeless but 
reacts with and tests the spirit of the age123. 
 
Barth’s idea of the relationship between the university and the task of theology was less 
precarious than Schleiermacher’s. Despite preserving the word of God as of a different genre 
from other things of this world and therefore above judgment of reason, he then gave the 
critical facilities of the university an enduring role within exegesis based on the humanity of 
the Scriptures. 
 
Despite the efforts of men such as Schleiermacher and Barth, theology has had a difficult ride 
in the universities this century if it refuses to ‘trim its sails’124. 
 
C. New attitudes in the universities 
 
However, the last 30 years or so have seen new attitudes developing within the universities 
which have made the study of theology from the point of view of faith seeking understanding 
a more congenial companion. 
 
Firstly, the simplicity of enlightenment theories of scientific method have been questioned. 
Polanyi in his book Personal Knowledge (1958) talks of his approach. “I start by rejecting the 
ideal of scientific detachment …I have shown that in every act of knowing there enters a 
passionate contribution of the person knowing what is being known, and that this co-efficient 
is no mere imperfection but a vital component of this knowledge.”125  Thomas Kuhn in his 
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) questions the idea of the advancement of 
knowledge in a straight line as each new peace of knowledge leads on to the next. For him, 
conversion rather than development is the norm126.   
 
Secondly, the study of texts was revolutionised by the rise of new hermeneutical ideas such as 
those associated with Hans-George Gadamer. For him, truth is not out there waiting to be 
discovered by the right method but every interpreter of a text comes to it with a pre-
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understanding or tradition, an anticipation of meaning within which he or she engages the text 
in conversation and thus each time a genuinely new creation occurs127.  These two 
developments as they filtered down through the teaching of the disciplines of the universities 
have had the effect of making pre-investigative intellectual or faith baggage more respectable 
because they are inevitable and are now seen as a part of the process of knowing128. 
 
Thirdly, the universities are becoming more accountable to society and its needs. The training 
for key professions such as medicine and law has always had at least one foot in the 
universities in the U.K. Successive governments concerned to get short term justifications for 
their expenditure on higher education and the raising of the polytechnics to university status 
have had the effect of moving utility closer to the centre of debate than ever before. 
 
Theology has also been affected by these tides of ideas and so a closer meshing of learning 
intentions has been possible. The role of the faith community as the location for theological 
reflection has been strengthened by hermeneutical considerations, for instance in the widely 
accepted work of Schreiter129. The criticisms of the way western thinking has been done with 
reference to praxis which have issued from Latin America in particular have been influential. 
The breaking up of the simplicity of the enlightenment consensus has the potential to ease the 
difficulty theology struggles under in the universities. 
 
D. Evangelicals and the universities 
 
We must now turn to the way that evangelicals have formed their attitudes to the modern 
university in the U.K. Immediately, we must admit to a distinction between the situation in 
North America and the U.K. on this issue. The establishment of the Church of England as 
opposed to the avowedly secular state of the USA has kept society and the believing 
community closer together in theory and practice in the UK and thus moderated the effect of 
the collapse of the Christendom concept. 
 
As already seen, the division between public and private belief which is a hallmark of a 
secular state with an enlightenment base became particularly prominent between evangelicals 
in the earlier part of this century because of their loss of public influence and the exacerbating 
factors of a Keswick pietism and a pre-millennial hope130.  With the university clearly located 
in the public sphere, and the evangelical faith defensively located in the private, a revolution 
of attitude was required before any engagement with theology in the academy could be 
considered. 
 
Even more importantly the conclusions of the faculty of theology in the universities on the 
evangelicals’ foundational subject, Scripture, caused evangelical believers to avoid academic 
theological work coming out of the universities as deeply damaging. They were unable to 
accept the results of the work of critical scholarship or incorporate it in any way into their 
faith. This was not the universal decision of evangelicalism. Some European evangelical 
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theologians such as Berkower131 and North Americans such as Bernard Ramm sought an 
accommodation between evangelical theology and enlightenment academia132. However, in 
the UK, such authors were regarded as either perilously near the edge or having already fallen 
off the edge by most evangelicals. 
 
When evangelicals re-joined the universities after the Second World War, they did so for a 
variety of reasons. They required the academic status university work confers and they had re-
discovered the imperative of engagement with society and its thought. In some cases the 
move among Bible Colleges to affiliate to universities or HE validating bodies was also 
driven by financial necessity. As a larger and larger percentage of young people regarded 
degrees at a certain stage in life and study as their birthright, and as grants followed degree 
courses, many Bible Colleges took a cynical financial decision to affiliate in order to survive. 
 
When evangelicals re-engaged, for whatever reason, they had to face up to the 
methodological issue. Speaking in general terms, they have adopted three strategies.  
 
Firstly, they placed in the background for practical purposes, the concept of revelation in their 
dealings with the universities. They were willing to discuss the humanity of the text without 
involving the categories of the divinity of the Word of God. They were willing to discuss 
Church History as a saga of cause and effect without invoking providence or the miraculous 
intervention of God as a cause and they were willing to study historical theology without a 
discussion of the role of the Holy Spirit in leading the church into truth. Indeed, in the 
colleges they trained their believing students to do all of this for examination purposes, 
offering them some explanation of its necessity and some expressions of regret. 
 
Secondly, they are developing more recently, a more sophisticated view of the diastasis 
between Word of God and text which has been enlarged to accommodate the situation. It has 
become more frequent and more acceptable among evangelicals in the last twenty years or so 
to make a conscious shift from the propositional revelation attitudes of, for instance, Carl F. 
Henry, under the assumption that they are a particularly enlightenment mode of expressing 
the inspiration of scripture133. the division of scripture into different types, each with different 
rules for interpretation134, the application of the narrative motif in interpretation of texts for 
the benefit of constructing theology135 and perhaps most of all, the development of an 
understanding of how the role of culture influences the text in its construction, transmission 
and interpretation136 have all been used to describe and deal with a more clearly defined 
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theology, which stresses that God’s actions in history, recounted and interpreted in scripture, form a narrative.” 
McGrath Op. Cit. p107. 
136 See John Stott  “Theology: a Multidimensional Discipline” in Donald lewis and Alister McGrath (eds. ) 
Doing Theology for the People of God; Studies in Honour of Jim Packer, Leicester, Apollus, 1996, pp12-15. 
Key names in this area would be Kraft, Hesselgrave, Heibert and Conn. 
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diastasis between human text and divine word137. In so doing they have often manufactured 
an ever larger diastasis between the evangelical scholar and the ordinary believer in the 
church. 
 
Thirdly, evangelicals have begun to ask for the acceptance of their assumptions as 
evangelicals within the secular academic environment138. The working arrangement which 
points “firstly” and “secondly” above sets up (the creating of such distance between divine 
revelation and text to permit one to be discussed academically without reference to the other) 
is a compromise by both sides. Evangelicals following McGrath would rather look for 
recognition that the divine perspective and involvement, the element of faith, should not be 
dismissed as a damaging foundation to study but a justifyable starting point in a post-
enlightenment situation. 
 
E. The case for involvement 
 
A strong case can be made out for evangelicals to seek an engagement with the academy. The 
case is not sufficiently strong to be regarded as an imperative, it is a pragmatic decision based 
on the benefit each could receive from such an engagement given the present state of the 
question of the learning paradigms in the universities and the abilities and attitudes of present 
day evangelicals. In the past, good theology has been done simply within  faith communities 
and individuals have represented what is best in evangelical scholarship without a close 
university relationship139. 
 

1.  Avoiding obscurantism 
 

But the penalty of non-involvement in academia is often obscurantism in its literature and its 
belief system. This forces thinking people to make a stark choice between their evangelical 
faith or learning - either that or a strict compartmentalisation of the two in their minds. It is, 
of course, a trick almost impossible to bring off, because we are all influenced significantly 
by currents in modern thought, consciously or unconsciously. A repudiation of the thought of 
the 20th century is simply often a condemning of ourselves to think, not in Biblical categories 
but in those of the  19th century. 
 
Such an attempt to compartmentalise our thinking off from the flow of academic thought has 
led, to an extent, to the crisis faced by evangelical thinking this century. Frank Hille from 
Tubingen suggested at a recent WEF theological commission conference that while liberals 
were busy building bridges across the divide between faith and society, reformed thought was 
busy building intricate theological castles on one side of the river140. 
 
 2. The nature of theology 
 
Above all, the justification for evangelical theology to engage with the academy of society 
arises from the nature of theology itself. The reality is that none of us lives within one 

                                                           
137 It is interesting to see Bray asserting that “support for ‘inerrancy’ as a defining exegetical or hermeneutical 
principle is not great among evangelical biblical scholars.” In the context of Tyndale Fellowship members not 
endorsing the ingternational Coun cil on Biblical Inerrancy statements of 1978 and 1982. Bray Op. Cit. p542. 
138 See my treatment of McGrath above on pages 22&23. 
139 See McGrath on the role of John Stott, McGrath Op. Cit. pp19f. 
140  
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community of ideas only. We live as members of the overlapping communities of church and 
culture141. Or, to put it another way, the church is in the world and part of theology’s task is to 
operate on the interface between the two. This interface is often found right in the middle of 
the church’s beliefs, not simply on the edge. From the apologists onwards, theology has been 
expressed in categories of thought taken from the intellectual culture of the times.  
 
It is, to an extent, inevitable and also to a degree, good practice. As well as being universal, 
theology must also be localised in space and time. It is the saying of the word in the context 
of a specific world. This “second pole” of theology is necessary if the communication of the 
word is to be faithful because how the word is heard depends upon the categories of thought, 
the cultural language, of the recipients. It is necessary if it is to be relevant to specific issues 
and problems facing a group of people at a particular time and it is necessary if it is to be 
faithful to its task of judgement because all judgement of the world of ideas and practices 
needs to be specific. 
 
There is also no doubt that this second pole of theology contributes to its progress in 
understanding the Word of God. The teaching of Scripture can sometimes be unlocked when 
a set of cultural assumptions change - such as views of the role of women in the church. Our 
understanding of ideas in the Scriptures can be enlarged by scientific understanding - such as 
the extent of creation. A better understanding of the humanity of Scripture was also 
discovered by modern critical methods.  
 
It is this element in theology, the human rootedness which needs close engagement with the 
academy. 
 
 3. The usefulness of objectification 
 
As Goldingay says, the very bracketing out of the believing community by academics “has the 
potential to enable us to handle questions of interpretation and truth more openly than may be 
the case in the believing community with its commitment to the tradition”142 
 
F. The nature of a right involvement 
 
In conclusion we need to assert that although a formal engagement with academic theology is 
useful for the evangelical student, the nature of the engagement should, as far as possible, be 
determined by the nature of theology itself and the present situation in the universities. 
Evangelicals can take up (and have taken up) three types of positions; that of the cloister, the 
balcony and the street. To live in an evangelical cloister without contact with the world of the 
academy has already been shown to be dis-advantageous. To live on the balcony of the church 
looking down on the academic street is a more honourable position depending on how you 
conduct yourself on the balcony vis a vis the street. 
 
It is quite possible to drop accusations on the heads of those below - from an informed 
position - knowing that they are unlikely to bother to return them except by way of a 
sociological study of your balcony. Alternatively, those seated comfortably on the balcony 
can drop evangelistic tracts - engaging in activity of missionary intent without close enough 

                                                           
141 Terrance W. Tilley Postmodern Theologies, New York, Orbis, 1995, pp167f. 
142 Goldingay Models for Interpretation of Scripture, p237. 
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involvement to give likelihood to its success. Or, the balcony dweller could indulge in 
alternativism - they too will do the things those in the streets are doing but in a different way 
on their own terms. I have already outlined the difficulty of doing this with the whole of 
theological education by setting up homogeneously evangelical accrediting agencies, but there 
will certainly be significant areas of theology where the evangelical has no other option, given 
the present state of academic theology in that area or even the lack of the presence of that area 
in any significant way in contemporary academic thought143. 
 
But how should we conduct ourselves when we chose to walk on the street together with 
university academics in theology? What could be the attitude of those academics who say that 
theology must be done by the church but that it can be done with the help of the academy? 
 

1. Confidence 
 
We should be confident that we have a right to be heard within our confessional stance. Gone 
are the days when liberals were seen as pre-suppositionless and evangelicals not able to play 
the game because they studied theology from the point of view of firm beliefs. It is reasonable 
to proceed in the task of learning with assumptions, as we have seen. Confidence in this area, 
nevertheless has to be tempered with caution. If the idea of assumptions is now respectable, 
that does not confer respectability on every assumption. The concept of a text which carries 
divine authority will find a hard passage in any public university for the foreseeable future. 
 
We also have a right to be served by the academic community. The resurgence of 
evangelicalism in the world and particularly the UK, gives it a specific place in society. The 
tools of the academy cannot be locked away from us now that we have come back to an 
understanding of their usefulness. Evangelicals also pay taxes. 
 

2. Realism 
 

This help from the academy, however, will only be partial and there will always be a tension 
in the situation. The Christian studying theology in a university setting will know that the 
knowledge of God comes from the exercise of faith and is made possible by obedience. It is 
of immense value that our texts and our history as a Christian community are examined 
critically but this of itself cannot be the whole task of theology. Theology should be done with 
faith and the Holy Spirit144.The university, unable to relate well to this will always believe it 
is making a greater contribution than it is. Furthermore,  it cannot contribute to community in 
Christ which is the best atmosphere for studying God. It cannot give ultimate justification for 
belief and of itself (although individual professors will differ here) it cannot easily 
comprehend the link between personal commitment, the study of theology and the preparation 
for Christian service. In my experience, both sides generally operate from a position of over-
extended expectations.  
 

3.  Access 
 

                                                           
143 There is little interest in academic theology at the moment in concepts of discipleship, Christian service, 
holiness, etc. 
144 David Wells “The Theologian’s Craft” in John Woodbridge and Thomas Edward McComiskey (eds.) Doing 
Theology in Today’s World, Grand Rapids, Zondervan, 1991, p188. 
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Fundamental to a fully useful relationship with the academy will be the opportunity to gain 
access to the whole university, not just to the department of theology of the university which  
usually possesses out of date attitudes to learning ideas is and not usually representative,  but 
to the whole span and movement of academic ideas. It has been the recent case that 
developments in theology have usually been traced back to the generation or movement of 
ideas in other parts of academia than theology. Science, the humanities, philosophy, 
psychology and medicine all impinge on theology if it is to be true to itself as a contextual 
task, modern in the best sense of the word. Furthermore, evangelical theologians should be at 
the forefront of the search for a Christian mind in all areas of life and thought, as a service to 
evangelical students working in the academic area and for the benefit of society as a whole. It 
is not often that this sort of access is sought or given. 
 

4.  Structure 
 

There are a number of models of relationship presently in existence between confessional 
colleges and universities. Such arrangements best encapsulate the concept of a community of 
faith doing theology with the help of the university. However, the difficulty in such cases is 
usually that the relationship is rarely close enough to gain access beyond the department of 
theology or to influence the university for good in the critique of ideas outside the realm of 
theological study. For that we also need individuals in the university itself daily rubbing 
shoulders and minds together with others who do not look at the world from the perspective 
of Christian commitment. Such individuals are often found in various departments of science 
or the humanities, but there is often little interaction between them and the working of the 
theology colleges in relationship with a university. It may well be in the building of this 
interaction that a satisfactory relationship between evangelicals and the academy will finally 
be constructed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


