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Fundamentalist Movement

The most significant development of the late 19th and early 20th century was the influence of “Modernism” into the mainline denominations in America.  The history of modernism dates back to the influence of the “Enlightenment” era of the late 18th century.  It was characterized by questioning standard assumptions and dogmas.  It led to a more critical reading of the scriptures and some began to questions the literal truthfulness of the Bible’s claims.  This followed with questioning the authority of revelation and whether or not the fundamental doctrines of the Bible were true.
In the late 1800’s the ideas started to take hold in the major seminaries of the US.  Major debates erupted among the faculties and within the church denominations so that eventually there were major separatist movements.

Interestingly the major proponents of fundamentalism were also dispensationalists, including many with the Presbyterian Church.  With the reformed tradition of allegorical interpretation it is not hard to see how they could have drifted from a literal interpretation of the fundamental doctrines.

Charles Augustus Briggs introduced Modernistic ideas to Union Theological Seminary in New York in 1891.  This began the process of bringing the controversy to a fever pitch.

1910 – 1915 The Fundamentals A series of 90 essays in 12 volumes was published outlined and defended the five fundamental elements of the Christian faith.  

· The inspiration of the Bible by the Holy Spirit and the inerrancy of Scripture as a result of this.

· The virgin birth of Christ.

· The belief that Christ's death was an atonement for sin.

· The bodily resurrection of Christ.

· The historical reality of Christ's miracles.
William Jennings Bryan (1860 – 1925), a Presbyterian layman, a congressman from Nebraska, 3 time presidential candidate, and the Secretary of State under Woodrow Wilson became the primary popular spokesman for fundamentalism in the US.  Most famous taking the position in favor of the Tennessee law in the 1925 Scopes trial.  That was seen as a turning point in the fundamentalist movement and with the death of Bryan the attempts to reform society ended and the emphasis became much more on personal evangelism.  It could be cited as the beginning of the Evangelical Sub-culture.
Bible Conference Movement
Between 1876 and 1897 James H. Brookes organized annual meetings called the "Believers' Meeting for Bible Study."  From 1883 on it was held at Niagara – on – the Lake, Ontario and came to be known as the Niagara Bible Conference.  It became the model for conferences that exist to this day.
The characteristics of the Bible Conference were focused in depth Bible study sessions by a number of speakers.

Seven Contributions of the Niagara Bible Conference

1. The conference provided a basis for interdenominational cooperation that contributed to the interdenominational Fundamentalist movement in the 1910s.

2. The conference spawned new missionary activity and evangelism. The faith missions movement itself finds its roots in Niagara, where Arthur Tappan Pierson, editor of the Missionary Review of the World, and J. Hudson Taylor of the China Inland Mission urged their listeners to pledge support to foreign missions.

3. Niagara contributed to the rise and spread of a large Bible conference movement. Receiving invitations from various parts of America to establish similar meetings, the Niagara also provided the impetus and leadership for numerous conferences.

4. Niagara had a significant impact on the rise of the Bible institute and college movement. With evolutionary views and new theology engulfing an increasing number of theological seminaries, the Niagara spokesmen began promoting another type of institution, the Bible School, and virtually every Fundamentalist school that was organized prior to 1930 found advice, encouragement, or personnel from among those whose lives Niagara had influenced.

5. The conference gave early expression to Fundamentalism’s emphasis on concentrated Bible study. One of this conference’s methods of Bible study, the Bible Reading, was in many cases a clear application of the biblical theology method, that is, the unfolding of particular doctrines chronologically rather than systematically through the Bible. The program of a Niagara conference was often designed to expound one particular doctrine, Christology for example, with each speaker assigned a different section of Scripture through which he would trace the teaching.

6. The conference precipitated a vast amount of Fundamentalist literature on prophecy, of which there had been little before the prolific writers of Niagara began producing it. From the pens of Brookes, Erdman, Kellogg, West, Blackstone, Pierson, Scofield, and others came a profusion of Christian literature, not only on prophecy but on every cardinal doctrine. Especially significant were writings on the Person and Work of Christ, The Holy Spirit, and missions.

7. The Niagara meetings inspired scores of Christian businessmen to dedicate their lives to Christ and to become generous donors to Fundamentalist churches, schools, missions, and publication enterprises.  (Wikipedia.org; Niagara Bible Conference; December 11, 2010)
World 1 and the Impact on Postmillennialism
The dawn of the 20th Century was a time of tremendous optimism.  People were already questioning postmillennial ideas because of the Civil War, Immigration and the influence of Dispensationalism.  However, the new century brought a great deal of positive thinking and kept postmillennial hopes alive.

WWI changed all that.  The brutality and senselessness of the war caused a feeling of despair.  Europe, being more directly impacted essentially rejected its Christian heritage for secular philosophies.  It created the nihilism that set the stage for WWII.

While not as dramatic in the US, WW1 along with the rise of Modernism in seminaries and its subsequent impact on the major US denominations was the death blow to Postmillennialism as a dominant force in American culture.

Dispensationalism said that the world would get worse and not better.  The final point of the Niagara Creed says…

14. 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." Luke 12:35-40; 17:26-30; 18:8 Acts 15:14-17; 2 Thess. 2:3-8; 2 Tim. 3:1-5; Titus 1:11-15).
Decline of  Postmillennialism

The American Civil War was the first event to burst the postmillennial balloon for many believers, both in the North and South. Over the next few decades, immigration, urbanization, and industrialization created new, complex, and seemingly intractable problems for the nation—and for postmillennialists. The world was simply not getting better.
Reasons for the Decline of Postmillennialism

Brutality of the Civil War

Immigration

Increase of Catholicism in America

Rise of Adventism and Dispensationalism

Social problems from Industrialization

World Wars

Merging with the Social Gospel

Bible Institute Movement

Moody Bible Institute – D.L. Moody,  1886
Bible Institute of Los Angeles – Lyman Stewart, 1908
Philadelphia School of the Bible, C.I. Scofield & Wm. L. Pettingill, 1913
Dallas Theological Seminary – L.S. Chafer – 1924
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