
The February 2008 edition of
Christianity Today ran a cover
story about evangelicals looking

to the ancient Roman Catholic Church
in order to find beliefs and practices.1

What was shocking about the article
was that both the author of the article
and the senior managing editor of CT
claim that this trip back to Rome is a
good thing. Says Mark Galli the editor,
“While the ancient church has capti-
vated the evangelical imagination for
some time, it hasn’t been until recently
that it’s become an accepted fixture of
the evangelical landscape. And this is
for the good.”2 Chris Armstrong, the
author of the article who promotes the
trip back to the ancient church, claims
that because the movement is led by
such persons as “Dallas Willard,
Richard Foster, and living and practic-
ing monks and nuns,” that therefore,
“they are receiving good guidance on
this road from wise teachers.” This he
claims shows that, “Christ is guiding the
process.”3

Apparently, contemporary evangeli-
cals have forgotten that sola scriptura
(scripture alone) was the formal princi-
ple of the Reformation. Teachings and
practices that could not be justified
from Scripture were rejected on that
principle. To endorse a trip back to
these practices of ancient Roman
Catholicism is to reject the principle of
sola scriptura being the normative
authority for the beliefs and practices of
the church. In this article I will explore
how modern evangelicalism has com-
promised the principle of sola scriptura
and thus paved smoothly the road back
to Rome.

NEW “REFORMATIONS”
COMPROMISE SSOOLLAA SSCCRRIIPPTTUURRAA

Today at least three large movements
within Protestantism claim to be new
“reformations.” If we examine them
closely we will find evidence that sola
scriptura has been abandoned as a gov-
erning principle—if not formally, at
least in practice. To have a new refor-
mation requires the repudiation of the
old Reformation. That in turn requires
the repudiation of the formal principle
of the Reformation. That’s where we’ll
begin.

ROBERT SCHULLER AND
RICK WARREN

In 1982, Robert Schuller issued a call
for a new Reformation with the publica-
tion of his book, Self Esteem: The New
Reformation.4 Schuller issued this fer-
vent call: “Without a new theological
reformation, the Christian church as
the authentic body of Christ may not
survive.”5 He was apparently aware that
his reformation was of a different type
than the original: “Where the six-
teenth-century Reformation returned
our focus to sacred Scriptures as the
only infallible rule for faith and practice,
the new reformation will return our
focus to the sacred right of every person
to self-esteem! The fact is, the church
will never succeed until it satisfies the
human being’s hunger for self-value.”6

The problem is that Schuller based
much of his self-esteem teaching on psy-
chological theory and did not provide a
rigorous Biblical defense of the idea.

Thus his reformation was a de facto
denial of the Reformation principle of
Scripture alone.

For example, Schuller criticized the
Reformation for a faulty doctrine of sin:
“Reformation theology failed to make
clear that the core of sin is a lack of self-
esteem.”7 But Schuller does not discuss
the many verses in the Bible that define
sin. For example: “Everyone who prac-
tices sin also practices lawlessness; and sin
is lawlessness” (1John 3:4). It is not hard
to see that Schuller’s reformation con-
stituted the abandonment of sola scrip-
tura as a formal principle.8

In one sense, since Schuller’s call for
a reformation based on self-esteem was
made 26 years ago, one could argue that
it never happened. Of course the idea of
self-esteem is still around and taught by
many evangelicals, but it never became
the one key idea of the church. In
another sense, however, Schuller’s
reformation was broadened and trans-
ferred to others. In 2005 Schuller
claimed the following as noted alumni
of his institute: Bill Hybels, John
Maxwell, Bishop Charles Blake, Rick
Warren, Walt Kallestad, and Kirbyjon
Caldwell. Bill Hybels himself credited
Robert Schuller as a key person who
influenced his ideas.9 Though Rick
Warren disputes Schuller’s influence on
his theology, he has carried forward
Schuller’s idea of creating a church that
meets people’s felt needs and thus
attracts them.

But what interests us here is that
Warren is now proposing yet another
reformation:

And we've actually created what
we call clinic-in-a-box, business-
in-a-box, church-in-a-box, and
we are using normal people, vol-
unteers. When Jesus sent the dis-
ciples – this will be my last point
– when Jesus sent the disciples
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into a village he said, “Find the
man of peace.” And he said,
“When you find the man of
peace you start working with
that person, and if they respond
to you, you work with them. If
they don't, you dust the dust off
your shoes; you go to the next
village.” Who's the man of peace
in any village – or it might be a
woman of peace – who has the
most respect, they're open and
they're influential? They don't
have to be a Christian. In fact,
they could be a Muslim, but
they're open and they're influen-
tial and you work with them to
attack the five giants. And that's
going to bring the second
Reformation.10

The problem is that solving the world’s
five greatest problems as Warren defines
them11 using anyone willing to help
regardless of religion, cannot be justified
on Biblical grounds. If sola scriptura were
the formal principle in Warren’s theolo-
gy, then he would provide vigorous,
Biblical analysis using sound exegesis to
ground his reformation on the authority
of Scripture. But his teachings and pub-
lic statements are not characterized by
sound Biblical exegesis. 

As I documented in my book on the
Purpose Driven Movement, Warren’s
reformation compromises sola scriptura
in many significant ways.12 These
include the use of loose paraphrases
that go so far as to change the meaning
of various passages, the integration of
unbiblical, human wisdom, serious mis-
interpretation of Scripture, and an
unbiblical philosophy of ministry.
Warren has an orthodox statement
about the authority of Scripture on his
church Web site. In fact, most evangeli-
cals other than those who convert to
Roman Catholicism do not overtly
reject Scripture alone. But is it prac-
ticed?13

There is reason to believe that
Warren’s reformation is the continua-
tion of Schuller’s in a modified form.
Warren has made finding one’s purpose
the lynchpin of his teachings and prac-
tices. Finding purpose may not be iden-

tical to finding self esteem, but the idea
is at least a first cousin. Also, both con-
cepts derive their power from outside
Scripture. 

C. PETER WAGNER

Another proposed reformation of the
church is C. Peter Wagner’s New
Apostolic Reformation. As I argued in a
recent CIC article,14 Wagner sees the
presence of apostles who speak authori-
tatively for God as the key to the church
fulfilling her role in the world. He even
speaks approvingly of the “apostles” of
the Roman Catholic Church. Wagner
and the thousands of apostles and
prophets in his movement have shown
as little regard for sola scriptura as any
non Roman Catholic Christian group
apart from the Quakers. So their refor-
mation is a de facto repudiation of the
Reformation. Their writings and mes-
sages show little or no concern for
sound, systematic Biblical exegesis. If
they were to adopt sola scriptura as a for-
mal principle and rigorously use it to
judge their own teachings and practices,
their movement would immediately
come to an end.

THE EMERGENT CHURCH

The third (if we count Warren’s refor-
mation as a current replacement for
Schuller’s) proposed reformation is that
of the Emergent Church. In their case
sola scriptura dies a thousand deaths. As
we saw in the previous issue of CIC,
Rob Bell denies it using the same argu-
ments that Roman Catholics have used.
The Emergent Church and its postmod-
ern theology is noteworthy for being a
non-Catholic version of Christianity
that forthrightly assaults the type of use
of the Bible that characterizes those
who hold sola scriptura as the formal
principle of their theology. The
Emergent Church adherents reject sys-
tematic theology, and thus make using
the principle impossible. For example,
defending the doctrine of the Trinity
using Scripture requires being systemat-
ic. I have read many Emergent/post-
modern books as I write a new book,
and each of them attacks systematic

theology in some way. 
The Emergent Reformation rests on

the denial of the validity of foundation-
alism. Gone are the days when
Christians debated the relative merits of
evidential and presuppositional apolo-
getics—debates based on the need for a
foundation for one’s theology. Either
one started with evidence for the
authority of Scripture and then used the
Bible as the foundation of one’s theolo-
gy; or one presupposed the Bible as the
inerrant foundation. But today both
approaches are mocked for their sup-
posed naïveté. To think that one can
know what the Bible means in a non-
relativistic way is considered a throw-
back to now dead “modernity.” The
Emergent mantra concerning the Bible
is “we cannot know, we cannot know,
we cannot know.” Furthermore, in their
thinking, it is a sign of arrogance to
claim to know. For the postmodern the-
ologian, sola scriptura is as dead and
buried as a fossilized relic of bygone
days.

So the Protestant (if the term even
means anything today) world is charac-
terized by reformations that have either
rejected or compromised sola scriptura
as the formal principle for their theolo-
gy. No wonder few voices of concern are
raised at Christianity Today’s proposed
trip back to Rome to find beliefs and
practices. Once sola scriptura has been
rejected, there remain few reasons not
to go back to Rome. If religious tradi-
tions can be considered normative, then
why not embrace those with the longest
history?  

DALLAS WILLARD LEADS US
BACK TO ROME

The cover of the CT article reads, “Lost
Secrets of the Ancient Church.” It
shows a person with a shovel digging up
a Catholic icon. What are these secrets?
Besides icons, lectio divina and monasti-
cism are mentioned. Dallas Willard,
who is mentioned as a reliable guide for
this process, has long directed
Christians to monastic practices that he
himself admits are not taught in the
Bible.15 Willard pioneered the rejection
of sola scriptura in practice on the
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grounds that churches following it are
failures. He writes, “All pleasing and
doctrinally sound schemes of Christian
education, church growth, and spiritual
renewal came around at last to this dis-
appointing result. But whose fault was
this failure?”16 The “failure,” according
to Willard is that, “. . . the gospel
preached and the instruction and exam-
ple given these faithful ones simply do
not do justice to the nature of human
personality, as embodied, incarnate.”17 So
what does this mean? It means that we
have failed because our gospel had too
little to do with our bodies. 

The remedy for “failure” says
Willard is to find practices in church
history that are proven to work. But are
these practices taught in the Bible?
Willard admits that they are not by
using an argument from silence, based
on the phrase “exercise unto godliness”
in 1Timothy 4:7. Here is Willard’s inter-
pretation: 

Or [the possibility the phrase was
imprecise] does it indicate a pre-
cise course of action he [Paul]
understood in definite terms,
carefully followed himself, and
called others to share? Of course
it was the latter. So obviously so,
for him and the readers of his
own day, that he would feel no
need to write a book on the dis-
ciplines of the spiritual life that
explained systematically what he
had in mind.18

But what does this do to sola scriptura? It
negates it. In Willard’s theology, the
Holy Spirit, who inspired the Biblical
writers, forgot to inspire them to write
about spiritual disciplines that all
Christians need. If this is the case, then
we need spiritual practices that were
never prescribed in the Bible to obtain
godliness.

Having determined the insufficien-
cy of Scripture, Willard looks to human
potential through tapping into spiritual
powers: “It is the amazing extent of our
ability to utilize power outside ourselves
that we must consider when we ask
what the human being is. The limits of
our power to transcend ourselves utiliz-

ing powers not located in us—including
of course, the spiritual—are yet to be
fully known.”19 So evidently our spiritu-
ality is to be discovered by various
means that are not revealed by God in
the Bible. 

If the Bible is insufficient in regard
to the spiritual practices that we need in
order to become sanctified, where do we
find them? Here is Willard’s solution:
“Practicing a range of activities that
have proven track records across the
centuries will keep us from erring.”20

This, of course leads us back to Rome.
Catholic mystics spent centuries experi-
menting with spiritual practices without
regard to the Biblical justification for
such practices. If evangelicals are going
to join them in rejecting Scripture
alone, AGAIN they might as well not
reinvent the wheel—go to the masters
of mystical asceticism. 

Willard admires the monastics and
suggests that solitude is one of the most
important disciplines. He says, “This
factual priority of solitude is, I believe, a
sound element in monastic asceticism.
Locked into interaction with the human
beings that make up our fallen world, it
is all but impossible to grow in grace as
one should.”21 If it is impossible to grow
in grace without solitude, why are we
not informed of this fact by the Biblical
writers? In Willard’s mind sola scriptura
is a false idea, so therefore God failed to
reveal to us the most important way to
grow in grace! Willard says that solitude
is most important even while admitting
that it is dangerous:

But solitude, like all the disci-
plines of the spirit, carries its
risks. In solitude, we confront
our own soul with its obscure
forces and conflicts that escape
our attention when we are inter-
acting with others. Thus, [quot-
ing Louis Bouyer] “Solitude is a
terrible trial, for it serves to crack
open and bust apart the shell of
our superficial securities. It opens
out to us the unknown abyss that
we all carry within us . . . and dis-
closes the fact that these abysses
are haunted.”22

This danger was shown by the early
desert fathers, some of whom came
under demonic torment in their soli-
tude. Before following people whose
practices are dangerous and not pre-
scribed in the Bible, wouldn’t we be bet-
ter off sticking to the safe ground of
revealed truth? 

SPIRITUALITY FOR THE
UNCONVERTED

The fact is that the various ancient
practices of the Roman Catholic
Church are not unique to Christianity.
The meditative techniques that make
people feel closer to God work for those
who do not even know God. Thomas
Merton (who is recommended by Dallas
Willard) went to the East to find spiri-
tual practices. They work just as well for
those who do not know Christ, probably
better. Many ancient Roman Catholic
practices were invented at times when
many illiterate pagans were ushered into
the church, sometimes at the point of a
sword. Those pagans were not exactly
the type to search the Scriptures daily in
order to find the things of God. 

But why are literate American
Christians running away from sola scrip-
tura at a time when searching the
Scriptures (especially using computer
technology) has never been easier? On
this point I am offering my opinion, but
there is good evidence for it. I believe
that the lack of gospel preaching has
allowed churches to fill up with the
unregenerate. The unregenerate are not
like “newborn babes who long for the pure
milk of the word” (1Peter 2:2). Those
who have never received saving grace
cannot grow by the means of grace.
Those who are unconverted have not
drawn near to God through the blood of
Christ. But with mysticism, it is possible
to feel near to God when one is far from
Him. Furthermore, the unconverted
have no means of sanctification because
they do not have the imputed right-
eousness of Christ as their starting point
and eternal standing. So they end up
looking for man-made processes to engi-
neer change through human works
because they have nothing else. 

Those who feel empty because of
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the “pragmatic promises of the church-
growth movement” as the CT article
calls them, may need something far
more fundamental than ancient,
Catholic, ascetic practices. They may
very well need to repent and believe the
gospel. Those who are born of the Spirit
will find that this passage is true: “His
divine power has granted to us everything
pertaining to life and godliness, through the
true knowledge of Him who called us by
His own glory and excellence” (2Peter
1:3). 

CONCLUSION

Perhaps the best antidote to rejecting
sola scriptura and going back to Rome
would be a careful study of the Book of
Hebrews. It describes a situation that is
analogous to that which evangelicals
face today. The Hebrew Christians were
considering going back to temple
Judaism. Their reasons can be discerned
by the admonitions and warnings in
Hebrews. The key problem for them was
the tangibility of the temple system, and
the invisibility of the Christian faith.
Just about everything that was offered
to them by Christianity was invisible:
the High Priest in heaven, the taberna-
cle in heaven, the once for all shed
blood, and the throne of grace. At the
end of Hebrews, the author of Hebrews
points out that they have come to some-
thing better than mount Sinai: “But you
have come to Mount Zion and to the city of
the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and
to myriads of angels, to the general assem-
bly and church of the first-born who are
enrolled in heaven, and to God, the Judge
of all, and to the spirits of righteous men
made perfect,  and to Jesus, the mediator of
a new covenant, and to the sprinkled blood,
which speaks better than the blood of Abel”
(Hebrews 12:22-24). All of these
things are invisible. 

But the life of faith does not require
tangible visibility: “Now faith is the
assurance of things hoped for, the convic-
tion of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1).
The Roman Catholic Church has tangi-
bility that is unmatched by the evangel-
ical faith, just as temple Judaism had.
Why have faith in the once-for-all shed
blood of Christ that is unseen when you

can have real blood (that of the animals
for temple Judaism and the Eucharistic
Christ of Catholicism)? Why have the
scriptures of the Biblical apostles and
prophets who are now in heaven when
you can have a real, live apostle and his
teaching Magisterium who can contin-
ue to speak for God? The similarities to
the situation described in Hebrews are
striking. Why have only the Scriptures
and the other means of grace when the
Roman Church has everything from
icons to relics to cathedrals to holy
water and so many other tangible reli-
gious articles and experiences?

I urge my fellow evangelicals to seri-
ously consider the consequences of
rejecting sola scriptura as the formal
principle of our theology. If my Hebrews
analogy is correct, such a rejection is
tantamount to apostasy.
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