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R e c e n t  e v a n g e l i c a l  a p p r o a c h e s  t o  h i s t o r y  a r e  c o n f l ic t e d ,  a s  t h e  d e b a t e  o v e r  t h e  

l e g a c y  o f  D . M a r t y n  L l o y d - J o n e s  ( 1 8 9 9 - 1 9 8 1 )  i l l u s t ra t e s . 1 I n  t h e  b o o k  Engaging 
with Martyn Lloyd-Jones, s c h o l a r s  c r i t i c a l l y  e v a l u a t e d  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e i r  s u bj e c t ’s  

m i n i s t r y  a n d  t h o u g h t . 2 I a i n  H . M u r r a y ,  a  t w e n t i e t h -c e n t u r y  b i o g r a p h e r  o f  L lo y d -  

J o n e s ,  w r o t e  a  r e v i e w - e s s a y  o f  t h e  b o o k  f o r  Banner o f Truth m a g a z i n e  i n  w h i c h  

h e  c r i t i c i z e d  a  n u m b e r  o f  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  s p e c i f ic a l l y  a n d  e v a n g e l i c a l  h i s t o r i 

o g r a p h y  i n  g e n e r a l .  M u r r a y  a r g u e d  a g a i n s t  C h r i s t i a ns  d o i n g  ‘s c h o l a r l y ’ r e s e a r c h  

w i t h  ‘n e u t r a l  o b j e c t i v i t y ’.3 H i s t o r i a n  C a r l  R . T r u em a n  r e s p o n d e d  t o  M u r r a y ’s  

‘a t t a c k  o n  h i s t o r i c a l  m e t h o d ’ a n d  c h a s t i s e d  h i m  f o r c o n f l a t i n g  ‘n e u t r a l i t y ’ a n d  

‘o b j e c t i v i t y ’.4 W h i l e  n e u t r a l i t y  i s  i m p o s s i b l e ,  a c co r d i n g  t o  T r u e m a n ,  o b j e c t i v i t y  

‘s i m p l y  a c k n o w l e d g e s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s t o r y  is  a  p u bl i c  d i s c i p l i n e ,  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  

w h i c h  c a n  b e  a s s e s s e d  b y  p u b l i c  c r i t e r i a ’. H e  a r g u ed :  ‘H i s t o r y  h a s  i t s  s p h e r e  o f  

c o m p e t e n c e  a n d  i t s  a m b i t i o n s ,  a n d  i t s  m e t h o d s  a n d  re s u l t s  s h o u l d  b e  u n d e r 

s t o o d  a c c o r d i n g l y . ’5

T h e  t w o  R e f o r m e d  h i s t o r i a n s  h a d  e n g a g e d  o n  t h e  s a m e s u b j e c t  i n  2 0 1 0 ,  a f t e r  

T r u e m a n  p u b l i s h e d  c r i t i c i s m s  o f ‘t h e  D o c t o r ’ i n  a  v ol u m e  h o n o u r i n g  t h e  A n g lo -  

C a n a d i a n  t h e o l o g i a n  J. I. P a c k e r .6 I n  a  r e v ie w ,  M u rr a y  w r o t e  t h a t  T r u e m a n ’s  c h a p -

1 T h is  p a p e r  is  a d a p te d  f r o m  th e  status quaestionis in  m y  u n p u b l i s h e d  P h D  Reformed 
Evangelicalism and the Search for a Usable Past: The Test-Case of Arnold Dallimore, 

Pastor-Historian (T h e  U n iv e rs i t y  o f  t h e  F re e  S ta te  [ B lo e m f o n te in ] , 2 0 1 5 ) .

2  Engaging with Martyn Lloyd-Jones: The Life and Legacy of 'The Doctor’, e d i te d  b y  

A n d r e w  A th e r s to n e  a n d  D a v id  C e r i  J o n e s  ( N o t t in g h a m : A p o l lo s , 2 0 1 1 ).

3  I a in  H . M u r ra y , ‘E n g a g in g  w i th  L lo y d -J o n e s :  A  R e vie w  A r t ic le ’, Banner of Truth 5 8 5  

( J u n e  2 0 1 2 ).

4  C a r l  T r u e m a n ,  ‘T h e  S in  o f  U z z a h ’, Reformation 21 ( J u ly  10, 2 0 1 2 ) , h t t p : / /w w w . 

r e f o r m a t i o n 2 1 . o r g /b lo g / 2 0 1 2 / 0 7 / th e - s in - o f - u z z a h .p h p ( a c c e s s e d  D e c e m b e r  5, 

2 0 1 3 ) .

5  T r u e m a n ,  ‘S in  o f  U z z a h ’. S e e  a ls o  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  o b je c t iv i ty  a n d  n e u t r a l i t y  i n  

Histories and Fallacies: Problems Faced in the Writing of History ( W h e a to n :  C ro s s w a y , 

2 0 1 0 ) , 2 7 -2 8 .

6  C a r l  R . T r u e m a n ,  ‘J. I. P a c k e r :  A n  E n g l is h  N o n c o nf o r m is t  P e r s p e c t iv e ' in  J. I. Packer 
and the Evangelical Future: The Impact of His Life and Thought, e d i t e d  b y  T im o th y  

G e o r g e  ( G r a n d  R a p id s :  B a k e r  A c a d e m ic ,  2 0 0 9 ) , 1 1 5 -2 9;  I a in  H . M u r ra y , 7 . I. Packer
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ter had ‘serious inaccuracies’ and misinterpreted the contentious events involv
ing the infamous split between Packer and Lloyd-Jones.7 Trueman responded in 
the e-zine Reformation21, focusing on Murray’s historical method as expressed 
in the latter’s two-volume biography of Lloyd-Jones.8 Of it, Trueman wrote: 
‘Instead of a genuine assessment of [Lloyd-Jones’s] strengths and weaknesses 
which might have been of real value to the contemporary church, what we have 
is a personality cult, supported by a body of hagiography, and maintained by a 
defensive mentality, where all critics are dismissed as unworthy slanderers and 
mediocre historians.’ Specific to hagiography Trueman critiqued Murray for 
writing ‘a massive two volume biography of MLJ which contained virtually no 
criticism whatsoever’.9

This twenty-first century interchange is a microcosm of a larger discussion 
that was held in the twentieth century over how to write history as a Christian. 
The question under review was, ‘Is there a Christian way to do history?’ Evangeli
cals generally answer in the affirmative, but there are clearly two different paths 
that evangelicals take in answering thus. One, illustrated by Murray, argues that 
Christians must not adhere to the canons of academic neutrality to faithfully do 
history. The other, illustrated by Trueman, maintains that faithfulness to Christi
anity is not forfeited by ‘objective’ historiography.

I. History wars: ‘Natural’ vs. ‘supernatural’ historiog raphy
The debate illustrated in the introduction to this essay is not just about how an 
historian's work is publicly perceived, but has as much to do with how the histo
rian understands his or her own vocation.10 Historians are faced with many self- 
reflective questions. Is it appropriate for a professional historian to write for a 
popular audience and do so in a way that reveals their own faith commitments? 
Can an evangelical historian write for a scholarly audience without abandoning 
religious principles? Does Christian history require recognition of divine provi-

and the Evangelical Future -  A Review by Iain H. Murray’, Banner o f Truth (March 
2010); Carl Trueman, ‘On the Gloucestershire Way of Identifying Sheep: A Response to 
Iain Murray’, Reformation 21 (March 2010), http://www.reformation21.org/articles/ 
on-the-gloucestershire-way-of-identifying-sheep-a-response-to-iain-murray.php 
(accessed December 5, 2013).

7 Iain H. Murray, ‘Review of/. I. Packer and the Evangelical Future’, Master's Seminary 
Journal21.2 (Fall 2010), 238.

8 Iain H. Murray, D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones: The First Forty Years, 1899-1939 (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1982); Iain H. Murray, D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones: The Fight o f Faith, 
1939-1981 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1990).

9 Trueman, ‘Gloucestershire Way’.
10 For reflections on the historian and vocation see Arthur S. Link, ‘The Historian’s 

Vocation’, Theology Today 19 (April 1962), 75-89; Douglas A. Sweeney, ‘On the Vocation 
of Historians to the Priesthood of Believers, A Plea to Christians in the Academy’, 
in Confessing History: Explorations in Christian Faith and the Historian's Vocation, 
edited by John Fea, Jay Green and Eric Miller (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2010), 299-315.

http://www.reformation21.org/articles/
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d e n c e  in  th e  e v e n ts  o f  th e  p a s t?  T h is  s e c t io n  c o n s id e rs  th e  d i f fe re n t w ay s th a t  

ev a n g e lic a ls  in  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  h a v e  s o u g h t to  a n s w e r  su c h  q u e s t io n s .

1.1 The history of history writing: Historical background on 
historical thinking

B ro a d  d isc u ss io n s  a b o u t  th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  C hr is t ia n i ty  a n d  h is to ry  h a v e  

o c c u p ie d  c h u rc h  h is to r ia n s  f ro m  th e  m id - tw e n t ie th  ce n tu ry  o n w a rd s . F o r in 

s ta n c e , in  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s  th e  C o n fe re n c e  o n  F a ith  a n d  H is to ry  (CFH) b e g a n  in  

1968 as a  lo o se  g a th e r in g  o f  C h r is t ia n  h is to r ia n s  wh o  m e t  to  d isc u ss  s u c h  issu e s , 

a m o n g  o th e r  th in g s ."  Its jo u rn a l  Fides etHistoria p u b l is h e d  c o n fe re n c e  p ro c e e d 

in gs, a n d  in  th e  ea r ly  y e a rs  fo c u se d  la rg e ly  o n  th e re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  fa ith  a n d  

h is to ry . In  its  s e c o n d  v o lu m e  o n e  o f  th e  fo u n d e rs  of  th e  C FH , C h a r le s  J. M iller, 

a sk e d  th e  q u e s t io n  ‘Is th e re  a  C h r is t ia n  a p p ro a c h  to  h is to ry ? ’12 C itin g  th e  h is to 

r ia n ’s o w n  p e rs o n a l  p h i lo s o p h y  th a t  b ia se s  th e i r  sch o la rsh ip , M il le r a n sw e re d  

in  th e  a ff irm a tiv e : ‘As lo n g  as C h r is t ia n s  a re  w r i tin g  h is to ry , th e re  is a  C h r is t ia n  

a p p ro a c h  to  h is to ry ’.13 Ju s t as th e re  c a n  b e  a  C o m mu n is t  a p p ro a c h  to  h is to ry , so 

to o  is th e re  a  C h r is t ia n  o n e . H ow ever, M il le r a d m its , ‘T h e re  is n o  o n e  C h r is t ia n  

a p p ro a c h  to  h is to ry  -  th e re  a re  m a n y ’.14 M iller, w ho  ta u g h t  a t C a lv in  C ollege, w as 

d e e p ly  s h a p e d  b y  N eo -C a lv in ism , a  p h i lo s o p h ic a l- th eo lo g ic a l  o u t lo o k  th a t  ta k e s  

its  c u e s  f ro m  th e  D u tc h  th e o lo g ia n  A b ra h a m  K uyper (1837 -1920), w h o  fa m o u s ly  

p u t  all o f  re a l i ty  -  in c lu d in g  a c a d e m ic  d isc ip l in e s -  u n d e r  th e  lo rd sh ip  o f  C h r is t, 

a n d  a rg u e d  fo r a d is t in c t ly  C h r is t ia n  a n d  a l l -e n c o mp a s s in g  Weltanschauung,15 
H is to r ia n  D av id  W. B e b b in g to n  c i te d  th e  D u tc h -A m e r ic a n  th e o lo g ia n  C o rn e liu s  

V an Til (1895 -1987) as p o p u la r iz in g  K u y p e r ’s p h i lo so p h y  in  A m e r ic a  a n d  th is  in  

tu r n  h a d  a n  im p a c t o n  C h r is t ia n  h is to r io g ra p h y . N o tre  D a m e ’s G eo rg e  M a rsd e n , 

w h o  o n c e  ta u g h t  h is to ry  a t C a lv in  C o llege, sp o k e  o f th e  in f lu e n c e  V an  Til h a d  o n  

h is  o w n  h is to r ic a l  m e th o d  in c lu d in g  th e  id e a  ‘th a t  th e  v e ry  fa c ts  o f  h is to ry  d if fe r 

fo r  th e  C h r is t ia n  a n d  th e  n o n -C h r is t ia n  h is to r ia n ’.16 T h e  in f lu e n c e  o f  n e o -C a lv in -

11 D. G. H art no tes th e  d iscrepancy in  accoun ts over w hen th e  CFH w as born; som e 
involved testify th a t it began in  1959. See D. G. Hart, ‘H istory in  Search o f M eaning: 
The C onference on  Faith an d  H istory,’ in  History and the Christian Historian, ed ited 
by Ronald A. Wells (Grand Rapids: Eerdm ans, 1998), 72.

12 Charles J. Miller, ‘Is There a C hris tian A pproach to  H istory?’ Fides et Historia 2.1 
(1969), 3-15.

13 Ibid., 4.
14 Ibid., 12.
15 Cf. A braham  Kuyper, Pro Rege: Of, Het Koningshcap Van Christus (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 

1911); A braham  Kuyper, Calvinism: Six Stone-lectures (A m sterdam /Pretoria: Hoveker 
&W ormster, [1899]).

16 G eorge M. M arsden, ‘The Spiritual V ision o f H istory ’, Fides et Historia 14.1 (1981), 56. 
See also C. Gregg Singer, ‘The Problem  o f H istorical In te rp re ta tion ’, in Foundations 
of Christian Scholarship: Essays in the Van Til Perspective, ed ited by Gary N orth  
(Vallecito: Ross House, 1976), 53-74; W illiam VanD oodewaard, ‘Van Til and  Singer: 
The Theological In te rp re ta tion  o f H istory ’, Puritan Reformed Journal 3.1 (January 
2011), 339-62.
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i s m  w a s  s o  s t r o n g  i n  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  t h a t  D . G . H a r t  r e f e r r e d  t o  th e  

‘C a lv in  C o l le g e ’ s ta g e  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  C F H . Ac c o r d in g  t o  H a r t ,  i t  s p a n n e d  th e  

y e a r s  1 9 7 4 - 8 4 .17

O n  a  s m a l l e r  s c a le  in  B r i ta in  w a s  t h e  f o u n d in g  o f  th e  H i s t o r i a n s ’ S tu d y  G r o u p  

in  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s . L ik e  t h e  C F H , i t  w a s  i n i t i a l l y  a  c a s u a l  g r o u p  o f  C h r i s t i a n  h i s t o 

r i a n s  w h o  m e t  u n d e r  t h e  a u s p i c e s  o f  t h e  I n te r - V a r s it y  F e l lo w s h ip .  A s B e b b in g to n  

e x p la in e d ,  ‘A l t h o u g h  f o r  m a n y  y e a r s  t h e  H i s t o r i a n s ’s  S tu d y  G r o u p  d i d  l i t t l e  m o r e  

t h a n  h o ld  a  c o u p l e  o f  s m a l l  g a t h e r i n g s  a  y e a r ,  i t  fo s te r e d  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  h i s t o r i 

c a l  r e s e a r c h  a n d  t e a c h i n g  c o u l d  b e  a  s p h e r e  f o r  C h ri s t i a n  e n t e r p r i s e . ’18 L a te r  t h e  

g r o u p  m o r p h e d  i n t o  t h e  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a n d  H is to r y  F o ru m  t h a t  c o n t i n u e s  to  m e e t  

to  th i s  d a y .19 E ls e w h e r e  s im i l a r  f r a t e r n i t i e s  a r o s e,  a s  in  A u s t r a l i a  w i t h  t h e  E v a n 

g e l ic a l  H i s to r y  A s s o c ia t i o n  t h a t  b e g a n  in  19 8 7 .20 All o f  t h e m  w r o te  n o t  o n l y  a b o u t  

c h u r c h  h is to r y ,  b u t  a ls o  r e f l e c te d  o n  t h e  d i s c i p l i ne  o f  h i s t o r y  i t s e l f  f r o m  a  C h r i s 

t i a n  v ie w p o in t .

A s w i l l  b e  s e e n  i n  t h e  n e x t  s e c t i o n ,  s u p e r n a t u r a l  hi s t o r y  w a s  a  p r e v a le n t  m e t h 

o d  f o r  C h r i s t i a n s  s in c e  t h e  f o u n d i n g  o f  t h e  r e l i g ion  a n d  w a s  a  c o m m o n  p e r s p e c 

t i v e  f o r  h i s t o r i a n s  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n tu r y .  B o o k s w r i t t e n  f r o m  th i s  v ie w  w e r e  

o f t e n  p o p u l a r  b i o g r a p h i e s  o r  d e n o m i n a t i o n a l  h i s t o r ie s  w r i t t e n  w i th  t h e  i n t e n t  

o f  e n c o u r a g i n g  r e a d e r s  in  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h  o r  a s a  ‘b r a n c h  o f  d e n o m i n a t i o n a l  

a p o l o g e t i c s ’. S u c h  b io g r a p h y ,  l ik e  t h e  e a r l y  c h u r c h b io g r a p h i e s ,  l e n t  t h e m s e lv e s  

to  h a g io g r a p h y ,  o r  t h e i r  s u b je c t s  w e r e  m a n i p u l a t e d  ‘t o  f i t  t h e  p r e c o n c e p t i o n s  

o f . . .  b i o g r a p h e r s  s o  t h a t  t h e i r  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  pr i o r i t i e s  c o u l d  b a s k  in  t h e  

g lo w  o f  [ h is to r ic a l ]  a u t h o r i t y ’.21 A c c o r d i n g  to  B e bb in g to n ,  c h a n g e  s t a r t e d  in  t h e  

1 9 4 0 s,  w h e n  s c h o la r s  b e g a n  to  e x a m in e  th e o lo g y  i n  an  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o n te x t .  F o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  H a r a l d  L i n d s t r o m ’s 1 9 4 6  b o o k  Wesley and Sanctification w a s  a n  i n t e l 

l e c tu a l  s t u d y  o f  J o h n  W e s le y ’s  d o c t r i n e  o f  C h r i s t i an  p e r f e c t i o n i s m .22 T im o th y  

L. S m i th  ( 1 9 2 4 -9 7 ) ,  w h o  w r o t e  t h e  f o r e w o r d  f o r  a  l at e r  e d i t i o n  o f  L i n d s t r o m ’s 

b o o k ,23 a n d  w h o  is  o f t e n  c i t e d  a s  a  p a r a g o n  o f  e v a ng e l i c a l  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ,  t o o k  

s o c ia l  c o n d i t i o n s  i n t o  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  i n  h is  s e m in a l w o r k  o n  s o c ia l  r e f o r m .  A

17 H ar t, 'H is to ry  in  S ea rc h  o f  M e a n in g ,’ 7 8 -8 2 . S w een e y  a lso  re fe r re d  to  th e  ‘C a lv in  

C o lleg e  S ch o o l o f  H is to r io g ra p h y ’ th a t  in c lu d e d  M a rs d e n , F ra n k  R o b e rts , R o n a ld  

W ells, Ja m es  B ra tt, H a r ry  S to u t, D a le  V an Kley, Joel C a rp e n te r , N a th a n  H a tc h  a n d  M ark  

N o ll. S ee  D o u g la s A. S w eeney , ‘T ak in g  a  S h o t a t  R e de m p tio n : A  L u th e ra n  C o n s id e rs  

th e  C a lv in  C o lleg e  S ch o o l  o f  H is to r io g ra p h y ’, Books and Culture 5 (M a y /J u n e  1999), 
43^15.

18 D av id  W. B e b b in g to n , ‘T h e  E v an g e l ic a l D isco v ery  o f  H is to ry ', in  The Church on Its 
Past: Papers Read at the 2011 Summer Meeting and the 2012 Winter Meeting o f the 
Ecclesiastical Historical Society, e d i te d  b y  P e te r  D. C la rk e  a n d  C h a r lo t te  M e th u e n  
(W o o d b r id g e : T h e  B o yd e ll P ress, 2013), 344.

19 h t tp : / /w w w .c h f -o n l in e .o rg .u k .

20  h t tp : / /e v a n g e l ic a lh is to ry .o rg .

21 B e b b in g to n , ‘E v an g e lica l D isco v ery ,’ 3 3 4 -3 5 .

22 H a ra ld  L in d s tro m , Wesley and Sanctification: A Study in the Doctrine o f Salvation 
(L o n d o n : E p w o r th  P ress, 1946).

23 H a ra ld  L in d s tro m , Wesley and Sanctification (W ilm o re : F ra n c is  A sb u ry  P u b lish in g  
Co., 1984).
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N azarene p a s to r  in  B oston  an d  p ro fesso r o f h is to ry  a t Johns H opk ins University, 

Sm ith  w as o n e o f th e  first to  ga in  resp ec t fo r A m erican  evangelical h is to r ian s  in  

th e  academ y. His doc to ra l d isse rta tio n , su b m itte d  to  H arv ard  University, a n d  for 

w h ich  he  rece ived  th e  B rew er Prize from  th e  A m erican  Society  o f C h u rch  H is

tory, w as p u b lish ed  as Revivalism and Social Reform.24 In  it, h e  s tu d ied  th e  p o s i

tive effec t evange lica ls h a d  on  poverty  a n d  slavery, a n  a p p ro a c h  th a t  w as a t th a t 

t im e  largely  u n h e a rd  o f in  s tu d ies  o f A m erican  h istory . As im p o r ta n t as th is  boo k  

has becom e, Sm ith  co n s id e red  h is h is to ry  o f th e  fo rm ative years o f  th e  C hu rch  

o f th e  N azarene h is g rea test scho larly  ach iev em en t.25

In B ritain , Sir H e rb ert B u tte rf ie ld  (1900-79) led  th e  w ay for C h ris tian  re flec

tio n  on  h istory. B u tte rf ie ld  w as M aster o f P eterhouse , C am bridge, a n d  ev e n tu 

ally b e c am e V ice-C hance llo r o f th e  university , R egius P ro fesso r o f M o d ern  H is

tory, a n d  ed ito r  o f  th e  in f luen tia l Cambridge Historical Journal. He w as also a 

c o m m itte d  P ro testan t. B u tte rf ie ld  w ro te  a n u m b e r o f boo ks o n  h is to r io g rap h y  

in c lu d in g  h is im p o r ta n t The Whig Interpretation of History (1931) -  a  c r it iq u e  

o f th e  assu m p tio n  o f p ro g ress in  h is to ry  -  a n d  h is w ork  re flec ting  o n  fa ith  a n d  

th e  h is to rica l pro fession , Christianity and History (1949).26 In teresting ly , h e  c r it i

c ised  th e  id ea o f p rog ress in  th e  first book, a n d  ad v o ca ted  for p rov idence in  th e  
second .

All o f  th is  h e lp ed  se t th e  stage fo r evangelicals to  co n te m p la te  th e ir  ow n  h is 

tory, a n d  explore th e  m e th o d s u se d  in  th e ir  voca tion  in  th e  la te  tw en tie th  c e n tu 

ry. Before th e  1960s evangelicals w ere in d isp o se d  to  ser io u s re flec tion  o n  h istory , 

d u e  in  large p a r t  to  th e ir  re lu c tan ce  to  exp lo re the  life o f th e  m in d , favouring  

evangelis tic  p u rsu its  in s tead .27 M any  evangelicals w ere also p rem illen n ia l -  in  

B ebb ing ton ’s d iscu ss io n  o f th is, it a p p e a rs  th a t  h e refers to  th e  ra p tu re  theo logy  

o f D isp en sa tio n a lism  -  an d  believed  th a t  scho lar ly  p u rsu its  w ere  a w aste  o f tim e 

if th e  seco n d  co m in g  w as im m in en t.28 However, as the  d iscuss ions a b o u t C h ris

t ian  h is to r io g rap h y  deve loped , w h e th e r in  co n fe ren ce  lec tu res o r in  th e  pages o f 

b u lle tin s  an d  jo u rna ls, th e  d iscuss ions b e c am e m ore specif ic a n d  ac rim o n io u s, 

so m u c h  so th a t  Books & Culture d ed ica ted  m u c h  o f th e ir  M ay /June 1999 ed itio n  

to  w h a t th ey  ca lled  th e  ‘h is to ry  w a rs ’.29

24 T im o th y  L. Sm ith , Revivalism and Social Reform: American Protestantism on the Eve 
o f the Civil War (N ew Y ork/N ashville: A b ingdon  Press, 1957).

25 T im o th y  L. S m ith , Called Unto Holiness: The Story o f the Nazarenes: The Formative 
Years, Volume 1 (K ansas City: N azaren e  P ub lish in g  H ouse, 1962). See F loyd T. 
C u n n in g h am , ‘C o m m o n  G round : Th e P erspec tives o f  T imo thy  L. S m ith  o n  A m eric an  
R elig ious H istory ', Fides etHistoria 44.2 (S u m m er/F a ll 2012), 21-55.

26 H erb e rt B u tter f ie ld , The Whig Interpretation o f History (L ondon: G. Bell a n d  Sons, 
1931); H e rb e rt B utterf ie ld , Christianity and History (L ondon: G. Bell a n d  Sons, 1950).

27 M ark  Noll t ra c e d  th e  h is to ry  o f  ‘th e  evangelica l m in d ’ in  h is  The Scandal o f the 
Evangelical Mind (G rand  R apids: E erdm ans, 1995), 59-148.

28 B eb b in g to n , ‘Evangelical D iscovery,’ 331. N oll (Scandal, 143) a rg u ed  th a t  ra p tu re  
th eo lo g y  also h a d  a ‘b a d  in f lu e n ce ’ o n  th e  evangelica l m in d , p a r ticu la r ly  as it c rea ted  
a  p a r ty  sp ir it w ith in  evangelica lism .

29 See Books & Culture: A Christian Review 5.3 (M ay /June 1999).
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With this historical sketch in m ind, the following sections outline the two 
m ain ways that evangelical h istorians have approached historiography.

II. The supernaturalist perspective
Reflecting the historical illustration regarding Martyn Lloyd-Jones above, Henry 
W arder Bowden explains that there are ‘two distinctive attitudes’ that church 
h istorians have about their field of study, and that m ost find themselves spread 
along a spectrum  betw een the two. On the one hand there are those who see 
church history as a ‘subsection of theology’ and, on  the other, those who see 
it as a 'b ranch of the hum anities’. 30 The first group ‘expect to find providential 
significance in past experience’ and try to locate the intervention of God in ‘sup
port of a favored m ovem ent’. The second studies the past ‘as an aspect of hum an 
behavior’ and focuses on the sociological conditions that shape religion.31 ‘From 
this perspective’, Bowden noted, 'a reluctance to explain events by m eans of d i
vine agency is a theoretical prerequisite for h istory ’. 32 At the extreme end of this 
latter perspective is a secular view of h istory and while not going that far, Chris
tians find them selves using the toolkit of the academ y in sim ilar ways. Bowden 
spoke of Christianity in general, and  his spectrum  easily includes Christians of 
all denom inational affiliations, including evangelicals and Roman Catholics.33

On one end of Bowden’s spectrum  is the supernaturalist perspective that 
uses divine in tervention as a part of the in terpretation of historical events. This 
'providentialist h istory ’ is so-called because of its use of divine providence as 
an  historical tool. Providence is best understood as God’s sovereign will that d i
rects history. 34 In a sense, R. G. Collingwood was right when he claimed, ‘Any his
tory w ritten on Christian principles will be of necessity universal, providential, 
apocalyptic, and  periodized’. 35 All orthodox Christians recognise God’s provi
dence over history -  both generally and particularly -  but providential history as 
a technical term  seeks to determ ine how God has moved in the specific events

30 H enry W arder Bowden, ‘Ends and  M eans in Church History’, Church History 54.1 
(M arch 1985), 76.

31 Ibid., 76.
32 Ibid., 77.
33 For a Rom an Catholic critique of natura l h istoriography see C hristopher Shannon, 

‘After M onographs: A Critique of Christian Scholarship as a Professional Practice’, 
in Confessing History: Explorations in Christian Faith and the Historian's Vocation, 
ed ited  by John Fea, Jay Green, and  Eric Miller (Notre Dame: University o f Notre Dame 
Press, 2010), 168-86. A standard  Catholic critique of providential h istory  is Hugh F. 
Kearney, ‘Christianity and the Study o f H istory’, The Downside Review 67 (1949), 62- 
73.

34 Cf. Paul Helm, The Providence o f God, Contours of Christian Theology (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 122.

35 R. G. Collingwood, T/ie/deflo/Ffrstoty(Oxford:O xfordUniversityPress, 1961), 49, cited 
in Avihu Zakai, Exile and Kingdom: History and Apocalypse in the Puritan Migration to 
America, Cam bridge Studies in Early M odern British H istory (Cam bridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 3-4.
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of history. It is less about admitting God’s providence, and more about how it 
should be interpreted.

Supernatural historiography has a long pedigree in the Judeo-Christian tradi
tion, beginning with the Hebrew Bible and Christian scriptures.36 The biblical 
example set a precedent for doing history that was the dominant model from 
the early church to the seventeenth century. A noteworthy providential histo
rian from the patristic period is Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260-ca. 340) whose 
Historia Ecclesiastica [ca. 325) outlined how God raised up and protected the 
church from its birth to the time of Constantine [ca. 275-337). The other major 
patristic work of history was Augustine of Hippo (354-430), whose De civitate 
Dei (416-422) sought not only to defend Christians against pagan accusers, but 
also to show God's sovereign providence over history.37 This method of history 
was common up to the seventeenth century where we see a similar pattern of 
scholarship in the works of the French bishop Jacques-Benigne Bossuet (1627- 
1704), such as his 1681 Discours sur I’histoire universelle, which spanned from 
creation to Charlemagne. Catholic historian Patrick J. Barry calls it ‘a work of 
apologetics...[a] demonstration of Providence from history’.38 Bossuet’s Irish 
complement Archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656) published Annales veteris 
testamenti (1650) and Annalium pars posterior (1654), a chronology of the world 
from creation, which he famously dated at 4004bc e . Ussher’s providential history 
was part of an eschatologically driven apologetic for the Protestant church in 
light of the rise of the antichrist within the papacy.39 In the American colonies the 
Puritan Cotton Mather (1663-1728) wrote Magnalia Christi Americana (1702),

36 For example, ‘The Lord does whatever pleases him/in the heavens and on the earth/ 
in the seas and all their depths’ (Psalm 135:6); and ‘And we know that in all things 
God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his 
purpose’ (Romans 8:28, NIV).

37 Cf. Eusebius: The Church History, a New Translation with Commentary, edited by 
Paul L. Maier (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1999); Augustine: The City o f God against the 
Pagans, edited by R. W. Dyson, Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). An indispensable study of patristic 
historiography is Glenn F. Chesnut, The First Christian Historians: Eusebius, 
Socrates, Sozomen, Theodoret, and Evagrius (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1986, 
2nd ed.). For Augustine’s philosophy of history in De civitate Dei see Robert A. 
Markus, Saeculum: History and Society in the Theology o f St. Augustine (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1970); Matthew Levering, ‘Linear and Participatory 
History: Augustine’s City o f God’, Journal o f Theological Interpretation 5.2 (September 
2011), 175-96.

38 Patrick J. Barry, ‘Bossuet’s Discourse on Universal History,’ in The Catholic Philosophy 
o f History: Papers o f the American Catholic Historical Association, edited by Peter 
Guilday (NewYork: P. J. Kenedy, 1936), 155-59.

39 Cf. Andrew Cunningham and Ole Peter Grell, The Four Horsemen o f the Apocalypse: 
Religion, War, Famine and Death in Reformation Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 60. See also Crawford Gribben, The Puritan Millennium: 
Literature and Theology, 1550-1682, Studies in Christian History and Thought 
(Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2008, Rev. ed.).
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w hich, as th e  title  suggests, ce leb ra ted  th e  great w orks o f C hrist in A m erica.40

Yet th ings beg an  to change for h isto riog raphy  at this perio d  as well. W ith the 

d eve lopm en t o f tex tual critic ism  by R enaissance h u man ists , an d  new  d iscover

ies in th e  sciences, cam e a grow ing secu lar ap p ro ach  to  h istory .41 By the 1700s 

‘[s]om e h is to r ian s w ere ab o u t to  assum e no less o f a task  th a n  to  give m e a n 

ing to  th e  m u ltitu d e  o f m u n d a n e  events w hose sign ificance h ith e rto  h ad  b een  

prov ided  by D ivine P rov idence’.42 Such answ ers inc luded  p a tte rn s o f progress 
or cycles o f life th a t in fused  m ean in g  in to  history. M orm on h is to r ian  B rian Q. 

C annon  tracked  th e  slow  dem ise o f p rov iden tia l h isto ry  th ro u g h  th e  e igh teen th  

an d  n in e te e n th  cen tu ries; it d id  n o t experience a rena issance un til the  1940s.43 

D uring  th e  E n ligh tenm ent, o ne  o f th e  strongest critics o f p rov iden tia l h isto ry  

w as Voltaire (1694-1778), w ho a ttacked  its use by his to rians w ho defended  the 

d iv ine righ t o f kings, seen  m o st b lun tly  in B ossuet’s w ork.44 This w as also the 

p eriod  th a t saw  th e  scru tin iz ing  o f m iracles, fu rther casting  aspersions on  prov i

dence. There w as a b r ie f p e rio d  o f revival for su p ern a tu ra l h isto riog raphy  in the 

n in e teen th  cen tu ry  d ue  to  th e  w ork o f Franco is Rene de C ha teau b rian d  (1768- 

1848) an d  h isto ric ist L eopold  von  Ranke (1795-1886), as well as th e  A m erican 

h isto rian  G eorge B ancroft (1800-91).45 Yet industria lization , m ateria lism , class 
conflict, h igher critic ism , an d  D arw in ian  evo lu tion red u ced  th e  n eed  for faith 

an d  fuelled scep tic ism  ab o u t th e  m iracu lous, so th at G od ’s ro le in  h isto ry  was 

d iscred ited .46 It is n o tew orthy  th a t as th e  h isto rica l p ro fession  w as estab lished  

in th is n in e te e n th -c en tu ry  contex t, su p e rn a tu ra l h isto ry  began  to  w ane. Iron i

cally, w ith  th e  rise o f M arxist h isto riog raphy  in  th e  early  tw en tie th  century, and  

th e  Annales School in  F rance, C hristian  h isto rians found  an  inte llectual env iron-

40 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana: or, the Ecclesiastical history of New- 
England, from Its First Planting in the Year 1620, unto the Year of our Lord, 1698 
(London: Thomas Parkhurst, 1702). For M ather’s historiographical approach see 
David Levin, Cotton Mather: The Young Life of the Lord's Remembrancer (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1978), 250-69.

41 Ernest Breisach, Historiography: Ancient, Medieval and Modern (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2007, 3rd ed.), 185,196.

42 Ibid., 199.
43 Brian Q. Cannon, 'Providential History: The Need for Continuing Revelation’, in
Window ofFaith: Latter-day Saint Perspectives on World History, edited by Roy A. Prete 
(Provo: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2005), 142-60. Available 
online: http://rsc.byu.edu/archived/w indow-faith-latter-day-saint-perspectives-
world-history/22-providential-history-need-conti.

44 For Voltaire’s criticism of Bossuet’s providential history see Karen O’Brien, Narratives 
of Enlightenment: Cosmopolitan History from Voltaire to Gibbon (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 51-53.

45 Cf. Frangois Rene de Chateaubriand, Genie du christianisme, ou Beautes de la Religion 
Chretienne (Paris: Chez Migneret, 1802); Leopold von Ranke, The Theory and Practice 
of History, edited by Georg G. Iggers (New York: Routledge, 2010); George Bancroft, 
History of the United States ofAmerica, from the Discovery of the American Continent, 
10 vols (Boston: Uttle, Brown, and Co., 1854-78).

46 Cannon, 'Providential History’.

http://rsc.byu.edu/archived/window-faith-latter-day-saint-perspectives-
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m ent w here they  could  again  ground the ir view  o f h istory  in  faith. This was not 
because M arxists o r the Annales advocated a C hristian reading of h istory  p er se, 
bu t because they offered m odels o f do ing h isto ry  from  open  presuppositions. 
Brian C annon referred to a nu m b er o f E uropean ph ilosophers and  theologians 
at th is period, such as N ickolai Berdyaev, H. G. Wood, an d  John M acMurray, who 
‘eloquently  p led for a reappraisal of G od’s role in h isto ry ’.47

Probably the m ost significant British h isto rian  to adhere to a form  of provi
dentia l h istoriography was H erbert Butterfield. In  his Christianity and History 
he ded icated a chap te r to exploring ‘prov idence and h istorical p rocess’.48 In the 
open ing  sen tence of the chap ter he wrote, ‘In a sense every th ing w ith w hich we 
deal w hen we are d iscussing C hristianity  and  h isto ry ... m ust be a com m entary  
on  the ways o f Providence’.49 Butterfield d istingu ished th ree levels of h istorical 
th ink ing  tha t use d ifferent m ethods of analysis. The first two -  b iographical and  
narrative -  are subsum ed  un d er w hat he called ‘technical h isto ry ’ an d  can be 
perfo rm ed w ithout reference to the th ird , w hich is prov idence.50 W hat m arks out 
the th ird  is the personal com m itm en t of the h istorian. In a stark  sta tem en t abou t 
providence and  the h isto rian ’s own religious perspective he said,

I am  unab le  to see how  a m an can  find the h an d  of God in secular history, 
un less he has first found th a t he has an  assurance of it in his personal ex
perience. If it is ob jected  th a t God is revealed in h isto ry  th rough  Christ, I 
canno t th ink  th a t th is can be true  for the m ere external observer, who pu ts 
on  the th ink ing-cap of the ord inary  h istorical studen t. It only becom es ef
fective for those w ho have carried the narrative to in tim ate regions inside 
them selves, w here certa in  of the issues are brough t hom e to hum an  b e 
ings.51

Im m ediately  after th is s tatem ent, Butterfield chastised  those h isto rians ‘w ho say 
th a t every th ing in h istory  can be explained w ithout bring ing God into the argu
m en t’: such ‘w ould be do ing no m ore th an  walking around  in a circle’.52 In bold 
w ords he wrote, ‘There is no such self-contained intellectual system  as w ould 
forbid a m an  w ho was an  h isto rian  to believe th a t God H im self is a factor in 
h isto ry ’.53 Keith Sewell thus rightly argued th a t providence was a belief basic

47 Ibid.
48 Butterfield, Christianity and History, 93-112. Studies include C. T. Mclntire, 
Herbert Butterfield: Historian as Dissenter (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004); 
Robert Clouse, ‘Herbert Butterfield’, in Historians of the Christian Tradition: Their 
Methodology and Influence on Western Thought edited by Michael Bauman and 
Martin I. Klauber (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1998), 519-29; William A. 
Speck, ‘Herbert Butterfield: The Legacy of a Christian Historian’, in A Christian View of 
History? edited by Frank Roberts and George M. Marsden (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1975), 99.

49 Butterfield, Christianity and History, 93.
50 Cf. Mclntire, Herbert Butterfield, 263.
51 Butterfield, Christianity and History, 107.
52 Ibid.
53 Ibid., 108.
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to B u tte rfie ld ’s h istoriography, n o t m ere rh e to r ical flourish .54 This is n o t to  say, 

however, th a t B utterf ie ld ’s p ro v iden tia lism  is th e  sam e as th a t o f la te r evangeli

cal h isto rians. P rov idence w as h is p resu p p o sitio n  as an  h isto rian , b u t h e  w rote 
his ow n h isto rica l w orks w ith  little re ference to  th e  h a n d  o f G od in p articu la r 
events. He said, ‘I cou ld  n o t go to peop le  a n d  say th a t if they  s tu d ied  nearly  two 

th o u san d  years o f E u ropean  h isto ry  this w ou ld  be b ou n d  to  m ake th em  C hris
tian; I cou ld  n o t say th a t such  a s tre tch  o f h isto ry  w ou ld  prove to  any  im partia l 

p e rso n  th a t P rov idence underlies th e  w ho le h u m a n  d ram a’. O ne can  study  h is 
tory, b u t ‘all th is will n o t show  you G od in  h isto ry  if you  have n o t found  G od in 
your da ily life’.55

B utterf ie ld ’s equa l in  A m erica w as the B aptist h is to r ian  K enneth  Scott La- 

to u re tte  (1884-1968), Sterling P ro fessor o f M issions an d  O rien ta l H istory  a t Yale 
U niversity.56 Both a chu rch  h is to rian  an d  an  h is to rian  o f m ission, he w ro te m u l

ti-vo lum e w orks in  each  field th a t have h ad  lasting in fluence.57 In 1948 he was 

e lec ted  as th e  p res id en t o f th e  A m erican H istorica l A ssociation, an d  at th e  en d  
o f his te rm  ded ica ted  his p res iden tia l address to th e  q u estio n  o f T h e  C hristian  

U n derstand ing  o f H isto ry ’.58 He w ro te o f th e  necessarily  sub jective e lem en t to 
h is to ry  w riting, saying, ‘H isto ry  ca n n o t b e  w ritten w ithou t som e basis o f se lec

tion, w h e th e r artific ial an d  pu re ly  sub jective o r in h e ren t in m an ’s s to ry ’. Thus 
th e  h is to rian  ‘is co n fro n ted  w ith  th e  necessity  o f ac ting  on  som e p rinc ip le  o f 
selec tion , even th o u g h  it be arbitrary, an d  is h au nte d  by th e  pers is ten t h ope th a t 

a fram ew ork  an d  m ean in g  can  be found  w h ich  possess ob jective reality ’.59 Then, 
to g ro u n d  h isto ry  in  so m eth in g  objective, in s tead  of arbitrary, h e  p roposed  a 
re tu rn  to th e  C hristian  u n d ers ta n d in g  o f history :

M ay I m ake bo ld  u n d e r th ese  c ircum stances to invite you r consid era tio n  to 
on e  o f th e  o ldest in te rp re ta tio n s o f history, the  on e  w hich bears th e  n am e 
C hristian? I do  so realizing th a t m an y  now  regard  it as qu ite  ou tm o d ed , as 

assoc ia ted  w ith a  stage o f th ink ing  w h ich  m ank ind  is d iscard ing, an d  as 
be ing  he ld  on ly  by th o se  w ho are v ictim s o f w hat is indu lgen tly  d en o m i

n a ted  social lag. I do  so as on e  w ho accep ts th e  C hristian  u n d ers tan d in g  

o f h isto ry  an d  is m o re a n d  m ore a ttrac ted  by w hat he believes to be the

54 Keith Sewell, Herbert Butterfield and the Interpretation of History (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 94-95.

55 Herbert Butterfield, Writings on Christianity and History (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1979), 11.

56 Richard W. Pointer, ‘Kenneth Scott Latourette’, in Historians of the Christian Tradition: 
Their Methodology and Influence on Western Thought, edited by Michael Bauman 
and Martin I. Klauber (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1998), 411-30.

57 Cf. Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christianity: Volume 1: Beginnings to 1500 
(New York: Harper Collins, 1975, rev. ed.); Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of 
Christianity: Volume 2: Reformation to Present (New York: Harper Collins, 1975, rev. 
ed.).

58 Kenneth Scott Latourette, 'The Christian Understanding of History’, The American 
Historical Review 54.2 (January 1949), 261.

59 Ibid.
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a c c u r a c y  o f  i ts  in s ig h t .  B u t  i t  is  n o t  a s  a n  a d v o c ate ,  a s  o n e  in  t h e  lo n g  s u c 

c e s s io n  o f  t h o s e  w h o  w o u ld  s e e k  to  ju s t i f y  t h e  w a y s o f  G o d  to  m e n ,  t h a t  I 

w o u ld  o n c e  m o r e  d r a w  y o u r  a t t e n t i o n  to  it. I w o u ld , ra th e r ,  ra is e  w i th  y o u  

t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  w h e th e r  t h e  C h r i s t ia n  u n d e r s ta n d in g o f  h i s to r y  m a y  n o t  

o f fe r  t h e  c lu e  to  t h e  m y s te r y  w h ic h  f a s c in a te s  s o  ma n y  o f  o u r  b e s t  m in d s .60 

H e  t h e n  e x p la in e d  w h a t  h e  m e a n t  b y  ‘t h e  C h r i s t ia n  un d e r s ta n d in g  o f  h i s to r y ’. 

W h i le  re c o g n iz in g  t h a t  t h e r e  m a y  b e  d i f f e re n t  C h r i st ia n  a p p r o a c h e s ,  h e  a r g u e d  

fo r  a  v ie w  w h e r e  d i f f e re n t  C h r is t ia n  p e r s p e c t i v e s  ac h ie v e  c o m m o n  a s s e n t .  F o r  

L a to u re t te , t h e  C h r is t ia n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  h i s to r y  is  f o u n d  u n d e r  t h e  u n iv e r s a l 

l y -h e ld  b e l ie f  in  G o d  a s  c r e a to r  a n d  r u le r  o f  t h e  un iv e r s e . ‘T h is  m e a n s ,  t h a t  m a n  

l iv e s  a n d  h i s to r y  ta k e s  p la c e  in  a  u n iv e r s e , t h a t  all o f  re a l i ty  is  o n e  a n d  u n d e r  th e  

c o n t r o l  o f  G o d , a n d  t h a t  t h e  h u m a n  d r a m a  is  p a r t  a nd  p a r c e l  o f  t h e  fa r  la r g e r  

u n i t y  o f  G o d ’s c r e a t io n ’.61 A t t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h i s  u nd e r s ta n d in g  is  n o t  ‘a  s e t  o f  id e a s  

b u t  a  p e r s o n ’, n a m e ly  J e s u s  o f  N a z a r e th  w h o  is  t h e  fu l l  d is c lo s u r e  o f  G o d  in  h i s to 

ry .62 H is to ry  is  te le o lo g ic a l  a n d  u n d e r  t h e  g u id e  of  G o d ’s s o v e r e ig n  h a n d .  H e  s a id  

t h a t  ‘ [t] h e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s to r y  is  G o d ’s s e a r c h  fo r m a n . .. G o d ’s g ra c e , t h e  lo v e  w h ic h  

m a n  d o e s  n o t  d e s e r v e  a n d  c a n n o t  e a r n ,  r e s p e c ts  m a n ’s f re e  w i ll  a n d  e n d e a v o u r s  

to  r e a c h  m a n  th r o u g h  t h e  in c a r n a t i o n ,  t h e  c ro s s , a nd  th e  H o ly  S p ir i t .  H e re , to  th e  

C h r i s t ia n , is  t h e  m e a n in g  o f  h i s to r y  a n d  i ts  u n i f y in g  c o r e . ’63 L a to u r e t te  o u t l in e d  

a  n u m b e r  o f  p r a c t ic a l  a p p l i c a t io n s  t h a t  th is  s h o u ld e l ic i t  f o r  t h e  h i s to r ia n ,  n o t  

t h e  le a s t  is t h a t  to  h a v e  G o d ’s v ie w  o f  h is to ry ,  o ne  m u s t  fo c u s  a t t e n t i o n  o n  e v e n ts  

t h a t  w o u ld  n o r m a l l y  b e  ig n o re d .  L a to u r e t te ’s  g r o u n d- b r e a k in g  fo c u s  o n  C h r i s 

t i a n  m is s io n  is  a n  i l lu s t r a t i o n  o f  th i s  p r a c t i c a l  pr in c ip le .64

In  A m e r ic a  th e r e  w a s  a ls o  a  p r o t r a c te d  d e b a te  b e tw ee n  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  C F H  

o v e r  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  C h r is t ia n  h is to r i o g ra p h y , in  p a rt i c u la r  t h e  L u th e r a n  h i s to r i a n  

J o h n  W a rw ic k  M o n tg o m e r y ’s p h i l o s o p h y  o f  h is to ry .65 B o th  o f  h is  b o o k s  w e re  le ss  

a b o u t  h is to ry , p r o p e r ly  s p e a k in g , a n d  m o r e  a b o u t  e vid e n t ia l  a p o lo g e t ic  t r e a t 

m e n ts  o f  h i s to r ic a l  is s u e s  s u c h  a s  t h e  re l ia b i l i ty  o f  t h e  B ib le  o r  t h e  v e r a c i ty  o f  

t h e  r e s u r r e c t io n .  T h e  d e b a te  w a s  s p a r k e d  in  1970  b y a  re v ie w  o f  M o n tg o m e r y ’s 

f i r s t  b o o k  b y  R o n a ld  J. V a n d e r M o le n  p u b l i s h e d  in  Fides et Historia a t  t h e  e d i 

t o r ’s r e q u e s t .66 M o n tg o m e r y  w a n te d  to  d e te r m in e  th e m e a n in g  o f  h i s to r y  to  h e lp  

h i s to r ia n s  u n d e r s ta n d  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h e i r  p r o f e s s io n .  H e  d id  so  b y  c r i t i q u in g  a  

n u m b e r  o f  h i s to r ic a l  p e r s p e c t i v e s  a n d  p u t t i n g  f o r th a  C h r is t ia n  a p p r o a c h  to  th e

6 0  Ib id .,  2 6 2 .

61  Ib id .,  2 6 3 .

6 2  Ib id .,  2 6 4 .

6 3  Ib id .,  2 6 5 .

6 4  K e n n e th  S c o t t  L a to u r e t te ,  A History o f the Expansion o f Christianity, 7  v o ls  (N e w  Y ork: 

H a r p e r , 1 9 3 7 -4 7 ) .

6 5  J o h n  W a rw ic k  M o n tg o m e r y , Where Is History Going? Essays in Support o f the Historical 

Truth o f the Christian Revelation ( G r a n d  R a p id s :  Z o n d e r v a n ,  1 9 6 9 ); J o h n  W a rw ic k  

M o n tg o m e r y , History and Christianity (D o w n e rs  G ro v e :  In te rV a rs i ty ,  19 7 2 ).

6 6  R o n a ld  J. V a n d e rM o le n , ‘T h e  C h r i s t i a n  H is to r ia n : A p o lo g is t  o r  S e e k e r ? ’ Fides et 
Historia 3 .1  (F a ll 1 9 7 0 ), 4 1 -5 6 .
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p a s t .  F o r  V a n d e r M o l e n ,  M o n t g o m e r y  m a d e  ‘d u b i o u s  a s se r t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  h i s 

t o r i c a l  s c h o l a r s h i p’. 6 7  H i s  c o n c e r n  w a s  M o n t g o m e r y ’s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  t h e  s u b je c t i v e ,  

i n t e r p r e t i v e  s t a n c e  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  i n  l i g h t  o f  o bj e c t i v e  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s. 6 8 I n  t h e  

w o r d s  o f  H a r t ,  h e  ‘o b j e c t e d  t o  M o n t g o m e r y ’s  w o o d e n  e p i s t e m o l o g y ,  w h i c h ,  t o  

V a n d e r M o l e n ,  f a i l e d  t o  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  s u b j e c t i v e  a s pe c t s  o f  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h  a s  w e l l  

a s  t h e  i n t e r p r e t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  s c h o l a r s h ip ’. 6 9

A s  H a r t  s a i d  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  d e b a t e ,  ‘T h e  c r u x  o f  t h e m a t t e r  h a d  t o  d o  w i t h  t h e  

r e l i a b i l i t y  o r  e p i s t e m i c  c e r t a i n t y  p r o v i d e d  b y  h i s to r i c a l  s t u d i e s’. 7 0  M o n t g o m e r y  

a c c u s e d  m o d e r n  h i s t o r i a n s  o f  d e n y i n g  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f p a s t  f a c t s ;  V a n d e r M o l e n  d e 

f e n d e d  t h e m  b y  a r g u i n g  t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  d o ,  g e n e r a l ly ,  b e l i e v e  i n  t h e  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  

t h e  p a s t ;  ' I  c a n  a c c e p t  M o n t g o m e r y ’s  v i e w  o f  t h e  r ea l i t y  o f  p a s t  f a c t s ,  b u t  f i n d  h i s  

c r i t i c i s m  o f  h i s t o r i a n s  q u i t e  o u t  o f  l i n e’. 7 1

G e r m a i n e  t o  t h i s  s t u d y ,  V a n d e r M o l e n  a l s o  t o o k  i s s u e w i t h  M o n t g o m e r y ’s  n o 

t i o n  ‘t h a t  p r o g r e s s  c a n  b e  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  t h e  h i s t o ri c a l  p r o c e s s  a n d  t h a t  G o d ’s  i n 

t e n t i o n s  c a n  b e  d i s c o v e r e d  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t s’. 7 2  M o n t g o m e r y  r e s p o n d e d ,  n o t  

t o  V a n d e r M o l e n ,  b u t  t o  W i l l i a m  A . S p e c k ,  w h o  h a d  w ri t t e n  a n  e s s a y  c r i t i q u i n g  

H e r b e r t  B u t t e r f i e l d ’s  a t t e m p t  t o  t r a c e  t h e  C h r i s t i an  i n f l u e n c e  o n  h i s t o r y ,  w h i c h  

S p e c k  t h o u g h t  f a i l e d. 7 3 T h o u g h  S p e c k  h a d  c r i t i q u e d  B u t t e r f i e l d  f o r  a n  i n a d

e q u a t e  c o n s i s t e n c y  i n  h i s  a t t e m p t  t o  d o  h i s t o r y  f r om  a  C h r i s t i a n  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  

M o n t g o m e r y  a n d  h i s  c o - a u t h o r  J a m e s  R . M o o r e  d i d  n o t b e l i e v e  B u t t e r f i e l d  w e n t  

f a r  e n o u g h .  B u t t e r f i e l d  h a d ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  a l l  t h r e e d i s p u t a n t s ,  u n d e r m i n e d  h i s  

C h r i s t i a n  c o m m i t m e n t  w h e n  h e  s o u g h t  t o  w r i t e  ‘t e c h ni c a l  h i s t o r y ’ -  b y  t h i s ,  t h e y  

m e a n  o b j e c t i v e ,  o r  n a t u r a l  h i s t o r y ;  t h o u g h  M o n t g o m er y  a n d  M o o r e  a c c u s e d  

S p e c k  o f  n o t  u l t i m a t e l y  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  B u t t e r f i e l d  w a s  w r o n g  i n  h i s  a p p r o a c h  t o  

t e c h n i c a l  h i s t o r y .  F o r  t h e m ,  ‘B u t t e r f i e l d  s o m e h o w  be l i e v e s  h e  c a n  h a v e  h i s t o r i 

c a l  o b j e c t i v i t y  w i t h  i t s  d e s c r i p t i o n  a n d  e x p l a n a t i on  o f  t a n g i b l e  e v i d e n c e  a n d  s t i l l  

r e t a i n  " r e l i g i o u s  o r t h o d o x y ,  m o r a l  a b s o l u t e s ,  a n d . ..  a  s p i r i t u a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  

l i f e ’ ” . ' 4  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t h e r e  i s  t o  b e  n o  w e d g e  b e t w e e n  t ec h n i c a l  h i s t o r y  a n d  

C h r i s t i a n  c o m m i t m e n t :  t h e y  a r e  o n e  a n d  t h e  s a m e .

S p e c k  o f f e r e d  a  s h o r t  r e p l y  i n  a  s u b s e q u e n t  a r t i c l e,  c h a s t i s i n g  h i s  o p p o n e n t s ’ 

t o n e  a n d  a s k i n g ,  ‘H o w  c a n  [ B u t t e r f i e l d ’s] m e t h o d o l og y  o r  a n y  t r u l y  h i s t o r i c a l  

m e t h o d o l o g y  c o n f i r m  C h r i s t i a n  b e l i e f? ’ 7 5 I f  h i s t o r i a n s ,  e v e n  C h r i s t i a n  h i s t o r i a n s ,

6 7  I b i d . ,  4 2 .

6 8  I b i d . ,  4 7 .

6 9  H a r t ,  ‘H i s t o r y  i n  S e a r c h  o f  M e a n i n g ’, 7 7 .

7 0  I b i d . ,  7 7 .

7 1  V a n d e r M o l e n ,  ‘C h u r c h  H i s t o r i a n ’, 4 8 .

7 2  I b i d . ,  4 9 .

7 3  W i l l i a m  A . S p e c k ,  ‘H e r b e r t  B u t t e r f i e l d  o n  t h e  C hr i s t i a n  a n d  H i s t o r i c a l  S t u d y ’, Fides et 
Historia 4  ( F a l l  1 9 7 1 ) :  5 0 - 7 0 ;  J o h n  W a r w i c k  M o n t g o m e r y  a n d  J a m e s  R . M o o r e ,  ‘T h e  

S p e c k  i n  B u t t e r f i e l d ’s  E y e ,  A  R e p ly  t o  W i l l i a m  S p e ck ’, Fides et Historia 4 ( F a l l  1 9 7 1 ) :  

7 1 - 7 7 .

7 4  M o n t g o m e r y  a n d  M o o r e ,  ‘S p e c k  i n  B u t t e r f i e l d ’s  E ye ’, 7 3 - 7 4 .

7 5  W i l l i a m  A . S p e c k ,  ‘A  R e p l y  t o  J o h n  W a r w i c k  M o n t go m e r y  a n d  J a m e s  R . M o o r e ’, Fides et 
Historia 5  ( F a l l  1 9 7 2  a n d  S p r i n g  1 9 7 3 ) ,  1 0 8 .
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are  d iv id ed  ove r m a te r ia ls  in  C h r is tia n  sc r ip tu re , h ow  can  th e y  b e  su re  o f  th e ir  

p o s it io n ?  N ine  re sp o n se s  in  all w ere p u b l ish e d  by  de fen d e rs  a n d  o p p o n e n ts  o f 

M ontgom ery . H a rt c o m m e n te d  o n  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f th e d e b a te  a n d  its im p a c t 

o n  th e  c h a n g in g  n a tu re  o f  CFH:

P e rh a p s  th e  d e su lto ry  n a tu re  o f th is  d e b a te  revealed  th a t  th e  a im s o f  th e  

co n fe re n ce  w ere  c o n s id e rab ly  d if fe ren t from  th e  u ses  to  w h ich  ev an g e li

ca l se m in a ry  facu lty  p u t  th e  s tu d y  o f h isto ry . O r pe rh a p s  th e  d e c is io n  

by co n fe re n c e  m e m b e rsh ip  to  a ff ilia te  w ith  th e  A [m erican ] H is to r ic a l]  

A s s o c ia t io n ]  m a d e  M o n tg o m e ry ’s ap o lo g e tics  a n  e m b a rra ssm e n t. 

W h a te v er th e  ex p lan a tio n , th e  c lo se o f th is  d e b a te  see m s to  h av e  m ark e d  

a c h a n g e  in  th e  CFH, fro m  a n  o rg a n iz a tio n  o p e n  to  in te re s ts  o f  th e  n e o 

ev ang elica l se m in a ry  le ad e rsh ip , to  o n e  th a t  w o u ld  focus o n  th e  te a c h in g  

o f  h is to ry  a t co lleges a n d  u n iv e rs it ies. 76

T h e d e b a te  over C h r is tia n  h is to ry  h a s  ca rr ied  in to  th e  tw en ty -f irs t cen tu ry . 

S teven  Keillor -  w h o  te a c h e s  h is to ry  a t B ethe l U n iversity  in  St. Paul, M in n eso ta , 

is a  fellow  o f th e  M cL aurin  In s titu te , a n d  w h o  w ri tes  o n  h is to r ica l issues  p e r ta in 

ing  to  th e  s ta te  o f  M in n e so ta  -  h as  a t te m p te d  to  revive p ro v id en tia l h is to ry  fo r 

p ro fess io n a l h is to r ian s . H e a rg u es fo r th e  ju d g e m e nt o f G o d  as a n  in te rp re t iv e  

len s  o n  th e  p a s t. 77 B ased  o n  re ad in g s from  th e  O ld a n d  N ew  T estam en ts , h e  ex 

p la in e d  th a t  G od c o n t in u e s  to  ju d g e  n a t io n s  fo r th eir  s ins, a n d  th a t  h is to r ia n s  

w h o  fail to  re co g n ise th is  in  th e ir  w ork  are ig n o r in g  th e  B ib le’s ow n te s t im o n y  

to  h istory . F or in s tan ce , K eillor to o k  tw o  c h a p te rs to  ex p la in  th a t  th e  A m er ican  

Civil W ar w as G od's ju d g m e n t ag a in s t th e  U n ited  S tates fo r th e  in s t i tu t io n  o f 

s lavery. 78 T hus  Keillor u se d  G o d ’s ju d g m e n ts , as re v ea led  in  s c r ip tu re  a n d  th e o l

ogy, to  ca s t h is ow n ju d g m e n t o n  th e  p ast. In  a  large ly  fav o u ra b le  p re fa ce  to  th e  

book , M ark  Noll sa id  th a t  th o u g h  K eillor d id  n o t  fully  co nv ince , ‘h e  h a s  m a d e  m e 

th in k , a n d  th in k  h a rd’. 79 R eflecting  N oll's o p in io n , o th e r  ev an gelica l h is tor ian s  

h av e  ex p ressed  a c a u tio u s  a d m ira t io n  fo r th e  book . As a w o rk  o f  A m eric an  h is 

tory, it o ffered  ca refu l in te rp re ta t io n s  o f  th e  p ast, b u t  h is  p ro v id en tia l ism  d id  n o t 

u lt im a te ly  p e rsu a d e . G len n  E. S an d ers  sa id  th a t  ev ange lica l h is to r ia n s  sh o u ld  

n o t  ig n o re  K eillor’s boo k , a n d  th a t  it o ffers a  ‘r ich  d iscu ss io n ' o f th e  w ays th a t  

C h r is t ia n  h is to r ia n s  c a n  d o  h isto ry . H ow ever, it is long  o n  th eo lo g ica l re flec tio n  

b u t  sh o r t o n  h is to rica l analy sis. A t th e  very  least, God’s Judgments o ffers a n  o p 

p o r tu n i ty  fo r be liev in g  h is to r ia n s  to  re flec t o n  w ha t th in g s  ca n  b e  sa id  in  a  p ro 

fe ss io n  th a t  large ly  n eg lec ts  C h r is tia n  in te rp re ta tio n s. 80

76 H ar t, ‘H is to ry  in  S earch  o f  M e a n in g ’, 78.

77 S teve n  J. Keillor, God's Judgments: Interpreting History and the Christian Faith 

(D ow ne rs  G rove: In te rV arsity  P ress, 2007).
78 Ib id ., 119-53.

79 M ark  Noll, ‘P re fa ce ’, in  ib id ., 10.

80 G le n n  E. S an d ers, 'R ev iew  o f  God’s Judgments', Fides et Historia 39 .2 (S u m m er/F a ll  

2007), 111-12 . S ee a lso  th e  essays  d e d ic a te d  to  review in g  i t  in  Books & Culture 13.4 
(Ju ly /A ug us t 2007).
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Butterfield, Latourette, the CFH and Keillor are just a handful of examples 
of tw entieth-century Christian historians who wrestled over their profession. 
While such professional historians were concerned about Christian historiog
raphy, popular historians were as well. A key example of the supernaturalist ap 
proach to church history is the already m entioned Calvinist historian Iain Mur
ray and the Banner of Truth Trust. Murray is now retired as editorial director of 
the Banner of Truth, a m inistry that was first located in London, and is now in 
Edinburgh, Scotland. In addition to his two-volume biography of Lloyd-Iones, 
Murray is well-known for his biography of Jonathan Edwards (1703-58), ‘Amer
ica’s theologian,’ am ong many others.81 Andrew Atherstone described Murray’s 
historical output, in particular his various biographies, as ‘biblically faithful, 
pastorally applied and spiritually edifying’.82 Or, as Bebbington described him, 
Tain Murray... believed that history books ought to subserve the twin causes of 
advancing spiritual religion and prom oting Reformed orthodoxy’.83 Mark Noll 
wrote that Murray’s ‘history is an explicit subdiscipline of theology’.84

As we have seen, Murray took issue with evangelical h istorians who adhered 
to objective neutrality when writing history and his historiography is reflected 
by contributors to the Banner o f Truth magazine. Atherstone helpfully surveyed 
the book-review contents of the publication over a twenty-year period highlight
ing the negative opinions of various reviewers on works of professional history.

A key statem ent of Murray’s approach to history is seen in his review-essay 
of Evangelicalism, a book of papers from a conference at the Institute for the 
Study of American Evangelicals at W heaton College.85 Though adm itting the 
im portance of the subject-m atter of the book, and the weight of authors who 
contributed to it -  including John Walsh, Harry S. Stout, Ian Rennie, and David 
Wells -  Murray wrote, ‘This reviewer regrets to say that, with one major excep
tion, we read the contributors to this work with m ounting disappointm ent and 
concern'.86 His apprehension was expressed in various historical disagreements 
he had with the contributors. For instance, he chastised Noll’s remarks that there 
was evangelical growth after the American War for Independence. Murray d isa
greed saying that evangelical writers of that period com plained 'that the War 
lowered spiritual interests and standards, and far from it introducing a change

81 Iain H. Murray, Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1987).

82 Andrew Atherstone, ‘Hagiography and H istory’, in Truth at Any Cost: Papers Read at 
the 2012 Westminster Conference (Stoke-on-Trent: Tentmaker Publications, 2013), 43.

83 Bebbington, ‘Evangelical Discovery’, 349.
84 Mark Noll, ‘How We Remember Revivals: The Virtues and Vices of Tribal H istory’, 
Christianity Today 39.5 (April 24,1995), 31. This is a review of Iain H. Murray, Revival 
and Revivalism: The Making and Marring o f American Evangelicalism (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1994).

85 Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies o f Popular Protestantism in North America, The 
British Isles and Beyond, 1700-1990, edited by Mark Noll, David W. Bebbington, and 
George A. Rawlyk (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

86 Iain H. Murray, ‘Explaining Evangelical H istory’, Banner o f Truth 370 (July 1994), 8.
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for the better, when it was over (c. 1781), no general change was known until the 
beginning of the Second Great Awakening in 1798-1800’.87

His prim ary concern, however, was over the various historians’ arguments 
that eighteenth-century evangelical ‘successes’ were not 'affected by the truth 
and by the power of the Holy Spirit, but how they and their successes were con
ditioned by the cultural framework in which they lived’.88 Murray was not alone 
in such concern. Douglas A. Sweeney wrote in 1999 that though he recognised 
their effort to ‘allay the fears of secular colleagues’, ‘it seems the Calvin School 
has decided to minim ize the im portance of the only thing that makes Christian 
scholarship singular at all’.89 In even stronger terms, and reflecting the work of 
Walter Wink and Stanley Hauerwas, Richard C. Goode claimed that ‘M arsden’s 
honest and well-intended attem pt to accom m odate the Christian faith to the 
standards of the academy unavoidably detracts from the genius of the Christian 
message and serves the powers-that-be’.90

Sharing these sentim ents, and citing biblical precedent, Murray surmised: 
‘ [ W ]hat historians could do to the book of Acts if they determ ined to re-interpret 
its events w ithout reference to God’.91 If Luke the gospel-writer adhered to the 
scholarly detachm ent encouraged by Evangelicalism, the book of Acts would be 
a different book altogether. The issue for Murray was not so m uch about histori
cal m ethod as it was about theological worldview. Evangelicals should not think 
that m oderated belief -  that is, history written so as not to give offense to non- 
Christians -  could win a sympathetic hearing from an unregenerate world. He 
quoted from the editors’ afterword to Evangelicalism, where they describe their 
philosophy of history. They openly adm it that as m odern evangelical historians 
they ‘have accepted the standards of the professional guild as the framework 
for their writing. They have, at least for professional purposes, abandoned the 
providentialism that characterised m ost early histories of evangelicals’.92 Murray 
then commented:

87 Ibid., 10.
88 Ibid., 8, em phasis original.
89 Sweeney, ‘Taking a Shot at Redem ption’, 43 and 45.
90 Richard C. Goode, ‘The Radical Idea of Christian Scholarship: Plea for a Scandalous 

Historiography', in Restoring the First-Century Church in the Twenty-First Century: 
Essays on the Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement, In Honor of Don Haymes, edited 
by Warren Lewis and Hans Rollmann (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2005), 228. Cf. Walter 
Wink, The Powers That Be: Theology for a New Millennium (New York: Doubleday, 
1998); Stanley Hauerwas, After Christendom? How the Church is to Behave if  Freedom, 
Justice, and a Christian Nation Are Bad Ideas (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 133— 
52.

91 David Bebbington, Patterns in History: A Christian Perspective on Historical Thought 
(Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 1990), 186. William Speck, in a review of C. T. 
M clntire’s book on historiography, likewise said that the naturalist perspective was an 
‘abandonm ent of a d iscernable religious role’: 'W hat Should be the Role of Christian 
Historians?’ Fides etHistoria 8.1 (Fall 1975), 76.

92 Noll, Bebbington, and Rawlyk, Evangelicalism, 411.
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If th e  p rice to be pa id  by evangelicals in o rde r to ho ld  positions in  secu 

la r un iversities, o r to be pu b lish ed  by non-evangelica l pub lishers, is to 

cease to w rite C hristian  h isto ry  p rim arily  in  te rm s o f redemption, th en  it 

is too  high. R ecent d ecades have m ad e c lear th a t no evangelical can  ho ld  

a  theo log ical p o st in  a B ritish un ivers ity  and be fo rth r igh t in  upho ld ing  

an  insp ired  Bible. Now we are getting  th e  sam e lesson  w ith respect to  the 

teach ing  o f h istory. T he p ressu re  to  d ilu te  bib lical tru th s  in  o rde r to  gain 

w ider in fluence is as o ld  as h u m a n  n a tu re ... W hatever ap p a ren t tem p o ra ry  

gains the re  m ay  be, su rren d er to  p ressu re  from  th e  un reg en era te  m in d  has 

alw ays led  to th e  dow n-g rade o f tru e  evangelical faith .93

This p rov iden tia l ap p ro ach  to  h is to ry  is w ell- illustrated  by M urray ’s b iog raphy  

o f Edw ards, w ritten  from  a clearly  evangelical, even  Calvinist, perspective. In the  

in tro d u c tio n  to  the  book  M urray w rote, ‘W hether o r n o t a b iog rapher o f Jonathan  

Edw ards reveals his persona l s tan d p o in t a t th e  o u tse t m akes little difference, for 

inev itab ly  it will soon  be a p p a re n t’. 94 He w ro te o f th e  ‘an ti-su p e rn a tu ra l an im u s ’ 

th a t cha rac te rised  m any  m o d ern  b iog raph ies o f Edw ards, especially  those by 

Ola E. W inslow  an d  Perry M iller. 95 M urray w as p la in  th a t h is ow n b iography  w as a 

‘p o p u la r acco u n t o f E dw ards’, an d  th a t a defin itive study  has yet to be pub lished . 

T h roughou t th e  f ive-hundred  pages M urray ’s ow n theolog ical ou tlook  is ap p a r

en t. He n o t only sym path ised  w ith  h is sub ject, b u t w ith  E dw ards’s theology. He 

was also o p en  ab o u t th e  role o f p rov idence in th e  life o f Edw ards. Speak ing o f the 

change th a t a p e rso n  u n d erw en t afte r experienc ing  th e  effects o f revival, M urray 

said: ‘This change cam e from  God h im se lf an d  yet G od w orked  th ro u g h  h is ow n 

W ord’.96 Such s ta tem en ts, though  n o t rep lete, are n o t unco mm o n .

M urray ’s b iog raphy  has b een  crit ic ised  fo r engag ing in hag iography, p a in ting  

an  unrealistic  p o rtra it o f Edw ards as th o u g h  th e  e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  p asto r h ad  

no faults. As w e saw  in th e  in tro d u c tio n  to th is article , T ruem an  accused  M urray 

o f hag iog raphy  in  the  la tte r ’s b iog raphy  o f L loyd-Jones. O f th e  Edw ards b iog

raphy, S tephen  J. Stein, an  ed ito r o f th e  Yale ed ition  o f E dw ards’s Works w rote, 

‘IMurray] con tinua lly  allows h is affection for h is sub jec t to  co lo r his language. 

In som e in s tan ces he sidesteps difficult, u n co m p limen ta ry  d im ensions o f the  

story; he persists, for exam ple, in calling E dw ards’s slave a “se rv an t” . ’97  A llen C. 

Guelzo m ore explicitly  said  th a t ‘M urray ’s Edwards is n o t so m u ch  a b iography  

as it is a hagiography, calling to m in d  n o t Jo n a th an  Edw ards o f N o rth am p to n  b u t

93 M urray, ‘E xp la in ing  Evangelical H istory,’ 13-14, em p h as is  orig inal.
94 M u rray  Jonathan Edwards, ix.

95 Ib id., xxix. Cf. O la E lizabeth  W inslow, Jonathan Edwards: 1703-1758 (New York: 
M acM illan, 1941); Perry  M iller, Jonathan Edwards (New York: W illiam  S loan & 
A ssociates, 1949).

96 M u rray  Jonathan Edwards, 130.
97 S tep h en  J. Stein , ‘Review o f  Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography’, Church History 

59.4 (D ecem ber 1990), 565. Cf. The Works o f Jonathan Edwards, Volume 15: Notes on 
Scripture, e d i ted  by  S tep h en  J. S te in  (New H aven: Yale U niversity  Press, 1998).
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M a r ty n  L lo y d -Jo n e s  o f  W e s tm in s te r  C h a p e l ’.98 T h is  wa s  f in e  fo r  M u r ra y  w h o , in  

h is  a p t ly - t i t le d  b o o k  Heroes, w ro te , ‘T ru e  C h r is t ia n  b io g r a p h y  s h o u ld  th e r e f o r e  

c o n c e n t r a te  o n  w h a t  is  e d i f y in g  a n d  fo r  t h e  p r a is e  o f  C h r is t ’.99

Y et th e r e  a re  p r o b le m s  w i th  h a g io g ra p h y , a s  o u t l i n ed  in  th r e e  w a y s  b y  M u r 

r a y ’s c r i t ic , C a rl  T r u e m a n . F irs t , h a g io g r a p h y  la c ks  h is to r ic a l  a c c u r a c y  a n d  te n d s  

to  ig n o re  th e  d e s u l to r y  p a r t s  o f  a  s u b je c t ’s c h a r a cte r  in  o r d e r  to  p re s e r v e  r e p u t a 

t io n .  T h u s  it  is  u n t r u s tw o r th y  h is to r y  w r i t in g .  S e co n d , it  r u n s  th e  d a n g e r  o f  s e e 

in g  th e  w o r ld  in  M a n ic h e a n  te r m s  o f  b la c k  a n d  w h i te, g o o d  v e r s u s  b a d , a n d  fa ils  

to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  c o m p le x i t ie s  o f  th e  h u m a n  c o n d i t io n .  A s T r u e m a n  sa y s, ‘H a g i 

o g r a p h y  m a y  in s p i r e  b u t  to o  o f te n  it  te l ls  u s  le s s  a b o u t  w h a t  a c tu a l ly  h a p p e n e d  

a n d  m o r e  a b o u t  th e  p e r s o n a l  t a s te s  o f  t h e  a u th o r ’.100 T h e  B ib le  d o e s  n o t  fa ll in to  

th is  t r a p , a s  it  c le a r ly  p o r t r a y s  its  ‘h e r o e s ’ w i th a ll o f  th e i r  fo ib le s  -  o n e  o n ly  h a s  

to  th in k  o f  D a v id ’s s in  w i th  B a th s h e b a  (2 S a m u e l  11). T h ird , h a g io g r a p h ie s  o f fe r  

m o d e ls  fo r  b e h a v io u r  th a t  n o  o n e  c a n  l iv e  u p  to , a nd  p ro v e  to  d is c o u r a g e  r a th e r  

t h a n  e n c o u r a g e . R a th e r , a  p e r s o n  w h o  s t ru g g le s  w i th s in  is a c tu a l ly  r e la ta b le  to  

b y  a n  a u d ie n c e  w h o  s u f fe rs  th e  s a m e  s t ru g g le s . A s Tr u e m a n  s a id , ‘I u n d e r s ta n d  

a  m a n  d iv id e d  a g a in s t  h im s e l f ’.101 A th e r s to n e  a d d e d a  f o u r th  p r o b le m  to  T r u e 

m a n ’s l is t , t h a t  h a g io g r a p h y  o f te n  s h a p e s  th e  s u b jec t ’s l i fe  to  f it w i th  t h e  c u l tu r e  

a n d  le s s o n s  th a t  t h e  b io g r a p h e r  w a n ts  to  p o r t ra y , in s te a d  o f  le t t in g  th e  f ig u re s  o f  

h is to r y  s p e a k  fo r  th e m s e lv e s  f ro m  w i th in  th e i r  o w n  c u l tu r e .102 T h u s  th e  c o n c e r n s  

o f  t h e  s u b je c t  in  th e i r  o w n  d a y  a re  o f te n  m is s e d .

III. The naturalist perspective
T h e  s e c o n d  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  w h a t  c a n  b e  c a l le d  th e  ‘n a tu r a l i s t  v ie w ’, -  o r  m o r e  te c h 

n ic a l ly  ‘m e th o d o lo g ic a l  n a tu r a l i s m ’103 -  a v o id s  a p pe a l in g  to  t h e  s u p e r n a tu r a l  fo r  

e x p la n a t io n s  o f  h is to r i c a l  c a u s e s . R a th e r , it lo o k s to  s o c ia l  a n d  c u l tu r a l  fa c to r s  to  

d e te r m in e  t h e  m e a n in g  o f  p a s t  e v e n ts . A s B o w d e n  e x pla in e d , h is to r ia n s  o f  th is  

s ta n d p o in t  'a d h e r e d  to  u n i f o r m  p r o c e d u r e s  a n d  s ta n da r d  c o n c e p t io n s  o f  c a u s a l

98 A llen C. G uelzo, 'R eview  o f Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography', Fides et Historia 
21.2 (Ju n e 1989), 81. T he  w ord  h ag io g ra p h y  is a lso  u se d  o f M u rray  by  G eorge  M. 
M arsd en , 'T h e  Q u e st fo r th e  H isto r ica l E dw ards: T h e C h a lleng e  o f  B iog rap hy ’, in 
Jonathan Edwards at Home and Abroad: Historical Memories, Cultural Moments, 
Global Horizons, e d ite d  by  D av id  W illiam  K ing a n d  D oug las A. Sw eeney (C o lum bia: 
U n iv ers ity  o f  S o u th  C aro lina  Press, 2003), 3.

99 Ia in  H . M urray, Heroes (E d inburgh : B an n er o f  T ruth , 2009), xi.
100 C arl R. T ru em an , ‘W riting  o n  A than as iu s: A G en era l N o te  o n  H ag io g rap h y ’, 

Reformation21 (June  2, 2011), h ttp :/ /w w w .re fo rm a tio n 2 1 .o rg /b lo g /2 0 1 1 /0 6 / 
w ri t in g -o n -a th a n a s iu s-a -g e n e ra .p h p  (accessed  D e ce m ber  5 ,2013).

101 T ru em an , 'W rit in g  o n  A th a n a s iu s ’.
102 A the rs to n e , ‘H ag iog rap hy  a n d  H is to ry ’, 54.
103 Cf. T im o thy  L arsen, ‘Evangelicals, th e  A cadem y, a n d  th e  D isc ip line  o f  H is to ry ’, in  

Beyond Integration? Inter/Disciplinary Possibilities for the Future of Christian Higher 
Education, e d i te d  b y  T odd C. R eam , Jerry  P a tten ga le, a n d  D av id  L. Riggs (Abilene: 
A b ilene C h ris tia n  U n ive rs ity  Press, 2012), 110.

http://www.reformation21.org/blog/2011/06/
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r e l a t i o n s h i p s ’.104 I f  p r o v i d e n c e  is  p r i m a r i l y  a  s t ud y  a b o u t  t h e  w o r k  o f  G o d  o v e r  

t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t i m e ,  h i s t o r y  ' i s  a  d i s c i p l i n e  t h a t  se e k s  to  e x p l a i n  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  

b e h a v i o u r  o f  h u m a n s  a s  t h e y  l i v e d  t h r o u g h  t i m e ’.105 T h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  s a w  

t h e  u s e  o f  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s  a s  a  g r o w in g  t r e n d  i n  t he  b r o a d e r  a c a d e m i c  w o r ld ,  a n d ,  

a s  B e b b i n g t o n  s a id ,  ‘S o m e  o f  t h e  b e s t  w o r k  o n  r e l i gi o n  i n  t h e  m o d e r n  w o r l d  w a s  

a c h ie v e d  b y  a p p l y i n g  s o c i o l o g i c a l  m e t h o d s ’.106 S u c h m e t h o d s  i n c l u d e  t h e  u s e  o f  

s t a t i s t i c s ,  e c o n o m i c  t h e o r i e s ,  o r  u n d e r s t u d i e d  d e m og r a p h i c s  l i k e  t h e  P r im i t i v e  

M e t h o d i s t s ,  w h o  h a d  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  i m p a c t  o n  t r a d e  un i o n s .  E v a n g e l i c a l  h i s t o r i 

a n s  a l s o  b e g a n  t o  s t u d y  w o m e n ’s  i s s u e s ,  r a c e ,  a n d  th e  r i s e  a n d  fa l l  o f  n a t i o n s . 107

C h r i s t i a n  h i s t o r i a n s  o f  b o t h  t h e  p r o v i d e n t i a l  a n d  ob je c t i v e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  b e 

l i e v e  t h a t  G o d  s o v e r e ig n l y  c o n t r o l s  h i s to r y .  T h e  c on t e s t e d  i s s u e  is  n o t  a b o u t  t h e  

f a c t  o f  p r o v i d e n c e ,  b u t  w h e t h e r  i t  is  a p p r o p r i a t e  to  i n t e r p r e t  i t  as historians. T h e  

n a t u r a l i s t  h i s t o r i a n  a n s w e r s  n o ,  i t  is  n o t .  P r o v i d en c e  c a n  b e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  i n  tw o  

t y p e s :  g e n e r a l  a n d  p a r t i c u la r .  E v a n g e l i c a l  h i s t o r i an s  o f  b o t h  s id e s  b e l i e v e  i n  b o t h  

t y p e s .  T h e  d e b a t e  is  n o t  a b o u t  g e n e r a l  p r o v i d e n c e ,  a s  i t s  a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t  d o e s  

n o t  r e q u i r e  c o m m e n t .  R a th e r ,  i t  is  a b o u t  p a r t i c u l a r p r o v i d e n c e  -  c a n  i t  b e  s a id  

t h a t  G o d  d i d  s u c h - a n d - s u c h  a t  a  s p e c i f i c  t im e ?  B e b bi n g t o n  p u t  i t  s ta r k l y :  ‘B e 

l i e f  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  p r o v i d e n c e s  s e e m s  i n c o m p a t i b l e  wi t h  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  

is  a  g e n e r a l  p r o v i d e n c e ’.108 I f  t h e  w h o l e  p r o c e s s  of  h u m a n  h i s t o r y  is  d i r e c t e d  b y  

p r o v i d e n c e ,  w h y  is  t h e r e  a  n e e d  f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  p r o vid e n c e ?  A d d e d  to  t h a t ,  B e b 

b i n g t o n  a r g u e d ,  is  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n :  ‘H o w  c a n  w e  d i s c e r n  w h a t  is  

h a p p e n i n g ? ’ G o d ’s w a y s  a r e  c o m p l e x  a n d  m y s t e r i o u s  an d  ‘c l a im s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  

G o d ’s  d e a l i n g s  w i t h  m e n  s e e m  b o l d  o r  e v e n  r i d i c u l o us ’.109 C a n  G o d  b e  a t  w o r k  

i n  o p p o s i n g  e v e n ts ?  B e b b i n g t o n  c i t e d  t h e  e x a m p l e  o f t h e  d e f e a t  o f  t h e  S p a n 

i s h  A r m a d a  i n  1 5 8 8 . W h i l e  E l i z a b e t h a n  E n g l a n d  c e l e br a t e d  i t  a s  a  s ig n  o f  G o d ’s 

p r o v i d e n c e ,  t h e  C a t h o l i c  S p a n i a r d s  a l s o  b e l i e v e d  t ha t  G o d  h a d  d i r e c t e d  t h e m  to  

i n v a d e  t h e  h e r e t i c a l  E n g l is h .  W h ic h  s i d e  w a s  r i g h t?

W i th  t h e  i s s u e  o f  w h e t h e r  h i s t o r i a n s  s h o u l d  d i s c e r n d i v in e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  is  t h a t  

o f  a c a d e m i c  a c c e p t a n c e .  T h e  r e c o u r s e  t o  n a t u r a l  e x pl a n a t i o n s  f o r  p a s t  e v e n ts  is, 

i n  l a r g e  p a r t ,  b e c a u s e  t h e  a c a d e m y  d o e s  n o t  a l lo w  fo r  ‘G o d - ta l k ’, e s p e c ia l l y  i n  

t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  o f  h i s to r y .  A s  B e b b i n g t o n  e x p la in e d : ‘I f  [ t h e  h i s t o r i a n ]  m a k e s  p la in  

h i s  r e l i g i o u s  c o m m i t m e n t  i n  h i s  w r i t i n g ,  w i l l  h e  n ot  b e  e x c lu d in g  i t  f r o m  g e n e r a l  

n o t i c e  a n d  c e r t a i n l y  f r o m  a c a d e m i c  a t t e n t i o n ?  T h e  ca n o n s  o f  o r d i n a r y  h i s t o r i c a l  

s c h o l a r s h i p  h a v e  n o t  p e r m i t t e d  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  G o d  f or  n e a r l y  2 0 0  y e a r s . ’110 T h is  

p o s e s  a  p r o b l e m  f o r  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  h i s t o r i a n  w h o  w a nt s  h i s  o r  h e r  w o r k  to  b e  a c 

c e p t e d  b e y o n d  t h e  w a l l s  o f  t h e  c h u r c h  o r  s e m in a r y .  E v a n g e l i c a l  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y

104 B o w d e n , ‘E n d s  a n d  M e a n s ', 74.

105 J o h n F e a ,  Why Study History? Reflecting on the Importance of the Past (G ra n d  R ap id s: 

B a k e r  A c a d e m ic , 201 3 ), 68.

106 B e b b in g to n , ‘E v a n g e l ic a l D isc o v e ry ’, 354.

107 Ib id ., 3 5 5 -6 1 .

108 B e b b in g to n , Patterns in History, 66.

109 Ib id .

110 Ib id ., 186.
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h a s  a  n u m b e r  o f  e x e m p la ry  a d v o c a te s  o f  th e  n a tu ra l is t  v ie w  -  w h a t h a s  b e e n  

c a l le d  ‘th e  n e w  e v a n g e lica l h is to r io g ra p h y ’111 -  w ho  a re  a c tiv e  in , a n d  re s p e c te d  

b y  th e  acad e m y . S u ch  h is to r ia n s  in c lu d e  M a rsd e n , N oll, N a th a n  O. H a tc h , a n d  

H a rry  S to u t in  th e  U n ite d  S ta te s ,112 as  w ell as  B e bb in g to n  in  B r ita in , a n d  th e  la te  

G eo rg e  R aw lyk in  C a n a d a . T h o u g h  th e y  a re  se lf -p ro fess in g  ev an g e lica ls , th e y  

te a c h  a t m a jo r  re se a rc h  u n iv e rs i t ie s , a n d  p u b l is h  with  a c a d e m ic  p re sse s . T h e ir  

h is to r ic a l  m e th o d  is w e ll s u m m e d  u p  in  th e  a f te rw o rd  to  th e  b o o k  Evangelicalism 

a l re a d y  q u o te d  ab o v e . T h e  c o n t r ib u to rs  e x p re sse d  the m se lv e s  as  ‘a  c a d re  o f  p r o 

fe ss io n a l h is to r ia n s ’ w h o  h a d  ‘a c c e p te d  th e  s ta n d a rd s  o f  th e  p ro fe ss io n a l g u ild  

as  th e  f ra m e w o rk  o f  th e ir  w r i t in g . T h e y  h av e , a t  lea s t fo r  p ro fe ss io n a l p u rp o s e s , 

a b a n d o n e d  th e  p ro v id e n t ia l ism  th a t  c h a ra c te r iz e d  m os t e a r l ie r  h is to r ie s ’.113

G eo rg e  M a rs d e n  is, in  th e  w o rd s  o f  Ja m e s  A. P a tte rso n , ‘th e  p io n e e r in g  d e a n  

o f  e v a n g e lica l h is to r io g ra p h y ’.114 In  th e  a f te rw o rd to  Fundamentalism  and Amer
ican Culture, M a rs d e n  e x p la in e d  th e  ta sk  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  h is to ria n . H e  ask e d  

w h e th e r  C h r is t ia n i ty  s h o u ld  b e  v ie w e d  th ro u g h  th e  le n s  o f  ‘c u l tu ra l  d e v e lo p 

m e n t ’ ( th e  n a tu ra l is t  v iew ) o r  th ro u g h  th e  le n s  o f  s c r ip tu re  ( th e  s u p e rn a tu ra l is t  

v iew ). H e s id e d  w ith  th e  fo rm e r, th o u g h  h e  d id  n o t  se e  th a t  as  c o m p ro m is in g  

h is  C h r is t ia n  c o n v ic t io n . A p p e a lin g  to  th e  I n c a rn a tio n  o f  th e  S o n  o f  G o d , w h e re  

C h r is t ’s h u m a n i ty  w as  n o t  c o m p ro m is e d  b y  h is  d iv in ity , ‘so  th e  rea lity  o f  G o d ’s 

o th e r  w o rk  in  h is to ry , g o in g  w e ll b e y o n d  w h a t w e  m ig h t ex p la in  as n a tu ra l  p h e 

n o m e n a , is n o t  c o m p ro m is e d  by  th e  fac t th a t  i t  is cu l tu ra l ly  d e f in e d ’.115 M a rsd e n  

a rg u e d  th a t  h is  w o rk  is a  ‘s tu d y  o f  th in g s  v is ib le ’ a n d  th u s  u s e s  ‘th e  m o d e rn  m o d e  

o f  e x p la n a t io n ’ a n d  ‘n a tu ra l  h is to r ic a l  c a u s a t io n ’. T h is  w o u ld  n o t  m i l i ta te  a g a in s t 

b e l ie v in g  th a t  G o d  is a c tiv e  in  h is to ry . R a th e r, for  M a rsd e n , i t  is th e  theologian’s 
ta sk  to  d e te rm in e  s u c h  th in g s , n o t  th e  h is to r ia n ’s. ‘T h e  C h r is t ia n  h is to r ia n  ta k es  

a n  o p p o s i te , a l th o u g h  c o m p l im e n ta ry , a p p ro a c h ’. T h e h is to r ia n  is to  c o n c e n t ra te  

o n  o b se rv a b le  c u l tu ra l  fo rc es  a n d  p ro v id e  m a te r ia l  th a t  th e  th e o lo g ia n  c a n  u se  

‘to  h e lp  d is t in g u is h  G o d ’s g e n u in e  w o rk ’.116 T h e  h is to r ia n  k n o w s th a t  G o d  w o rk s  

in  h is to ry , b u t  ‘o u ts id e  o f  b ib l ic a l re v e la t io n ’ d oe s  n o t  k n o w ‘h is  p re c ise  p u rp o s e s  

in  p e rm i t t in g  p a r t ic u la r  h is to r ic a l  d e v e lo p m e n ts ’.117 In  The Outrageous Idea o f

111 L eonard I. Sweet, ‘W ise as Serpents, Innocen t as Doves: The New Evangelical 
H isto riography ’, Journal o f the American Academy o f Religion 56.3 (A utum n 1988), 
3 9 7 ^ 1 6 .

112 Cf. Maxie Burch, The Evangelical Historians: The Historiography o f George Marsden, 
Nathan Hatch and Mark Noll (Lanham : U niversity Press o f Am erica, 1996).

113 Noll, B ebbington and  Rawlyk, Evangelicalism, 411-12.
114 Jam es A. Patterson, ‘The Study o f H isto ry ’, in  Faith and Learning: A Handbook for 

Christian Higher Education, ed ited  by David S. Dockery (Nashville: B&H Publishing 
Group, 2012), 231.

115 George M. M arsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture (New York: Oxford 
U niversity Press, 2006, new  edition), 259.

116 M arsden, Fundamentalism, 260.
117 George M. M arsden, ‘A C hristian  Perspective for th e  Teaching o f H isto ry ’, in  George 

M. M arsden and  Frank Roberts, eds., A Christian View o f History? (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdm ans, 1975), 38.
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Chr istian Scholarship he  w rote, ‘As scho la rs w e are fo rced  to  dea l w ith  on ly th o se  

asp ec ts  o f th e  p ic tu re  for w h ich  h u m a n  ab ilities a re  c o m p e te n t ’.118

M arsd en  reflects a v iew  o f d isce rn in g  th e  p u rp o se s o f G od th a t  w as a r t ic u la t

ed  by th e  R eform er M artin  L u ther (1483-1546), w ho  dis tin g u ish ed  b e tw een  Deus 
absconditus a n d  Deus revelatas. In  fact, acco rd in g  to  Luther, th e  h id d e n  will o f 

G od lies b ey o n d  th e  sco p e  n o t on ly  o f th e  h is to r ian, b u t o f th e  theo lo g ian  as well. 

In  Bondage o f the Will L u ther d iscu ssed  th e  h id d e n  will o f G od as so m eth in g  th a t 

‘is n o t to  b e  in q u ired  in to , b u t to  b e  reveren tly  ado red , as by far th e  m o st aw e

so m e sec re t o f  th e  D iv ine M ajesty. He h as k ep t it to H im self an d  fo rb id d en  us 

to  know  it; a n d  it is m u ch  m ore  w o rth y  o f reverence th a n  an  in f in ite  n u m b e r o f 

C oryc ian  caverns!’119 L u ther p u t it m o re  b lu n tly  in th e  earlier Heidelberg Dispu
tation (1518): ‘T h a t p e rso n  does n o t deserve  to  be called a  th eo lo g ian  w ho  looks 

u p o n  th e  inv isib le th ings o f G od as th o u g h  th ey  w ere clearly  p e rcep tib le  in  th o se  
th ings w h ich  have actua lly  h a p p e n e d  [Rom. 1:20] ’.12° T he G erm an  R eform er e c h 

oed  G od ’s w ords to  th e  p ro p h e t in  Isa iah  55:8-9:

For m y th o u g h ts  are n o t y o u r th ough ts, 
n e ith e r  are  y o u r w ays m y w ays,’ 

dec lares th e  Lord.

As th e  h eav en s are h ig h e r th a n  th e  earth , 

so are m y w ays h ig h e r th a n  y o u r w ays 

a n d  m y  th o u g h ts  th a n  yo u r th o u g h ts  (NIV).

In s tead  o f c o n tras tin g  th e  h is to r ia n  w ith  th e  theo log ian , th en , T im o thy  L arsen ’s 

d is tin c tio n  is be tte r. He a rg u ed  th a t  to  sp eak  to  th e  h id d e n  th ings o f G od (to use 

L u th e r’s te rm ino logy ) ‘is to  con fu se  th e  w ork  o f an acad em ic  h is to r ia n  w ith  th e  

m in is try  o f th e  p ro p h e t ’.121 T he ou tw o rk ing  o f p a rticu la r  p rov idence can  on ly  be 

know n if G od reveals th em , as he  d oes in  sc rip tu re . T hus th e  p ro p h e t, o r th o se  

w ho  w ere d iv inely  in sp ired  by scrip tu re , h as th e  r igh t to  in te rp re t prov idence. At 

best, h is to r ia n s ’ a tte m p ts  to  u n d e rs ta n d  G od ’s w ays in  th e  w orld  are p rov isional. 

As John  Fea, ch a ir  o f  th e  h is to ry  d e p a r tm e n t a t M essiah  College in  G ran tham , 

Pennsy lvan ia , said, it is ‘d iff icu lt to  know  w h a t God w as do ing  o n  a  m ore  m acro  

o r un iversa l level in  h u m a n  h is to ry ’.122 T herefo re C h ris tian  h is to r ian s sh o u ld  a p 

p ro ach  th e  p a s t a ttu n e d  to  G od ’s ‘t ra n sc e n d e n t m ystery ’ co u p led  w ith  a ‘h ea lthy  
d o se o f h u m ility ’.123

As Iain  M urray ’s p rov iden tia l h is to ry  is w ell- i l lustra ted  by  h is b io g rap h y  o f 

Edw ards, so too  is M arsden ’s ob jective  h is to ry  exemplif ied  by  h is Jonathan Ed-

118 George M. Marsden, The Outrageous Idea of Christian Scholarship (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997), 95.

119 Martin Luther, The Bondage of the Will, ed„ J. I. Packer and O. R. Johnston (Grand 
Rapids: Fleming H. Revell, 1957), 169.

120 Martin Luther, ‘Heidelberg D isputation’, in Timothy F. Lull, ed., Martin Luther's 
Basic Theological Writings (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 16.

121 Larsen,'Evangelicals’, 110.
122 Fea, Why Study History?, 81.
123 Ibid.
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wards: A Life, pu b l is h e d  b y  Yale U n iv e rs ity  P ress  o n  th e  te r c e n te n a ry  o f  E d w a rd s ’s 

b i r th .124 In  th e  in t ro d u c t io n  to  th e  b o o k  M a rs d e n  wro te , ‘I h a v e  t r ie d  to  te l l th e  

s to ry  o f  E d w ard s  a n d  h is  fam ily  w ith  re la tiv e ly  few in te rp re t iv e  in t ru s io n s .  I h o p e  

th a t  I h a v e  d o n e  th is  in  a  w ay  t h a t  is, as  m u c h  a s  p o s s ib le , o b je c t iv e  in  th e  s e n s e  

o f  fa i r -m in d e d  a n d  t r u e  to  th e  e v id e n c e ’.125 T h is  fo l low s h is  e a r l ie r  s ta te d  c o n c e rn  

a b o u t  C h r is t ia n  h is to ry  in  g en e ra l : ‘I f  C h r is t ia n  mo tiv e s  a re  o b tru s iv e , o r  i f  a  h id 

d e n  C h r is t ia n  a g e n d a  is u n c o v e re d , C h r is t ia n  a n d  n on -C h r is t ia n  h is to r ia n s  a like  

u s u a l ly  ag re e  t h a t  i t  is b a d  h is to ry ’.126

As o b je c t iv e  as  M a rsd e n ’s b io g ra p h y  o f  E d w a rd s  is, M u r ra y  w ro te  a  fa v o u ra b le  

rev iew  o f  i t  in  Banner of Truth. H e  re c o g n is e d  it as  th e  d e f in it iv e  life  o f  E d w ard s 

th a t  h e  h a d  h o p e d  fo r  in  th e  in t ro d u c t io n  to  h is  o wn  b io g ra p h y  o f  E d w ard s , a n d  

h e  a lso  re c o g n is e d  M a rs d e n ’s ‘f u n d a m e n ta l  s y m p a th y ’ w i th  h is  s u b je c t .  M u rra y  

o b s e rv e d  th a t  M a rsd e n  ‘m o v es f ro m  s y m p a th y  to  ad v o ca c y ’ a n d  c o u ld  e v e n  ca ll 

h im  a n  ‘ap o lo g is t  fo r  th e  C h r is t ia n  fa ith  as  w e ll as  a  b io g ra p h e r ’.127

W h a t th e n  a re  th e  l im its  o f  n a tu ra l is t  h is to r io g ra ph y  fo r  ev a n g e lica ls?  In  2011 

M ark  N o ll w ro te  a n  es sa y  e x a m in in g  a n d  c r i t iq u in g  th e  p h i lo s o p h y  o f  h is to ry  

o u t l in e d  b y  F. H . B rad ley . B rad le y  a rg u e d  a g a in s t  th e  p o ss ib i l i ty  o f  d iv in e  in te r 

v e n t io n , in c lu d in g  th e  in c a r n a t io n  a n d  re s u r re c t io n o f  C h r is t .128 H e  o f fe red  a  b a l 

a n c e  to  th o s e  h is to r ia n s  -  h e  m e n t io n e d  B ru ce  K uk lick  a n d  V an H a rv e y  in  p a r 

t ic u la r129 -  w h o  w a n t  to  ta k e  h is to r ic a l  o b je c t iv ity  to  s u c h  a  d e g re e  as  to  ex c lu d e  

s u p e r n a tu ra l is m  tout court. N o ll b e g a n  b y  c r i t iq u in g  B rad ley  a lo n g  th re e  l in es. 

F irs t, h e  a rg u e d  th a t  B rad le y  c o n f la te d  th e  ru le s  of  c r it ica l h is to ry  w i th  th o s e  o f  

n a tu ra l  sc ien c e , th o u g h  th e  tw o  a re  n o t  id en t ic a l ;  se c o n d , w h e re  th e re  is c o m 

m o n a l i ty  b e tw e e n  c r it ica l  h is to ry  a n d  n a tu ra l  sc ie nc e , B rad ley  fa i led  to  n o te  th e  

l im its  o f  th e  la t te r ;  th ird , B rad ley ’s c r it ica l  h isto ry  w a s  n o t  c r it ica l a t  th e  r ig h t  

p lac e s , e sp e c ia l ly  in  h is  fa i lu re  to  re c o g n is e  th e  co m p le x i ty  o f  d o in g  h is to ry  a n d  

th e  v a l id ity  o f  m e ta p h y s ic a l  c o n c e rn s ,  in c lu d in g  h is  o w n  m e ta p h y s ic a l  a s s u m p 

t io n s .130 N o ll th e n  o f fe red  a n  a l te rn a t iv e  c r it ica l h is to ry  t h a t  to o k  in to  a c c o u n t  

th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  d iv in e  in te r v e n t io n  in  th e  w o r ld. It is h e re  th a t  N o ll re f lec te d  

th e  l im its  to  w h ic h  ev a n g e l ic a l  n a tu ra l is t  h is to r iog ra p h y  is w il l in g  to  go  w i th o u t  

n e e d in g  to  a b a n d o n  fa ith  c o m m itm e n ts .

124 G eorge M. M arsden, Jonathan Edwards: A Life (New Haven: Yale U niversity  Press, 
2003).

125 Ibid., 5.
126 George M. M arsden, 'C om m on Sense and  the Spiritual V ision o f H isto ry ’, in History 

and Historical Understanding, ed ited  by C. T. M clntire and  R onald A. Wells (G rand 
Rapids: E erdm ans, 1984), 56.

127 Iain H. M urray, ‘lo n a th an  Edwards: A Life’, Banner of Truth 481 (O ctober 2003), 16.
128 M ark A. Noll, ‘Com ing to term s as a  C hristian  histo rian  w ith  F. H. B radley’, Fides et 

Historia 43.2 (Sum m er-Fall 2011): 18-29.
129 Noll c ited Bruce Kuklick, ‘Reflections on  Religion, H istorical Progress, and  

Professional H istorians’, in  British Abolitionism and the Question of Moral Progress 
in History, ed ited  by D onald  A. Yerxa (Colum bia: U niversity  o f South  C aro lina Press, 
2012) and  Van Harvey, The Historian and the Believer: The Morality of Historical 
Knowledge and Christian Belief {U rbana: U niversity  o f Illinois Press, 1996).

130 Noll, ‘C om ing to  te rm s ’, 23-27.
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I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  N o l l  a p p e a l e d  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h ri s t i a n  d o c t r i n e s  o f  c r e a t i o n ,  

p r o v i d e n c e ,  a n d  i n c a r n a t i o n ,  ‘C h r i s t i a n  s u p e r s t r u c tu r e s ’ t h a t  o f f e r  a  r e a s o n  f o r  

b e g i n n i n g  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n q u i r y  w i t h  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r al  a c t s  o f  G o d ,  a n d  a  g e n e r a l  

p i c t u r e  o f  r e a l i t y  i n  w h i c h  G o d  is  b o t h  o u t s i d e  o f  t i m e  a n d  i n s i d e  t h e  w o r l d . 131 H e  

d i s t i n g u i s h e d  b e t w e e n  G o d ’s  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  a n d  i m m a ne n c e  -  w h e n  t h e  f o r m e r  

i s  i n  v ie w ,  ‘s u p e r n a t u r a l  c a t e g o r i e s  a r e  a p p r o p r i a te ’, y e t  w i t h  t h e  l a t t e r ,  ‘n a t u r a l  

c a t e g o r i e s  a r e  a p p r o p r i a t e ’.132 T h i s  r e f l e c t s  F e a ’s c h a p t e r  o n  ‘C h r i s t i a n  r e s o u r c 

e s  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  p a s t ’, w h e r e  h e  e x p l a i n e d  th e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  h u m a n i t y ’s  

c r e a t i o n  i n  t h e  i m a g e  o f  G o d ,  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  h u m a n  s i n ,  a n d  t h e  i n c a r n a t i o n  a s  

a n  a p p r o a c h  t o  t h e  p a s t . 133 I t  a l s o  r e f l e c t e d  M a r s de n ’s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f ‘t h e  p o s i t i v e  

c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  t h e o l o g i c a l  c o n t e x t ’, s u c h  a s  c r e at i o n ,  t h e  i n c a r n a t i o n ,  t h e  H o l y  

S p i r i t ,  a n d  t h e  h u m a n  c o n d i t i o n . 134 A ll  o f  t h i s  d e mo n s t r a t e s  t h a t  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  

n a t u r a l i s m  d o e s  n o t  r e q u i r e  a n  a b s o l u t e  r e j e c t i o n  of  s u p e r n a t u r a l  p e r s p e c t i v e s  

i n  t h e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  p a s t .

B e f o r e  l o o k i n g  i n t o  h o w  a n  o b j e c t i v e  h i s t o r i a n  c a n  u t i l i s e  t h e  t o o l s  p r o v i d e d  

b y  f a i t h ,  o n e  m o r e  t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  d i s p u t e  o v e r  hi s t o r y  w r i t i n g  i s  i n  o r d e r .  I n  

1 9 9 1  H a r r y  S . S t o u t  o f  Y a le  U n i v e r s i t y  p u b l i s h e d  a  s t u d y  o f  G e o r g e  W h i t e f i e l d  

c a l l e d  The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise o f Modern Evangeli
calism. R e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e  b o o k  f i t  i n t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  d e b a t e  t h a t  w e  h a v e  b e e n  t r a c 

i n g ,  a n d  i l l u s t r a t e  i t  w i t h  c r y s t a l  c l a r i t y .  S t o u t  i s  a  d e s e r v e d l y  r e s p e c t e d  s c h o l a r  o f  

c o l o n i a l  a n d  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  A m e r ic a ,  a n d  Divine Dramatist i s  a  n o t e w o r t h y  a d d i 

t i o n  t o  W h i t e f i e l d  s t u d i e s  a n d  h a s  b e c o m e  a  s t a n d a rd  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  I n  a n  e s s a y  

f o r  Books & Culture S t o u t  e x p l a i n e d  h i s  s e l f - p e r c e p t i o n  a s  a n  h i s t o r i an ,  a n d  h i s  

h i s t o r i c a l  m e t h o d o l o g y . 135 B e f o r e  p u b l i s h i n g  t h e  b oo k  h e  s a w  h i m s e l f  a s  e x i s t 

i n g  c o m f o r t a b l y  w i t h i n  t h e  t w o  w o r l d s  o f ‘p r o f e s s i o na l ’ a n d  ‘C h r i s t i a n ’ h i s t o r i a n .  

H e  w r o t e  ‘i n  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  t e r m s ’ a b o u t  A m e r i c a n  P ur i t a n  t h e o l o g y ,  l e a v i n g  i t  u p  

t h e  r e a d e r  i f  h e  o r  s h e  w a n t e d  t o  s h a r e  s u c h  b e l ie fs .  H e  e x p l a i n e d  h i s  m e t h o d  i n  

s o m e  d e t a i l  a n d  i t  is  w o r t h  q u o t i n g  a t  l e n g t h :

A s  a  s c h o l a r  w r i t i n g  i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s t o r y ,  m y  v a n t ag e  p o i n t  w a s  t h a t  o f  

‘o b j e c t i v i t y ’, s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  c a n o n s  o f  ‘s c i e n t i f i c e v i d e n c e ’ s h a r e d  b y  m o s t  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n s .  O b s e r v i n g  t h e  r u l e s  o f  o b je c t i v i t y  d o e s  n o t  i m p l y  

t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  h a v e  n o  f a i t h ,  n o r  d o e s  i t  i m p l y  n eu t r a l i t y  t o  a l l  s u b j e c t s .  I t  

r e f e r s  r a t h e r  t o  a  m e t h o d o l o g y  a n d  a  t o n e .  T h e  m e t ho d o l o g y  s t r e s s e s  r i g 

o r o u s  r e c o v e r y  o f  a l l  r e l e v a n t  f a c ts ,  n o  m a t t e r  w h er e  t h e y  l e a d .  ‘T r u t h ’, i n  

p r o x i m a t e  t e r m s ,  is  t h e  g o a l  o f  m o s t  p r o f e s s i o n a l  hi s t o r i a n s .  S u c h  t r u t h  

m a k e s  n o  c l a i m s  t o  c o m p l e t e  o b j e c t i v i t y  o r  d i v i n e  in s p i r a t i o n .  I t  r e s t s  o n  

t h e  l e v e l  o f  s e c o n d a r y  c a u s e s  t h a t  a l l  r e a s o n a b l e  sc h o l a r s  w o u l d  s e e  a n d

1 3 1  I b i d . ,  2 8 .

1 3 2  I b i d .

1 3 3  F e a ,  Why Study History?, 8 4 - 1 0 8 .

1 3 4  M a r s d e n ,  Outrageous Idea, 8 3 - 1 0 0 .  S e e  a l s o  L a r s e n ,  ‘E v a n g e l i c a l s ’, 1 1 3 - 1 5 .

1 3 5  H a r r y  S . S t o u t ,  ‘B i o g r a p h y  a s  B a t t l e g r o u n d ’, Books & Culture ( J u l y / A u g u s t  1 9 9 6 ) ,  

h t t p : / / w w w . b o o k s a n d c u l t u r e . c o m / a r t i c l e s / 1 9 9 6 / j u l a u g/ 6 b 4 0 0 9 . h t m l  ( a c c e s s e d  

D e c e m b e r  1 9 ,2 0 1 3 ) .

http://www.booksandculture.com/articles/1996/julaug/6b4009.html
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u n d e r s ta n d .  O f  c o u rs e ,  th e r e  w o u ld  b e  d i f f e re n c e s  am o n g  h is to r ia n s ,  b u t  

d i f f e r in g  o p in io n s  w o u ld  a lw a y s  b e  r o o te d  in  ‘f a c ts’ t h a t  d e s c r ib e d  th e  p a s t  

‘a s  it re a l ly  h a p p e n e d ’.136

T h e  h i s to r i a n  w a s  to  b e  i n te r e s te d  in  s e c o n d a r y  c a us e s ,  n o t  p r o v id e n c e ,  a n d  

s h o u ld  p u r s u e  t h o s e  c a u s e s  ‘re g a rd le s s  o f  w h a t  i t  do e s  to  t h e  im a g e  o r  r e p u ta t i o n  

o f  h is  s o u r c e s ’. T h is  w a s  th e  a p p r o a c h  t h a t  h e  b r o ug h t  to  Divine Dramatist. H e  

w a n te d  to  p o r t r a y  W h i te f ie ld  a s  ‘a  r e s p e c ta b le  -  a nd  r e s p e c te d  -  p a r t  o f  t h e  a c a d 

e m y ’s le g a c y  a s  w e ll a s  t h e  c h u r c h ’s ’. H e  w a n te d  to ‘b r id g e  th e  g a p ’ b e tw e e n  w h a t  

C h r is t ia n s  s a w  in  W h i te f ie ld ,  a n d  w h a t  th e  h is to r i ca l  p r o f e s s io n  saw . ‘R e c o g n iz 

in g  t h a t  W h i te f ie ld ’s h i s to r ic a l  s ig n i f ic a n c e  w a s  no t  in  i n te l le c tu a l  o r  th e o lo g i 

c a l  h is to ry ,  I c o u c h e d  th e  b io g r a p h y  in  s o c ia l  a n d  c u l tu r a l  h i s to r y ’.137 T h e  b o o k  

a r g u e d  t h a t  W h i te f ie ld  w a s  ‘A n g lo -A m e r ic a 's  f i r s t  mo d e r n  c e le b r i t y ’, a n d  ‘c u l tu r e  

h e r o ’ w h o  l iv e d  h is  l ife  a lm o s t  e x c lu s iv e ly  fo r  p u bl i c  p e r f o r m a n c e ’.138 T h u s  w h e n  

s e e k in g  to  d e te r m in e  W h i te f ie ld ’s s u c c e s s  a s  a  re v iv a lis t,  S to u t  w a s  ta k e n  ‘to  th e  

m o s t  u n e x p e c te d  a n d  i r o n ic  s o u rc e :  t h e  e ig h te e n th - ce n tu r y  E n g lis h  s ta g e ’.139 

A s a  r e s u l t  o f  h is  r e s e a r c h ,  S to u t  c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  Wh i te f ie ld  w a s  a  g r e a t  ‘a c to r -  

p r e a c h e r ’ w h o  ‘a d o p te d  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n s  o f  th e  a c to r’.140

S to u t ’s i n te r p r e ta t i o n  o f  W h i te f ie ld  c a u s e d  m u c h  c on s te r n a t i o n ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  

a m o n g  p ro v id e n t ia l i s t  h i s to r ia n s  l ik e  A rn o ld  D a l l imo re  a n d  h is  f r ie n d s  a t  th e  

B a n n e r  o f  T r u th .141

IV. Tertium quid: An alternative proposal
A re  t h e  ‘p r o v id e n t ia l i s t ’ a n d  ‘o b je c t i v e ’ v ie w s  o f  C h r is t ia n  h i s to r y  t h e  o n ly  tw o  

o p t io n s ?  C a n  th e r e  b e  a  m e d ia t in g  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  a l lo w s  C h r is t ia n  h i s to r ia n s  to  

r e m a in  f a i th f u l  b o th  to  t h e i r  v o c a t io n a l  a n d  s p i r i tu a l  c a ll in g s ?  O r  c a n  t h e  tw o  b e  

b le n d e d  in to  a  b r o a d e r ,  a u d ie n c e - s e n s i t i v e  o p t i o n  th a t  u t i l i s e s  t h e  b e s t  e le m e n ts  

o f  b o th ?  To a n s w e r  s u c h  q u e s t io n s  w e  m u s t  r e m e m b e r  w h a t  M a r t in  I. K la u b e r  

o b s e rv e d :  ‘th e r e  is  n o  s in g le  " C h r is t ia n ” a p p r o a c h  to  s tu d y in g  h i s to r y ’.142 W h ile

136 Ib id .
137 Ib id .
138 H a rry  S. S tou t, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modem 

Evangelicalism, L ib rary  o f  R elig ious B iog raph y  (G rand  R apids: E e rdm an s, 1991), 
xiii, xiv an d  xv.

139 Ib id .,xv iii.
140 Ib id ., xix.

141 For d e ta ils  o f  th e  d e b a te  over W h ite fie ld  h is tor io g raph y , w ith  p a r tic u la r  a tte n tio n  
to  S tou t a n d  D a llim ore, see  Ian  H ugh  C lary, ‘P as to r-H is to r ian : A rno ld  D a ll im o re  
a n d  th e  W riting  o fW h ite f ie ld ’, The Reformed Theological Review 73.2 (A ugust 2014): 
117-32. See also  D av id  W hite , ‘R eview  o f  The Divine Dramatist', Banner of Truth 366 
(M arch  1994), 29; Ia in  M urray, 'E x p la in in g  E vangelica l H is to ry ’, Banner of Truth 370 
(Ju ly  1994), 8 -13 ; H a rry  S tou t, ‘R ev iew ers R ev iew ed’, Banner of Truth 378 (M arch  
1995), 7-10.

142 M artin  I. K lauber, ‘C onc lus io n : H is to r ica l M e tho d  in  th e  C h r is t ia n  T rad ition ’ in  
Historians of the Christian Tradition: Their Methodology and Influence on Western 
Thought, e d i te d  by  M ichae l B au m a n  a n d  M artin  I. K laube r (N ashville: B ro ad m an  
a n d  H o lm an , 1998), 624.
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w e  h av e  b e e n  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  t w o  o p t i o n s  i n  t h i s  e s s a y ,  we  c a n n o t  b e  r e d u c t i o n -  

i s t i c  a b o u t  t h e m .  T h r o u g h o u t  o u r  s u r v e y  w e  h a v e  s e en  t h a t  s o - c a l l e d  ‘n a t u r a l 

i s t  h i s t o r i a n s '  d o  r e c o g n i s e  t h e  p r o v i d e n c e  o f  G o d  o v e r  h u m a n  a f f a i r s ,  a n d  t h a t  

t h e y  a r e  w i l l in g ,  a t  t i m e s ,  t o  u s e  t h e  t o o l s  o f  e v an g e l i c a l  f a i t h  in  t h e i r  s c h o l a r s h i p .  

M a r k  N o l l ’s  r e s p o n s e  t o  B r u c e  K u k l ic k  a n d  F. H .  B r ad l e y  is  a n  e x a m p l e .  A d v o c a t e s  

o f  t h e  s e c o n d  m o d e l  a d v o c a t e  w r i t i n g  p r o v i d e n t i a l  hi s t o r y  u n d e r  c e r t a i n  c o n d i 

t i o n s .  T h e s e  in v o lv e ,  p r i m a r i l y ,  t h e  i s s u e  o f  a u d i en c e .

A  b l e n d e d  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  u t i l i z i n g  b o t h  e n d s  o f  t h e s p e c t r u m  a t  p a r t i c u l a r  

t i m e s ,  w a s  w e l l  s u m m a r i s e d  b y  h i s t o r i a n  A n d r e w  A t h er s t o n e  a t  t h e  2 0 1 2  W e s t 

m i n s t e r  C o n f e r e n c e  i n  L o n d o n .  H e  a r g u e d  f o r  t h e  l e gi t i m a c y  o f  b o t h  h i s t o r i o 

g r a p h i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e s .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  A t h e r s t o n e ,  ‘Ev a n g e l i c a l s  n e e d  t o  e m b r a c e  

b o t h  s t y l e s  o f  h i s t o r y  w r i t i n g ,  t h e  “c o n f e s s i o n a l ” a n d  t h e  “p r o f e s s i o n a l ” ’. 143 B o th  

a r e  j u s t i f i a b l e  e v a n g e l i c a l  p u r s u i t s ,  a n d  e a c h  h a s  a  d i f f e r e n t  f u n c t i o n  f o r  d i f f e r 

e n t  a u d i e n c e s ;  h e  a d v i s e d  t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  m u s t  n o t  d r i v e  a  w e d g e  b e t w e e n  t h e  

t w o  a s  i f  t h e y  w e r e  p o l a r  o p p o s i t e s . 144 P r o v i d e n t i al  h i s t o r i a n s  w h o  w r i t e  f o r  t h e  

c h u r c h  c a n  s t i l l  p u b l i s h  w o r k  t h a t  i s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  a c c u r a t e  a n d  s e r v e s  a s  a  c o n 

t r i b u t i o n  t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  a r e a  o f  s t u d y ;  t h e y  c a n  pu t  f o r t h  a  b o d y  o f  w o r k  t h a t  

w i t h s t a n d s  t h e  s c r u t i n y  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i a n s ’ g u i l d .  Lik e w is e ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i 

a n s  c a n  w r i t e  w e l l  f o r  a  p o p u l a r  a u d i e n c e ,  b r i n g i n g t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l  l e a r n i n g  to  

b e a r ,  a n d  w r i t t e n  i n  a  w a y  t h a t  w i l l  e n c o u r a g e  C h r is t i a n s .  A s  A t h e r s t o n e  s a i d ,  t h e  

c h u r c h  n e e d s  p r o v i d e n t i a l  h i s t o r y  t h a t  is  i n t e n t i o na l l y  w r i t t e n  t o  e n c o u r a g e  t h e  

c h u r c h .  N a t u r a l i s t  h i s t o r y  is  a l s o  n e c e s s a r y  t o  s p ea k  t o  a  w i d e r  a u d i e n c e .  M u r r a y  

c a l l e d  M a r s d e n  a n  a p o l o g i s t  f o r  t h e  f a i t h  in  h i s  b io g r a p h y  o f  E d w a r d s .  L ik e w is e ,  

A t h e r s t o n e  w r o t e ,  ‘E v a n g e l i c a l s  s e r v i n g  i n  a n  a c a d em i c  c o n t e x t  h a v e  a n  a p o l o 

g e t i c  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  T h e i r  f a i t h  m a y  b e  l e s s  e x p l ic i t  i n  t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l  m e t h o d  

b u t  is  s t i l l  l i k e ly  t o  s h a p e  t h e i r  w o r k  i n  a  n u m b e r o f  w a y s ’. T h e s e  i n c l u d e  h o w  

t h e y  c h o o s e  t h e i r  t o p i c ,  w h a t  k i n d  o f  r e s e a r c h  q u e st i o n s  t h e y  w i l l  a d d r e s s ,  a n d  

a l l o w i n g  C h r i s t i a n  t h e m e s  t o  c o m e  t o  t h e  f o r e .145 Th i s  f i t s  w e l l  w i t h i n  t h e  la r g e r  

p r o g r a m  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s t o r y  a s  s e t  o u t  b y  t h e  Ca m b r i d g e  p o l i t i c a l  h i s t o r i a n  

Q u e n t i n  S k in n e r ,  a n d  t a k e n  u p  b y  a  n u m b e r  o f  p r o f e ss i o n a l  C h r i s t i a n  h i s t o r i a n s  

i n  t h e  b o o k  Seeing Things Their Way.146 E v a n g e l i c a l  h i s t o r i a n s  c a n  e m p h a s i s e  t h e  

f a i t h  c o m m i t m e n t s  o f  t h e i r  s u b j e c t ,  a n d  d o  s o  i n  s uc h  a  w a y  a s  t o  n o t  c o m p r o 

m i s e  a c a d e m i c  s t a n d a r d s .

B e b b i n g t o n  m a d e  a  s i m i l a r  p o i n t  w h e n  h e  r e m i n d e d  u s t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  a r e  

n o t  w r i t i n g  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  ‘b u t  f o r  a n  a u d i e n c e ’.147 T h e  h i s t o r i a n ’s  a r g u m e n t  

s h o u l d  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d  s o  a s  t o  c o n v i n c e  t h e  a u d i e n ce  o f  i t s  v a l id i ty .  ‘I f  a  C h r i s t i a n

143 A th e r s to n e ,  'H a g io g r a p h y  a n d  H is to r y ’, 58.

144 I b id . , 43 .

145 Ib id . , 5 8 -5 9 .

146 Seeing Things Their Way: Intellectual History and the Return of Religion, e d i te d  b y  

A l is te r  C h a p m a n ,  J o h n  C o f fe y  a n d  B ra d  S. G r e g o r y  (No tre  D a m e : U n iv e rs i ty  o f  N o tr e  

D a m e  P re ss ,  2 0 0 9 ). C f. Q u e n t in  S k in n e r , ‘I n t r o d u c t io n :  S e e in g  T h in g s  T h e i r  W a y ’, in  

Visions of Politics: Regarding Method, Volume 1 ( C a m b r id g e : C a m b r id g e  U n iv e r s i ty  

P re ss ,  2 0 0 2 ), 1 -7 .

147 B e b b in g to n ,  Patterns in History, 186.
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h i s to r i an  is  w r i t i n g  f o r  t h e  r e l i g io u s  c o m m u n i t y ,  t h e r e  is  n o p r o b l e m  a b o u t  t h e  

a c c e p t a b i l i t y  o f  p r o v i d e n t i a l  h i s t o r y ’.148 B e b b i n g to n  s p o k e  o f  t h e  ‘r h e t o r i c a l  n a 

t u r e  o f  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ’, t h a t  ( d e p e n d i n g  o n  w h o m  t he  i n t e n d e d  r e a d e r  o f  a  b o o k  

is) p r o v i d e n t i a l  w r i t i n g  c a n  b e  m o r e  e x p l i c i t .149 Th e r e  is  n o  g u l f  b e t w e e n  s u p e r 

n a t u r a l  a n d  n a t u r a l  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y ,  f o r  e v e n  i f  a  wo r k  o f  h i s t o r y  h a s  n o  e x p l i c i t  

C h r i s t i a n  a l l u s i o n s ,  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  w o r l d v i e w  o f  t h e w r i t e r  s h a p e s  i t s  c o m p o s i t i o n  

s o  t h a t  t h e  p u b l i s h e d  w o r k  w il l  b e  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e i r  p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s :  ‘t h e  

C h r i s t i a n  c o n t e n t  w i l l  b e  i m p l i c i t  r a t h e r  t h a n  e x p li c i t ’.150 A s  A t h e r s t o n e  a r g u e d ,  

a n d  M u r r a y  a l l u d e d  to , e v e n  p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r y  c an  h a v e  a n  a p o lo g e t i c  ta s k ,  

n a m e l y  to  r e v e a l  ‘a s  c r e d i b l e  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  G o d  st a n d s  b e h i n d  a n d  a c t s  w i t h i n  

h i s t o r i c a l  p r o c e s s ’.151 A  g o o d  e x a m p l e  o f  h o w  to  a pp r o p r i a t e  t h e s e  tw o  p e r s p e c 

t i v e s  o n  a  C h r i s t i a n  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  h i s t o r i o g r a p h y  co m e s  f r o m  D a v id  L a r s e n  

o f  T r in i t y  E v a n g e l i c a l  D iv in i t y  S c h o o l .  H e  a r g u e d  in  h i s  b o o k  o n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  

p r e a c h e r s  t h a t  to  g e t  ‘a n  e f f e c t i v e  b l e n d ’ o f  h i s t or y  o n e  n e e d s  t o  r e a d  b o t h  t h e  

‘h a g i o g r a p h e r s ’ a n d  t h e  ‘r e a l i s t s ’.152

T h e  tw o  a p p r o a c h e s  b o t h  a l s o  h a v e  p r e c e d e n t  s e t  f o r t h e m  in  t h e  J u d e o -  

C h r i s t i a n  r e l i g io u s  t r a d i t i o n .  W e  h a v e  a l r e a d y  n o t ed  t h e  w a y  M u r r a y  u s e s  L u k e  

a s  a n  e x a m p le  o f  a  p r o v i d e n t i a l i s t  h i s t o r i a n ,  o f t e n a s  a  m e a n s  o f  d e m o n s t r a t i n g  

t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n ’s  c o m p r o m i s e  w i t h  t h e  w or l d .153 H o w e v e r , a  c o u n t e r 

e x a m p l e  c o u l d  b e  g iv e n  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  b i b l i c a l  le g i t im a c y  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l i s t  p e r 

s p e c t i v e .  T h o u g h  c h a s t i s e d  f o r  f a i l i n g  to  m e n t i o n  th e  s p e c i f i c  p r o v i d e n c e  o f  G o d  

i n  p a r t i c u l a r  h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t s ,  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  Ch r i s t i a n  h i s t o r i a n  c a n  l o o k  to  

t h e  a u t h o r  o f  t h e  b o o k  o f  E s t h e r  f r o m  t h e  H e b r e w  B ib le  a s  a  g u id e .  A s  K a r e n  

H . J o b e s  e x p la i n e d ,  E s t h e r  ‘c o n t a i n s  n e i t h e r  t h e  d iv i n e  n a m e  Yahweh n o r  ’elo- 
him, t h e  H e b r e w  n o u n  m e a n i n g  God’. 154 T h is  p o s e d  p r o b l e m s  f o r  b o t h  J e w is h  

a n d  C h r i s t i a n  i n t e r p r e t e r s  w h o  s t r u g g l e d  o v e r  t h e  bo o k ’s  c a n o n i c i t y .  N o  c o m 

m e n t a r y  o n  E s t h e r  w a s  p r o d u c e d  i n  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  c h ur c h ’s  f i r s t  s e v e n  c e n t u r i e s .  

Y et, a s  D a v id  G . F i r t h  i n d i c a t e d  in  t h e  s u b t i t l e  o f h i s  c o m m e n t a r y  o n  E s th e r ,  G o d

148 Ib id ., 1 86 -87 .

149 Ib id ., 187.

150 Ib id .

151 Ib id ., 188.

152 D a v id  L. L a rse n , The Company of the Preachers: A History of the Biblical Preaching 

from the Old Testament to the Modem Era (G ra n d  R ap id s : K regel P u b l ic a t io n s , 

1998), 3 7 1 -7 2 .

153 S ee fo r in s ta n c e  h is  c r i t iq u e  o f  D a v id  C e r i Jo ne s in  Banner of Truth 5 55  (D e c e m b e r  

2009 ), Cf. D av id  C e r i Jo n e s , “ ‘A  G lo r io u s  M o rn ? ” M eth o d is m  a n d  th e  R ise  o f  

E v a n g e lic a l ism  in  W ales, 1 7 3 5 -6 2 ', in  British Evangelical Identities Past and Present, 

e d i te d  b y  M a rk  S m ith , S tu d ie s  in  E v a n g e lic a l T h o u g ht  a n d  H is to ry  (M il to n  K eynes: 

P a te rn o s te r ,  2008), 9 7 -1 1 3 .

154 K a re n  H . Jo b e s, Esther, T h e  N IV  A p p lic a t io n  C o m m e n ta ry  (G ra n d  R ap id s : 

Z o n d e rv a n , 2011 ), 19. T h o u g h  n o t  a  h is to r ic a l  b o o k  p e r  se , th e  Song of Songs is  a lso  

re le v a n t  a s  i t  d o e s  n o t  c o n ta in  a n y  d i re c t  m e n t i o n  o f  th e  n a m e s  o f  G o d . C f. G e o rg e  

M . S c h w a b , ‘S o n g  o f  S o n g s  T, in  The Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, 

Poetry & Writings, e d i te d  b y  T re m p e r  L o n g m a n  III a n d  P e te r  E n n s  (D o w ne rs  G rove: 

In te rV a rs i ty  P ress , 2008 ), 738.
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is ‘p resent bu t unseen ’.155 While it does no t m ake explicit m ention  of God, ‘the 
scarcity of overt theological statem ents in  the book suggests tha t the au thor 
w anted his readership to deduce his m essage, at least in part, th rough his lit
erary presentation ’.156 Forrest S. W eiland argued that the au thor likely om itted 
‘God’s visible activity’ though ‘strongly im plied His presence’.157 The allusions to 
divine providence are evident ‘through the au tho r’s pervasive use of irony, the 
p lacem ent of scenes, the m any coincidences, and  the reversal of events’.158 Also, 
Esther 4:3, 14; 9:1, 22 are seen by a num ber of scholars as indirect references to 
God’s activity. However, W eiland m ay be overstating his case w hen he said, ‘In 
th is p resentation  God H im self em erges as the centerp iece of the story ’.159

If the au tho r of Esther can w rite a h istory  w ith only a veiled reference to y h v h , 

why should natura list Christian h istorians be castigated for not m ention ing the 
direct in tervention  of God in the ir historical narratives? Not only should Esther 
be seen as a biblical justification for professional h istorians w riting for the acad
emy, bu t it can also provide helpful tools for h istorians who do w ish subtly to 
insert their theological convictions in their work. Just as the au thor to Esther 
directs his or her story along certain  ironic lines leaving readers w ith the d istinct 
im plication th a t y h v h was working beh ind  the scenes, so too can Christian h isto
rians w rite in such a way as to im ply the presence of divine intervention, along 
those lines articu lated byA therstone.

V. Conclusion
So, is there a C hristian way to do history? As th is essay has shown, evangelicals 
have debated  th is question  since they began to self-reflect in newly gathered 
academ ic societies. While there have been a variety of different responses, they 
generally fall in to the two categories surveyed above. The supernatura list argues 
positively for the use of providence in h istorical m ethod, whereas the naturalist 
uses it implicitly as part o f an  overall social and cultural approach. Though each 
can have their pitfalls, neither fall to the theological problem  (for the Christian 
at least) o f denying the role of God over and  in history.

This essay, while surveying the various ways C hristian h istorians have an 
swered th is question, has also pushed the d iscussion forward, advocating for 
a m edian betw een Bowden's two extrem es on the historiographical spectrum . 
This m iddle perspective stresses the need  for h istorians to be aware of their au 
dience and w rite accordingly. It is appropriate for an  h istorian  to w rite prov iden
tial history, being careful no t to fall in to som e of the snares of hagiography or

155 David G. Firth, The Message of Esther, The Bible Speaks Today (Nottingham: 
InterVarsity Press, 2010), title page.

156 Forrest S. Weiland, ‘Literary Clues to God’s Providence in the Book of Esther’, 
Bibliotheca Sacra 160 (January-March 2003), 34.

157 Ibid., 38.
158 Ibid., 43.
159 Ibid., 42.
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anachronism, if it is intended for the church. It is also justifiable for an evangeli
cal historian to write professional history for the academy, following the stand
ards of secular scholarship, so long as they ultimately do not concede their own 
Christian belief in the process. This third option has been expressed by others, 
as we have seen, like Atherstone and Bebbington.

This essay took up the exegetical challenge posed by providential historians 
like Iain Murray, who argued that biblical narratives like those in the Acts of the 
apostles would be denigrated by academic historiography. By looking to the Old 
Testament book of Esther as a model for professional historians, we find exegeti
cal warrant for the naturalist approach. Just as the author of this biblical book 
did not appeal to or make mention of God, though his presence is everywhere 
implied, so too can the evangelical historian write objective history without 
compromising Christian belief. Though this synthesis is not novel, and the de
bate is still carried on with fervour by both sides, it is hoped that we have given 
some sense of the history of the historiographical question, and provided fur
ther biblical rationale for the two approaches -  evangelical historians can hon
our both God and their vocations in the way they write about the past, and serve 
his church.

Abstract
The debate over Christian history has at times been acrimonious with those ad
vocating the ‘supernaturalist’ approach accusing profession historians of com
promise, and the ‘naturalist’ historians accusing the providential historians of 
sub-academic standards. Is there an approach that can appropriate the best of 
both without pointing accusatory fingers? This essay traces this debate in detail 
and offers a third way to approach history as a Christian that is grounded in 
Scripture and takes into account the audience an historian writes for.
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