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History of the Reformation 
Dispensationalism and 

Fundamentalism 
 

 Modernism 
o Have a Christianity which 

 Uses traditional Christian words 
 But changes the concepts to adapt to changing (Modern) social conditions 
 Is harmonious with the scientific advances of the Modern world 

o The Christian life 
 Less in terms of theological doctrines 
 More in terms of personal experience 

o The Bible becomes a historical record of the evolution of religion 
 Not an authoritative in the lives of its followers 
 It contains the Word of God, Not IS the Word of God 

o Christianity stresses ethical and moral behavior rather than adherence to a biblical standard 
 Admirable Victorian character traits are useful 
 Frugality, sobriety, punctuality, hard work, delayed gratification, honor in personal 

relations 
 

 American Responses to Modernism 
o Modernism began to have advocates in every major Christian denomination 

 19th Century in the more industrial Northern states 
 20th Century in the more conservative Southern states 

o We will primarily trace reactions in the following denominations 
 Presbyterian 
 Dispensationalism 
 Fundamentalism 
 Holiness/Pentecostal 

o Each of these have common elements, but different solutions 
 

 Presbyterian Reactions 
o Princeton Seminary – great defender of orthodoxy 

 Charles Hodge, A. A. Hodge, B. B. Warfield, J. Gresham Machen 
 Focused on Inspiration of Scripture and Inerrancy to understand and implement the 

Westminster Standards (confession and catechisms) 
 Late 1920’s - Princeton reorganized and Machen formed Westminster Seminary 

and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (1929 – 1936) 
o The Northern Presbyterian Church (PCUSA) 

 More effected by the liberalism of Modernism 
o The Southern Presbyterian Church (PCUS) 

 More conservative in the 19th Century 
 “Old School Presbyterianism” rejected the liberalism of Modernism 
 1886 – fired a professor who suggested that evolutionary thought did not contradict 

the biblical teachings on creation. 
 Staunchly “Old School” until after WWII  
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 Dispensationalism 
o John Nelson Darby 

 Out of Revivalism of 2nd Great Awakening and growing interest on Millenarianism 
 England – establishment of the Plymouth Brethren 
 Darby synthesized and systematized much of Powerscourt Conferences of 1830’s 

 Cataclysmic end of this age 
 Beginnings of Zionism – Jewish return to Palestine 
 French Revolution showed that vials of wrath are now being poured out 

(Rev 16) 
 The 2nd coming of Christ is near and a secret rapture of the church will 

precede it 
o Darby’s Dispensationalism 

 Reconciled the differences in Old Testament prophesies oriented toward Israel and 
a land 

 With the New Testament orientation to the Church and its heavenly calling 
 Solution: two distinct “people of God” 

 Earthly Israel with a return to the physical land with a physical Jesus sitting 
on the physical throne of David 

 Heavenly Church with a spiritual Lord and a heavenly destiny 
 God has two plans, two peoples 

 
 Dispensationalism and Modernism 

o Postmillennialism 
 Dominant in America after the 1st Great Awakening (1740’s) 
 New nation established, great scientific advances 
 Civil War – abolition of slavery 
 Problem – Modernism begins claiming postmillennialism as the fruit of societal 

evolution 
o Premillennialism 

 William Miller’s failed prophesy in 2d Great Awakening (22 Oct 1844) 
 Adventism begins taking up the cause of futurism 
 America is fertile ground for Millenarian thought 

o 1860’s/70’s - Darby visits America and established Dispensational disciples 
 Presbyterian – James H. Brookes 
 Baptist – Adoniram J. Gordon 
 Evangelist – Dwight L. Moody 

o Dispensationalism’s ‘literal’ interpretation scheme served as a great foundation for a 
defense against Modernism and Protestant Liberalism 

o Despite the emphasis on eschatology in Dispensationalism, the majority of the system is 
fairly solid and orthodox 

 Later, when C. I. Scofield publishes his Scofield Reference Bible (1909) 
 Readers get large amounts of very helpful theological insights and cross references 
 And therefore assume that the notes about Dispensational interpretation of 

prophesy is equally orthodox 
 Note:  the same thing is true with the Reformed Covenant Theology 

o Darby finds a kindred spirit in Presbyterian pastor James H. Brookes, St Louis 
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 Bible Conference Movement 
o 1868 – NYC – Believers Meeting for Bible Study 

 Emphasis is to counter liberal tendencies beginning to appear in churches 
o 1875 – James H. Brookes becomes president 

 Presbyterian 
 Primary contact of Charles Darby in the US 
 Truth magazine 

o 1876 – moves BMBS to Niagara-on-the-Lake, Ontario 
 On the Canadian side of the Niagara River 
 Becomes the Niagara Bible Conference 

o 1878 – publish a doctrinal creed to counter rising Modernism 
 14 point creed of the Niagara Bible Conference of 1878: 

 The verbal, plenary inspiration of the Scriptures in the original manuscripts. 
 The Trinity. 
 The Creation of man, the Fall into sin, and total depravity. 
 The universal transmission of spiritual death from Adam. 
 The necessity of the new birth. 
 Redemption by the blood of Christ. 
 Salvation by faith alone in Christ. 
 The assurance of salvation. 
 The centrality of Jesus Christ in the Scriptures. 
 The constitution of the true church by genuine believers. 
 The personality of the Holy Spirit. 
 The believer’s call to a holy life. 
 The immediate passing of the souls of believers to be with Christ at death. 
 The premillennial Second Coming of Christ. 

o   “We believe that the world will not be converted during the present 
dispensation, but is fast ripening for judgment, while there will be a 
fearful apostasy in the professing Christian body; and hence that the 
Lord Jesus will come in person to introduce the millennial age, 
when Israel shall be restored to their own land, and the earth shall be 
full of the knowledge of the Lord; and that this personal and 
premillennial advent is the blessed hope set before us in the Gospel 
for which we should be constantly looking.: 

 
o Niagara Bible Conference continued until the death of Brookes in 1897 
o During the 1890’s, there was a debate between different theories of the Rapture 

 Post Tribulation 
 Pre-tribulation which “won out” in the early 1900’s 

o Institutions established which promoted Dispensationalism 
 Moody Bible Institute (1886) 
 Bible Institute of Los Angeles (BIOLA) (1908) 

 
 The Fundamentals of the Faith 

o 1910 – 1916 – each year, a journals would be published with essays defending Protestant 
orthodoxy and attacking deviations from it (socialism, modernism, Mormonism, Christian 
Science, evolution, etc.) 
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 Authors from B. B. Warfield, R. A. Torrey, Bishop Ryle, C. I. Scofield, Charles R. 
Erdman, etc.) 

 Republished as The Fundamentals: A Testimony To The Truth by BIOLA  
o These essays are more irenic (aimed at peaceful, yet concerned reconciliation with 

modernism) 
 Unlike the Presbyterian 5 point requirement for affirmation of ministers 

o Various denominations worked together, though disagreeing with other aspects of theology 
 The essays were predominantly Dispensational, yet not emphasizing the 

premillennial distinctives of Dispensationalism 
 Machen could work with these, yet not consider himself to be a “Fundamentalist” 

 
 Fundamentalism 

o These became the rallying point of the great Fundamentalist-Modernist debates of the 
1920’s 

o After WWI (1919), Fundamentalism became more militant 
 Anti-German sentiment of WWI did not help 

o Fundamentalists – became the new coined name for those who “cling to the great 
fundamentals and who mean to do battle royal for those great fundamentals of the faith” 

 Not Conservatives 
 Not Premillennialists 
 Not Landmarks  

o Fundamentalism became a less irenic and more militant term 
 J. Gresham Machen rejected being referred to as a Fundamentalist 
 While primarily Dispensational in eschatology, it encompasses other Anti-

Modernist views 
o Doctrinal separatism becomes prevalent 

 The perceived requirement to separate from churches or even denominations who 
have become Modernist in their leanings. 

 1920’s – battles are within the denominations 
 Landmark Baptists are a good example 

 From 19th Century, those to differ have “moved the old Landmarks” 
o Modernists continue to take control of the major northern denominations 

 Machen is removed from the Presbyterian Church – U.S.A. 
 William Jennings Bryan – publically embarrassed at the Scopes Trial 

o By the 1940’s Fundamentalists sought to present a more positive approach to correct 
theology 

 National Association of Evangelicals (N.A.E.) was begun in 1942 
 Coalition of evangelicals rather than fundamentalists 

o Maintain a fundamental doctrinal core, yet 
o Into the Future 

 By the 1960’s, the term Fundamentalism begins to take on more of a Separatist 
bent 

 John R. Rice and Bob Jones, Sr. 
 A division within Fundamentalism begins to emerge 

 Fundamentalists become defined with the “separate impulse” 
 Later Fundamentalists decry Evangelicals as ones who take too “kind and 

gentle” an approach toward modernism 
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o Unfortunately, the movement for correct doctrine takes upon itself a legalistic view of all 
of life in the worldly culture 


