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Imagine Martin Luther stepping into a modern megachurch, stage lights flashing and worship music pulsing through the air. Would he see the fruit of his Reformation—a movement rooted in biblical authority, confessional rigor, and communal faith? Or would he encounter something unrecognizable, a spectacle more akin to the radical Anabaptist gatherings he denounced as chaotic? Picture Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who warned against “cheap grace,” sitting through a sermon promising personal fulfillment over costly discipleship. Would he recognize the faith he defended—or a drift toward the individualistic tendencies of the Paulicians and Bogomils?

These questions drive this book. Modern evangelicalism, particularly in its Pentecostal and nondenominational expressions, has undergone a profound shift. What began as a Protestant movement grounded in the Reformation’s principles—sola scriptura (Scripture alone), disciplined worship, and a covenantal community—has, in some quarters, become something the reformers would scarcely recognize. By “Protestant,” I mean the historic denominations birthed or shaped by the Reformation: Lutheran, Presbyterian, Anglican, Reformed, Congregationalist, Methodist, and Baptist, though some Baptist stances overlap with evangelical trends. In contrast, the nondenominational and Pentecostal strands of evangelicalism often elevate personal experience, cultural relevance, and individual autonomy above the historic markers of Christian faith: creeds, sacraments, and ecclesiastical accountability. I propose that this shift, in certain contexts, is not mere adaptation but a departure from Reformation Protestantism, echoing the individualism of radical dissenters like the Paulicians, Bogomils, and Anabaptists—movements the reformers viewed as schismatic.

Let me be clear: this book is not an attack on evangelicals. Evangelicals are individuals with their own individual beliefs, many whom I affirm as brothers and sisters in Christ. Many evangelicals, especially within confessional Protestant denominations, such as Reformed evangelicals and Anglican evangelicals for example, who faithfully uphold the gospel and Reformation ideals. My concern lies with specific trends—particularly in nondenominationalism and Pentecostalism—that risk undermining the unity Christ prayed for in John 17:20–23, when He asked that His followers “be one” as He and the Father are one. Nondenominationalism, with its rejection of denominational ties and historic confessions, often fosters a “just me and my Bible” mindset that I believe is unbiblical, as it sidesteps the communal accountability Christ’s prayer envisions. Creeds and confessions, like the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds or the Augsburg and Westminster Confessions, are not mere human traditions but unifying bonds, enabling diverse denominations—Lutheran, Presbyterian, Baptist, and beyond—to confess one faith as different provinces in the Kingdom of God. These guardrails ensure we remain anchored to Scripture within the church’s shared witness, despite our differences. Regardless of doctrinal differences amount us, I strive to be ecumenical with all my fellow brethren in Christ. But it is important to define what makes one a Christian and who are the pretenders.

This book is a call to reflection, not division. I invite evangelicals, particularly those in nondenominational and Pentecostal circles, to consider whether their practices align with the Reformation’s communal vision or echo the radical autonomy of historical dissenters. By drawing parallels to groups like the Anabaptists, I am not labeling evangelicals as heretics but highlighting tendencies that concerned reformers like Luther, Calvin, and even more modern examples like Bonhoeffer. My aim is to spark dialogue about evangelicalism’s trajectory and its fidelity to Protestant roots.

Defining the Terms

To grasp this transformation, we must clarify our terms. Historic Christianity, as it emerged over centuries, is defined by communal worship, sacramental theology, and adherence to ecumenical creeds like the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds. Reformation Protestantism, embodied in the seven denominations noted above, preserved this communal and confessional core while correcting Catholic abuses. Luther, Calvin, and their heirs emphasized sola scriptura but interpreted Scripture within the church’s tradition and authority, producing confessions to guide the faithful. Theirs was a faith of structure, discipline, and community.

Modern evangelicalism, particularly in its nondenominational and Pentecostal forms, often departs from this vision. Personal conversion, emotional worship, and individual interpretation dominate, with creeds sidelined as relics and denominational ties viewed with skepticism. This turn toward individualism has historical parallels—ones that predate the Reformation and alarmed its leaders.

Echoes of Radical Dissent

Consider the Paulicians, a 7th-century sect in Armenia and Byzantium. They rejected the Byzantine church’s hierarchy and sacraments, favoring a simplified, individualistic faith centered on Paul’s epistles. The Bogomils, influenced by the Paulicians, embraced dualism, rejecting the material world—including church buildings and rituals—for a subjective spirituality. Fast forward to the Reformation: the Anabaptists, admired today for their believer’s baptism, were seen by Luther and Calvin as dangerous radicals. Luther’s Against the Heavenly Prophets (1525) and Calvin’s Treatise Against the Anabaptists (1544) condemned their rejection of church authority and subjective scriptural interpretations as schismatic. These groups, though varied, shared a disdain for institutional constraints, prioritizing personal or communal autonomy—a pattern that resurfaces in modern evangelicalism.

Pentecostalism’s focus on personal spiritual gifts, like speaking in tongues, and nondenominationalism’s creedless, market-driven worship mirror these radical tendencies. This isn’t to label all evangelicals as heretics—far from it. But their practices and priorities have shifted so far from Reformation Protestantism that they align more with the Anabaptists than with Luther or Calvin.

A Call to Truth

This book is not an attack on evangelicalism but a critical reflection on its trajectory. I affirm evangelicals as part of the Christian family, yet I believe truth demands scrutiny. The Reformation was a quest for truth—Scripture-grounded, community-shaped, and worship-disciplined. Bonhoeffer’s critique of “cheap grace” in The Cost of Discipleship (1937) sharpens this lens: he decried a faith without sacrifice or accountability, a charge that rings true in much of today’s evangelicalism, where personal fulfillment often overshadows gospel demands.

We’ll also examine evangelicalism’s radical fringes—like modern polygamist sects justifying their practices with literalist readings, echoing the Anabaptists of Münster—to highlight the risks of unchecked individualism. These extremes, while not typical, expose the absence of confessional guardrails, a concern Bonhoeffer shared.

The Road Ahead

In the chapters that follow, we’ll explore:

	The Reformation’s communal, confessional vision (Chapter 1).

	Early radicals like the Paulicians and Bogomils as departures from orthodoxy (Chapter 2).

	Evangelicalism’s drift toward individualism in Pentecostal and nondenominational forms (Chapter 3).

	Radical evangelical fringes as symptoms of this shift (Chapter 4).

	Evangelicalism’s cultural conformity versus the Reformation’s countercultural witness (Chapter 5).

	Whether evangelicalism can reclaim its Protestant roots—or if it’s become something new (Chapter 6).


What would Luther, Calvin, and Bonhoeffer say about a modern evangelical service? Would they see their legacy—or a radical echo of the movements they opposed? This book invites you to wrestle with that question and ponder evangelicalism’s future in light of its past.
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Chapter 1: The Reformation’s Communal, Confessional Vision


[image: ]


What does it mean to be a Christian church? For the first fifteen centuries of Christianity, the answer was clear: a community bound by shared creeds, sacramental worship, and ecclesiastical authority, united in confessing Christ as Lord. The Protestant Reformation of the 16th century, far from dismantling this vision, sought to purify it, grounding the church in sola scriptura (Scripture alone), sola fide (faith alone), and a disciplined communal life. Yet today, much of modern evangelicalism—particularly its Pentecostal and nondenominational strands—has drifted from this foundation, embracing an individualism that reformers like Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Thomas Cranmer, as well as later voices like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, would have found alien. To understand evangelicalism’s radical departure, we must first grasp the historic Christian and Reformation ideals it has left behind. This chapter defines those ideals, setting the stage for their contrast with evangelicalism’s Anabaptist-like tendencies.

The Pillars of Historic Christianity

Historic Christianity, from the early church through the Middle Ages, rested on three pillars: creeds, sacraments, and ecclesiology. These were not mere traditions but communal commitments, ensuring the church’s unity and fidelity to Christ’s gospel. The Reformation refined these pillars, preserving their role as anchors of faith against radical dissent.

Creeds: Affirming Communal Orthodoxy

Creeds were the church’s heartbeat, articulating shared belief in a world rife with division. The Apostles’ Creed, emerging in the 2nd century, summarized core Christian doctrines: the Trinity, Christ’s incarnation, death, resurrection, and return. Used in catechesis and baptism, it unified believers in confessing “I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.” The Nicene Creed, crafted at the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) and revised at Constantinople (381 AD), clarified Christ’s divinity, declaring Him “of one substance” (homoousios) with the Father, co-equal and eternal. Recited in worship, these creeds were not individual opinions but communal affirmations, binding the church across time and space.

Creeds arose to combat heresies that threatened Christian unity. In the 2nd–3rd centuries, Gnosticism denied Christ’s humanity and creation’s goodness, teaching salvation through secret knowledge. The Apostles’ Creed countered this, affirming Christ’s birth, suffering, and bodily resurrection. Docetism, claiming Christ only appeared human, was refuted by the creed’s insistence on His real incarnation. In the 4th century, Arianism, led by Arius of Alexandria, taught Christ was a created being, subordinate to the Father. The Nicene Council, convened by Emperor Constantine, rejected Arianism, with Athanasius defending Christ’s divinity. The Nicene Creed’s homoousios clause was a bulwark against Arian error, ensuring orthodoxy. Sabellianism, denying the Trinity’s distinct persons, further necessitated creedal clarity, affirming “one God in three Persons.”

These councils were not academic exercises but urgent responses to division. As Jaroslav Pelikan notes in Heresies and How to Combat Them (1957), creeds “defined the boundaries of faith, guarding the church against speculative individualism.” They shaped worship as a collective act, recited to affirm shared confession, a practice the Reformation upheld. Luther’s Large Catechism (1529) taught the Apostles’ Creed as “the sum of Christian
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