
Church History – Lesson 8 – “Enlightened” Minds & the Church  
 
Key Questions: 
1. Are we the center of it all? 
2. What is your denomination? 
3. Who is your Lord? 
4. Who or what “sins”? 
  
Blinded by Science! 

• Catholic Church – authority from Scripture, tradition & the institution 
extraneous & erroneous dogmas & ideas  
belief in the Aristotelian – furthered by Ptolemy - model (developed c. 350 BC) – Geo-
centric, earth-centered, influenced Thomas Aquinas 
the “world” seen as a hierarchy – many intermediaries between God & the physical world 
the idea that the Earth & therefore man work & live with one set of rules while the rest of 
the universe operates on a different set of rules 
 

• Protestant church – Sola Scriptura 
God is absolutely sovereign, is absolutely active in His creative works & its redemption 
to study nature is to study God at work – true science 
Jesus Christ is the only intermediary 
truth comes from studying God’s Word & God’s world; order, purpose & design 
the idea that all of Creation operates under the same rules (esp. Newton & law of gravity) 
Question: does the universe have free-will? 
Question: can creation & the universe “SIN”? 
  

Key Scientific & Philosophical Figures 

• Francis Bacon – c. 1600, the scientific method, inductive method – observation, note 
taking, comparing & contrasting observations – watch God & His creation at work 
 

• Rene Descartes – early 1600’s, philosopher, “I think, therefore I am”, deductive method 
– believed he could prove the existence of God.   
Since he had in his mind an idea of a more perfect being, someone had to put it there - 
God 
man has these innate ideas, placed by God which lead to universal truths 
 

• John Locke – mid/late 1600’s, truths are probable, not certain – truth is derived from 
experience 
on one hand said that Christianity was the most reasonable of all faiths 
BUT, toleration of other faiths must outweigh the “narrowness” of Christianity 
 

• Nicholas Copernicus – c. 1500, heliocentricity 
 

• Johann Kepler – c. 1600, mathematically “proved” Copernicus’ theory 
 

• Galileo Galilei – c. 1600, invented the telescope, saw the truth! 
 

• Isaac Newton – late 1600’s, law of gravity explained motion in the universe 
proposed order, consistency & uniformity in the universe = God’s natural law 
“thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven” 



 
Meanwhile, back at the church… traditional church is getting stale, we need new stuff 

• Denominations spread & increase 
Quakers – no liturgy, stay quiet until the Spirit moves you 
 
Pietists – small groups or house churches, practical side of Christianity, personal 
holiness 
use the pulpit for inspiration, edification & teaching rather than cryptic points of doctrine 
 
Moravians – originally from Germany, motto: "In essentials, unity; in nonessentials, 
liberty; and in all things, love." 
 

• John Wesley – the Methodists, c. 1740 
utilized women & lay preachers to spread the Gospel – came to Christ through the 
Moravians 

 
Free at Last! I am Enlightened! – cast of characters 

• Atheists – such as John Locke (empiricism) & David Hume (probability does not lead to 
certainty, ie. Rising sun) 
doubted the certainty of knowing absolute truths 
attacked the existence of God 
if it can’t be proven or demonstrated, throw it out! – replace religion with a rational system 
of ethics 
 

• Deists – God is an absentee landlord 
men such as Voltaire (mid to late 1700), ”I shall always be convinced that a watch proves 
a watchmaker, and that a universe proves a God.” No special revelation of God. 
God exists as Creator only, not Savior 
Immanuel Kant – couldn’t know if God existed, but live as if He does  
Frederick Schleiermacher – early 1800’s – orthodox doctrine only necessary if it helps a 
person “feel” dependant on God – drove liberal theology  
 

• Effects on Christianity 
a. man is basically good 
b. environment shapes character & intelligence, need for education 
c. man can achieve anything 
d. God is irrelevant & unnecessary (evolution) 
e. altered the connection between faith & reason 
f. Christianity IS NOT unique – look for the historical Jesus  
g. loss or subordination of orthodox doctrines (i.e. Trinity, deity of Christ) – too much in-
fighting; loose it; don’t worry about it 

 
All of this leads to…theological liberalism (or let’s just love everyone & get along) 
 
Bonus Notes: 
There is never enough time, to possibly get everything that we want to discuss into the class 
time.  Today we looked at the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment and their collective effect 
on the Christian Church. 
 



The definitions of atheism, agnosticism, deism & true Christianity: 
 

A. Atheism – denial of the existence of God or anything supernatural. 
lack of empirical or experiential evidence of deity or the supernatural 
everything is or can be explained through natural phenomena 
philosophies are secular & man-centered (anthropocentric) in nature 
there is no heaven, no hell, no after-life, no redemption, no divine purpose 
“atheism” did not “exist” as a self-describing term until the late 1700’s AD 
 

B. Agnosticism – denial of the possibility of knowing for certain the existence of God or 
anything supernatural 
non-committal about anything supernatural 
there are agnostic theists (go figure, I’m just reporting this! – RP) 
 

C. Theists – belief in at least one god or supernatural, supreme being; can be mono or 
polytheists, pagans, etc  
little “g”, god believers 
 

D. Deism – believe that God or a supreme being exist as to the creation of nature in general 
religious “truths” can be derived from reason alone without the assistance of divine 
revelation 
reject most supernatural events including prophecy 
God does NOT intervene in the affairs or man 
scripture is man-created 
do not believe in the redemptive work of Jesus Christ (Jesus was a “good” man & 
prophet) 
God’s greatest gift is the ability to reason 
Unitarian Universalists are deists 
capital “g”, God believers 
 

E. True Christianity – what we believe 
essential doctrines (not a complete list): the Trinity  
deity of Christ & the deity of the Holy Spirit  
inerrancy of Holy Scripture (both Old AND New Testaments)  
virgin birth (prophesied through the ages in Scripture)  
Jesus will come again bodily to claim His church  
Jesus Christ willingly suffered, died & bodily rose again to redeem God’s supreme 
creation (mankind) 
Jesus is the ONLY way to attain eternal life (thru faith alone in His physical & atoning 
death, burial & resurrection)  
Grace (God’s Riches at Christ’s Expense) 

 
As we saw through the Scientific Revolution and the Age of Enlightenment, there were several 
paradigm shifts:   
 

1. Geocentricity vs. Heliocentricity - Man centered universe vs. God centered universe.  
2. Science vs. Philosophy 
3. Reason vs. Faith 

 
At the same time there were many changes and reforms going on in government systems, 
international commerce, and a new world.  Peoples’ general attitudes were changing as well. 



The fighting between Catholics and Protestants in various countries for several centuries (on & 
off) was becoming wearisome.  You could say a similar attitude began to prevail of, “if this is 
what Christianity is all about, I don’t want it.” God is not glorified.  
 
This shift to exclude or marginalize God began to take hold; especially among the so-called 
intellectual elite.  The new thinkers, the scientists-philosophers regarded religion in general and 
Christianity in particular, as irrational and inappropriate in a “scientific age.” They wanted and 
even demanded “rational” explanations to the universe.  Furthermore, they believed that a 
“science of man” would free all men from the so-called bondage of “superstition” and religion.  If 
you ask me, we are living in a society with an even more deeply engrained thought process and 
mind set.  They were attempting to bring down all of the barriers that would inhibit man’s full 
potential and freedom and authority. Their thinking: Man is born “neutral.” His environment 
determines whether he is bad or good.  With proper education, man evolves into a “higher 
being” with a higher purpose. 
 
The philosophy of the time was to replace religion (Christianity) with a rational system of ethics. 
As I have pondered this, I am forced to ask myself - as you should too – “what then forms the 
foundation for this new code of ethics?”  What do we base these ethics on?  Who determines 
what is right or wrong, good or evil?  In these end times, men call good evil and evil good. There 
is no standard by which to judge. 
 
Because these so-called rational thinkers “knew” you could not “prove” the existence of God, 
God is then removed from daily living and daily thinking.  Without this accountability to 
something much bigger and much more grand (dare I say Holy), this “enlightened” thinking 
further devolves as time passes into the 19th and 20th centuries with evolution, modern 
psychology, the sexual revolution, abortion, gay rights, etc.  We even witnessed the “death” of 
God. 
 
Although many of these enlightened people practice orthopraxy (right living), their lack of 
orthodoxy (right thinking) leads them far astray from God’s truths and yes, even possibly His 
love. 
 
For a great series of sermons by Dr. R. C. Sproul concentrating on the “Consequences of 
Ideas,” I highly recommend the website www.sermonaudio.com (just type in “enlightenment” in 
the search box at the top of the page). You’ll be able to listen to Dr. Sproul’s teaching on the 
topics of the Enlightenment and the Renaissance, as well as the individual philosophers and 
their teachings. 


