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The central problem of evangelicalism
in the second half of the 20th century is
the problem of the practice of principles,
especially taking into account a spiritual
and intellectual comprehension of that
which is the dominant mentality of our
century. If consistent Christian principles are not practiced, "success" in
evangelism can, in the flow of history,
result in weakening Christianity in the
next generation. Any consideration of
methods and programs is secondary to a
consideration of this central problem.
The mark of our century is the victory
of the Hegelian concept of synthesis, instead of a recognition of truth in the
sense of antithesis and absolutes. Prior
to Hegel non-Christians generally acted
upon the classical concept of truth. While
they had no sufficient foundation for
their optimism in regard to absolutes,
yet in general they acted upon the concept that if a thing was true, the opposite
was false. In morals likewise, if a
thought or action was viewed as right,
the opposite was considered wrong. Thus
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if the church in that day, including the
evangelist, said that Christianity was
true, or that a thing was right, this had
meaning and was understood. If one said,
"Be a good girl," for example, the statement was meaningful to those who
heard it.
Since the influence of Hegel's dialectic
and Kierkegaard's "leap," this is no
longer the case. We are increasingly surrounded by a culture in which a concept of truth in the sense of antithesis,
and of moral right and wrong, does not
exist. Thus "be a good girl" is today a
nonsense statement to an increasing
number of 20th-century people.
This concept spread in three different
ways. It spread geographically from
Germany, in the aftermath of Hegel.
Thus, continental Europe felt its force before England, and England before the
United States, and the United States before the so-called missionary countries.
Secondly, it spread academically through
the different disciplines. It was expressed
first in philosophy, and later in art,
music, and so on, including theology,
down through the general culture. Thirdly, it spread socially by classes. Intellectuals and creative people were the
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first to think in this way. Through the
arts and later the common media they
then carried this concept of relativistic
thinking to the masses. What remains
unaffected by this modern way of thinking today is what we may call (for want
of a better term) the middle-class people
of a certain age-group. As the children
of these people are educated a step away
from their parents, however, a gap opens
between parent and child which is
greater than the gap between the parent
and the Renaissance man or even between the parent and the Greek. Among
these then are those children of Christians who become known as the rebels
and whom we often lose. This follows
because the present gap is total, inasmuch as it rests upon a completely different concept of truth. The process
which brings about this change is not
only formal education by educators who
think in relativistic terms, but also by
the art forms-the novel, the play,
poetry, the serious cinema and television,
far-out jazz. These things today educate
men in this direction in an almost monolithic voice.
By contrast historic Christianity rests
upon truth-not truth as an abstract concept, nor even what the 20th-century
man regards as "religious truth," but objective truth. (The contrary to this is
then an antithesis to the truth of what
is.) Part of this truth is the emphasis that
certain things happened in history. There
were, for example, the manifestations at
Sinai, and Christ's propositional communication to Saul in the Hebrew tongue
on the Damascus road (Acts 26:14), as
well as Christ's open tomb. Historic
Christianity rests upon the truth of what
today is called the "brute facts" and not
just upon an unknown experience of
men in past ages of which we have only
a faulty hermeneutical interpretation.
Behind the truth of such history is the
great truth that the personal, infinite
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God is objectively "there." He actually
exists (in contrast to his not being there):
and Christ's redemptive and finished
work actually took place at a point of
time in real space-time history (in contrast to this not being the case). Historic Christianity rests upon the truth of
these things in absolute antithesis to
their not being true. This carries with it
the possibility and the validity of that
personal antithesis which occurs at the
new birth, wherein the individual passes from death to life. To weaken the
historic Christian concept of antithesis is
eventually to make meaningless the
personal antithesis of the new birth.
If a clear and unmistakable emphasis
of truth, in the sense of antithesis, is removed, two things occur: first, Christianity in the next generation as true
Christianity is weakened; and second,
we will be communicating-in any real
sense of communication-with only that
diminishing portion of the community
that still thinks in terms of the older
concept of truth. We are not minimizing
the work of the Holy Spirit; we would
remember, however, that our responsibility is to so communicate that those
who hear the Gospel will understand it.
If we do not communicate clearly, then
those who respond will not really understand the Christian answer clearly. If we
do not communicate clearly on the basis
of antithesis, they will respond to their
own interpretation of the Gospel in their
own relativistic thought-forms-including a concept of psychological guilt-feelings rather than of true moral guilt before the holy living God. If they respond
thus they have not understood the Gospel; they are still lost, and we have defaulted in our task of preaching and of
communicating the Gospel to our generation.
The unity of orthodox or evangelical
Christianity should be centered around
an emphasis on truth and not on evan-

gelism as such. This emphasis on truth
is always important, but doubly so when
we are surrounded by a generation for
whom the concept of truth in the sense
of antithesis is not so much denied as it
is considered to be totally untenable. In
such a setting the Christian with his
emphasis on true truth is the real radical
on both sides of the Iron Curtain, because today the unifying factor on both
sides of the Iron Curtain is the general
acceptance of dialectical thinking.
In such a setting the problem of communication is serious; it can only be
overcome by negative statements that
clearly say what we do not mean, so
that the 20th-century man understands
our positive statements of what we do
mean. Moreover, in an age of synthesis
men will not take our protestations of
truth seriously unless they see by our
actions that we seriously practice truth
and antithesis in the unity we try to
establish and in the evangelism we
practice. Without this, in an age of
relativity, we cannot expect the evangelical, orthodox church to mean much
to the surrounding culture or even to
the church's own children, for what we
try to say in our teaching and in evangelism will be understood in the 20thcentury thought-form of synthesis. Both
a clear comprehension of the importance
of truth and a clear practice of truth
even when it is costly to us to practice
truth is imperative if our witness and
our evangelism are to be significant, or
even useful, in our own generation and
in the flow of history.
Let us never forget that we who stand
in the historic stream of Christianity
really believe that false doctrine, at those
crucial points where false doctrine is
heresy, is not a small thing: this is an
enemy. If we do not make clear, by word
and by practice, our position for truth
and against false doctrine we are building a wall between the next generation

and the Gospel. And twenty years from
now, men will point their finger back
and say of us, this is the result in the
flow of history.
If we do not make plain by word and
practice that false doctrine is really an
enemy, in the flow of history we cut
the ground from under the next generation of the church. And even those who
respond in this generation, are in danger
of responding to their own thoughtforms and not to what we are sincerely
saying. Thus, it must be said with tears
that in spite of (and even because of)
one's commitment to evangelism-for
principle on the basis of the holiness of
God and for the sake of truth-I can
visualize times when the only way to
make plain the seriousness of what is
involved in regard to a campaign where
the Gospel is going to be preached, but
where men are going to be invited to
pray, etc. whose doctrine is known to
be an enemy, is with tears not to accept an official part in that campaign.
Evangelism that does not lead to purity
of life and purity of doctrine is just as
faulty and incomplete as an orthodoxy
which does not lead to a concern for,
and communication with, the lost.
And let us not deceive ourselves, we
will not really touch the tough fiber,
far-out 20th-century young people unless
we show at a cost that we take truth
seriously, and on that basis give honest
answers to honest questions.
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