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Part Four

Reformed Apologetics:
God Said It
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12
Apologists Who Emphasize Revelation

With the decline throughout the twentieth century of the orthodox, supernaturalistic
Christian worldview in American culture, it is understandable that many Christians have
declared traditional apologetics a failure and have cast about for a new approach to defending the
faith. In conservative Calvinistic or Reformed circles, several closely related apologetic systems
have been developed as alternatives to both the classical and the evidentialist approaches. Most
of these systems are known by the label presuppositionalism, although the term Reformed
apologetics is more inclusive of the different systems to be considered here. The approach
emphasizes the presentation of Christianity as revealed—as based on the authoritative revelation
of God in Scripture and in Jesus Christ. Its most common forms find absolute and certain proof
of Christianity in the absolute and certain character of the knowledge that God has and that he
has revealed to humanity.

Because of his continuing importance for Christian theology and apologetics, and
because there is considerable debate about his apologetic approach, we will begin by examining
in some depth the apologetic thought of John Calvin himself. Following that we will discuss the
modern roots of Reformed apologetics, and then consider the thought of four twentieth-century

Reformed apologists.
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John Calvin

The roots of Reformed apologetics actually go back prior to Calvin. Tertullian’s sharp
antithesis between Jerusalem and Athens may be cited as the clearest anticipation of the
Reformed approach in the ante-Nicene fathers. The mature Augustine, as well as the medieval
philosopher Anselm, both explicitly insisted on faith leading to understanding. Although
Augustine and Anselm were part of the classical tradition of apologetics, there is a side to their
thinking that prepared for and established some precedent for the Reformed approach.*

Still, it was John Calvin, the sixteenth-century Reformer, who provided the
underpinnings of modern Reformed apologetics.? While it would be anachronistic to describe
Calvin as a “Reformed apologist” in the technical sense used here, it is true that the Reformed
approach is rooted in his theology. We begin our discussion of Calvin and apologetics by
examining his most famous work, the Institutes of the Christian Religion.’

Basic to Calvin’s distinctive approach to apologetics is his strong doctrine of human sin.
In his view, our fall into sin has corrupted our entire being, including our mind: “the reason of
our mind, wherever it may turn, is miserably subject to vanity” (2.2.25). Thus our reasoning is
now not only limited, but suspect. For this reason Calvin insists that the pagan philosophical
ideal of “reason alone as the ruling principle in man,” the sole measure of truth and guide in life,
be abandoned in favor of “the Christian philosophy” of submitting human reasoning to the Holy
Spirit’s teaching in Scripture (3.7.1). Calvin’s rejection of any apologetic that is ultimately
rationalistic is plain. Calvinists, following Calvin, have argued that the corrupting influences of
sin on the human mind—what are often called the noetic effects of sin (from the Greek nous,

“mind”)—must be taken seriously in the apologetic task.*
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This does not mean that Calvin endorses irrationality. However much Scripture may
contradict the reasoning of sinful, unbelieving men, in reality what it presents for faith is
consistent, coherent, and reasonable. It is “a knowledge with which the best reason agrees”
(1.7.5). The problem that unbelievers have is not that they are rational—they aren’t—but that
they are ignorant of the truth.

Calvin’s conviction that Christianity is the truth influenced even the plan and structure of
his chief work, the Institutes. As Ford Lewis Battles has shown, the opening chapters of the work
present a series of contrasts or antitheses between the false, ignorant religious beliefs of the

unbelieving and the true knowledge that is essential to Christian faith.

True and False Religion in Calvin’s Institutes”

GOD
false true
(ignorance) (knowledge)
chap. 4 chaps. 1-3
false true
(philosophy) (revelation)
chap. 5 chap. 6
false / \trueA
(extra-Scriptural revelation) (Scripture)
chap. 9 chaps. 6-8
false / \‘lrue
(idols) (Godhead)

chaps. 10-12 chap. 13
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Modern interpreters are sharply divided on the question whether Calvin allowed for any
sort of “natural theology” as part of a Christian apologetic.® Some things, however, are clear.
According to Calvin, God ought to be known from the “sense of divinity” (divinitatis sensum)
within every human being (1.3.1).” In addition, God “revealed himself and daily discloses
himself in the whole workmanship of the universe” (1.5.1). Unfortunately, human depravity has
rendered this internal and external general revelation incapable of creating a true knowledge of
God, and humanity has corrupted the knowledge of God from natural revelation into idolatry or
other forms of false worship (1.2.2; 1.10.3). As a result, Calvin concludes, natural revelation
ends up giving fallen human beings just enough awareness of and information about God to
render them without excuse for their unbelief (1.3.1; 1.5.14).

This negative judgment of the effect of natural revelation is the basis for what Alvin
Plantinga has called “the Reformed objection to natural theology.”® Ironically, in a sense Calvin
himself seems to practice a kind of “natural theology” in book 1 of the Institutes. His
argument—that human beings know there is a God from the sense of divinity and from the
created works of nature—is drawn heavily from Cicero and other classical writers.® The
argument is a “way of seeking God [that] is common both to strangers and to those of his
household” (1.5.6), that is, to both non-Christians and Christians. This is different from
traditional natural theology in that, for Calvin, all that can be safely inferred from the argument
is that human beings, left to themselves, are incapable of viewing God’s natural revelation
correctly. Calvin goes on to argue that the true knowledge of God as Creator is to be learned in
complete dependence on the special revelation of God in Scripture accompanied by the internal

witness of the Holy Spirit (1.6-10).
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Interpreters of Calvin generally agree that he had little use for the kinds of philosophical
theistic proofs offered by Thomas Aquinas and other classical Christian apologists. In Calvin’s
view, rigorous philosophical proofs for God’s existence are unnecessary because the evidences
of God in nature are “so very manifest and obvious” that “no long or toilsome proof is needed to
elicit evidences that serve to illuminate and affirm the divine majesty” (1.5.9). Moreover,
because of our innate sense of divinity, the existence of God “is not a doctrine that must first be
learned in school, but one of which each of us is master from his mother’s womb and which
nature itself permits no one to forget, although many strive with every nerve to this end” (1.3.3).
Also, such arguments cannot produce faith, since in Calvin’s teaching “the knowledge of faith
consists in assurance rather than in comprehension” (3.2.14). For Calvin, faith must be
characterized by an unshakable assurance that goes beyond what reasoned arguments can
produce: “Such, then, is a conviction that requires no reasons; such, a knowledge with which the
best reason agrees—in which the mind truly reposes more securely and constantly than in any
reasons; such, finally, a feeling that can be born only of heavenly revelation” (1.7.5).

It follows, then, that we ought to “seek our conviction in a higher place than human
reasons, judgments, or conjectures, that is, in the secret testimony of the Spirit” (1.7.4).%°

Although Calvin questioned the value of theistic proofs, he did not question their
validity. That is, he did not attempt to show that the Thomistic theistic proofs, or any other
theistic arguments, were philosophically inadequate. He simply viewed them as of marginal
value in producing the kind of assured knowledge of God that is characteristic of faith. For his
purposes he preferred simple, concrete forms of the traditional theistic arguments. He offered
short, simple proofs of “God’s power, goodness, and wisdom” from the power and grandeur

evident in nature and from the marvelous design of the human being (1.5.1-3). These proofs are
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essentially concrete forms of the teleological argument. Calvin also presented a simple
cosmological argument, writing that “he from whom all things draw their origin must be eternal
and have beginning from himself” (1.5.6). Thus Calvin himself used forms of the traditional
theistic arguments.**

Much of what Calvin says about theistic proofs applies also to the issue of evidences for
Christianity. Ultimately, according to Calvin, our faith is produced by and depends on the
testimony of the Holy Spirit, not reason: “the testimony of the Spirit is more excellent than all
reason” (1.7.4). There are many good arguments for the truth of Scripture, “yet of themselves
these are not strong enough to provide a firm faith, until our Heavenly Father, revealing his
majesty there, lifts reverence for Scripture beyond the realm of controversy. . . . But those who
wish to prove to unbelievers that Scripture is the Word of God are acting foolishly, for only by
faith can this be known” (1.8.13).

Since Scripture is God’s Word, human reasoning of any kind cannot be used to judge the
truth of Scripture; Scripture should not be subjected “to proof and reasoning.” Rather, all human
reasoning must be subjected to Scripture as from God: “Therefore, illumined by his power, we
believe neither by our own nor by anyone else’s judgment that Scripture is from God. . . . We
seek no proofs, no marks of genuineness upon which our judgment may lean; but we subject our
judgment and wit to it as to a thing far beyond any guesswork!” (1.7.5).

Calvin is not denying that “proofs” or “marks of genuineness” of the truth of Scripture
exist. Rather, he is arguing that our ability to discover and verify such proofs or marks of
genuineness by human reasoning should not be the foundation of our faith. To make such
evidential arguments the basis of faith would be to place the authority of Scripture under the

judgment of human reason.
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Calvin allows for two legitimate uses of evidential arguments for the Christian faith.
First, he teaches that they can be used to confirm the truth of Scripture to believers. We should
not use them to try to produce faith in Scripture, and our assurance of faith must ever be
sustained by the testimony of the Spirit to the divine truth of Scripture. Still, “once we have
embraced” Scripture as God’s Word, “those arguments . . . become very useful aids” (1.8.1).
Indeed, the same arguments that can be used to answer the objections of critics can also be the
means by which “the dignity and majesty of Scripture are . . . confirmed in godly hearts”
(1.8.13).

Second, Calvin teaches that such arguments can have the apologetic purpose of silencing
critics of Scripture. For the most part this means using evidential arguments to answer
objections. He insists that there are many reasons, “neither few nor weak,” by which Scripture
can be “brilliantly vindicated against the wiles of its disparagers” (1.8.13).

He presents a very well developed apologetic for Scripture in book 1, chapter 8 of the
Institutes. He defends the truth of Scripture by appealing to its antiquity and preservation, the
candor of the biblical writings, fulfilled biblical prophecies, the preservation of the Jewish race
as a miracle, the wisdom of the apostolic writings in contrast with their humble origins, the
testimony of martyrs, and other evidences. He also defends the historicity of Moses and his
miracles, the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch, and the reliability of the biblical texts (1.8.1-
13).

Ramm summarizes Calvin’s position on the vindication of the Christian worldview:

Therefore the certification of the Christian faith is not to be found in the utterances of a

proposed infallible Church; nor in rationalistic Christian evidences; nor in the appeals of

philosophers to reason; nor is [sic] ecstatic experiences of the Holy Spirit. It is to be
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found in the knowledge of God as Creator and Redeemer; it is to be found in the union of

Word and Spirit; it is to be found in special revelation centering on the person of Christ

and affirmed by the inner witness of the Holy Spirit.12

Although Calvin’s most famous writing is the Institutes, his apologetic method is actually
set forth in greatest detail in a little-known work called Concerning Scandals (1550). In this
work he discusses in detail how Christians should deal with the stumbling blocks or “scandals”
that non-Christians present as objections to the biblical, Reformed gospel.

Perhaps his simplest recommendation in this book is that the response should take into
consideration the person to whom it is being given. In particular, he suggests that we concentrate
our efforts on answering people who are troubled by objections and can be helped, not those who
are clearly using objections as excuses for their unbelief. “I shall address myself to those who are
indeed troubled by scandals of that kind, but who are still curable.”*

Calvin admits it is impossible to answer every objection to Christian faith (because of
time constraints, if nothing else), and offers three points for dealing with this problem. (1) Read
Scripture with the focus on going the way God’s Spirit is leading us and on our relationship with
Christ, and we will find that way to be “a plain, consistent way.” (2) Do not try to be clever by
overcomplicating questions that are difficult enough. (3) “Finally, if we find something that is
strange and beyond our understanding, do not let us be quick to reject it.”**

Calvin also instructs Christians to recognize the “root cause” of objections to “the
fundamentals of the Christian religion” in the demonic deception that grips the entire non-
Christian world, namely, the lie that God need not be feared, that non-Christians are not in

danger of judgment because of their sin. Such persons need to be confronted with their own

sinfulness and the holiness of God before they will see their need of Christ: “You may therefore
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talk about Christ, but it is to no purpose except with those who are genuinely humbled and
realize how much they need a Redeemer, by whose mediation they may escape the destruction of

eternal death.”®

Modern Roots of the Reformed Approach

The modern roots of Reformed apologetics are to be found in two streams of Reformed
or Calvinist theology: the Scottish Calvinist and Dutch Calvinist traditions.'® In Scotland the
stream of thought that is especially important for the rise of Reformed apologetics is known as

Common Sense Realism, the key figure of which was Thomas Reid."’

THOMAS REID

Thomas Reid is not very well known today, but he played a very significant role in the
history of modern thought, and philosophers have recently been giving his thought renewed
attention.™® Reid was one of David Hume’s most famous and important critics in his home
country of Scotland. According to Reid, Hume’s skepticism was quite reasonable, given the
guiding principles of Hume’s philosophy. Rather than try to disprove Hume on his own terms,
Reid sought to expose and refute the “principles” or underlying assumptions of his position. “His
reasoning appeared to me to be just: there was therefore a necessity to call in question the
principles upon which it was founded, or to admit the conclusion.”®
Reid identified the faulty principle underlying Hume’s philosophy as rationalism—the

belief that all knowledge had to be justified by reason, or reasoning. This presupposition had led

René Descartes to doubt the reality of everything outside his own doubting, and George
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Berkeley to deny the independent reality of anything other than minds and their ideas. Now this
same rationalistic premise had led Hume to question the possibility of knowing things that our
senses and memories plainly tell us are so.

In direct opposition to such varying forms of skepticism, Reid proposed a principle of
credulity—namely, that we ought to accept as true that which our mind, our senses, and our
memories tell us is so unless we have good reasons to disbelieve them. As Kelly James Clark
helpfully explains, the rationalists and skeptics had operated on a kind of “guilty until proven
innocent” principle of rationality. Reid, by contrast, proposed an “innocent until proven guilty”
principle. The former held that any belief was to be treated as suspect until it could be
definitively proved true; Reid held that any belief was to be treated as justified until it could be
shown to be false.?’ We might put it this way: whereas the rationalists and skeptics made their
motto “When in doubt, throw it out,” Reid advocated as the proper epistemological motto “If it
ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

Reid’s principle of credulity is closely related to the principles of common sense, *“certain
principles which the constitution of our nature leads us to believe, and which we are under a
necessity to take for granted in the common concerns of life, without being able to give a reason
for them.”?! Even the skeptic who professes not to believe these principles acts as if they were
true. “I never heard that any sceptic run his head against a post or stepped into a kennel, because
he did not believe his eyes.”?

According to Reid, the validity of the principles of common sense is ultimately grounded
in our creation by God. “Common sense and reason both have one author; that almighty Author,

in all whose other works we observe a consistency, uniformity, and beauty, which charm and
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delight the understanding: there must therefore be some order and consistency in the human
faculties, as well as in other parts of his workmanship.”*

As various scholars have pointed out, this does not mean that Reid thought one needed to
believe in God in order to trust one’s senses. In Reid’s philosophy, belief in God provides a
rational ground for belief in the reliability of one’s senses. The person who believes in God will
regard God’s existence as “a good reason to confirm his belief” in the reliability of his senses.
“But he had the belief before he could give this or any other reason for it.”**

Reid, then, appears to stop just short of including belief in God among the “principles of
common sense.” God’s existence is, for Reid, the necessary presupposition of those principles,
but not one of the principles themselves. Reid’s own approach to defending belief in God and in
the Christian revelation would fit fairly comfortably in either the classical or evidentialist
apologetic tradition.” He favors the design or teleological argument as the principal one
confirming the existence of God, on the grounds that “design and intelligence in the cause may,
with certainty, be inferred from marks or signs of it in the effect.”?® In his Lectures on Natural
Theology (1780), Reid contends that, although the existence of God is “so evident” from
everything around us that argument may seem superfluous, the design argument can be useful in
answering skeptics.”’

Reid’s most distinctive argument for God’s existence is the argument from other
minds. We believe that the people we see around us have minds, Reid pointed out, even though
we have no direct access to those minds. Yet there is no good reason to doubt what we all know

is true, namely, that there are other minds. From this premise Reid argued that “if a man has the

same rational evidence for the existence of a Deity as he has for the existence of his father, his
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brother, or his friend, this, I apprehend, is sufficient to satisfy every man that has common
sense.”?®

Perhaps the most striking aspect of Reid’s approach to apologetics is his contention that,
confronted with a purported revelation from God such as that found in Scripture, “reason must
be employed to judge of that revelation; whether it comes from God.” Just as reason must be
used to interpret the meaning of Scripture and to refute false interpretations of it, so also must it
be used to determine whether Scripture really is revelation from God in the first place.?®

Although Reid was a minister of the Church of Scotland and worked within the Calvinist
tradition, there is reason to doubt that he held to strictly Calvinist theological beliefs. On the
problem of evil, he took the position that evil exists because God permits people to abuse their
power of “liberty” (or “free will,” as most people would say today). As Paul Helm observed, this
explanation assumes “a very mild form of Calvinism, to say the least.”*°

Because Reid employed the concept of “common sense” principles and held that our
sense perceptions and memories should be assumed to correspond to reality and not be mere
constructs of the mind, his epistemology became known as Common Sense Realism. This

approach to knowledge was to play a significant role in the apologetics of the leading American

evangelical seminary of the nineteenth century—Princeton.

CHARLES HODGE

Common Sense Realism greatly influenced American philosophy and theology in the
nineteenth century,* notably at Princeton Theological Seminary.** In Part One we profiled the

thought of one of Princeton’s last great theologians, B. B. Warfield. The dominant theologian at
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Princeton a generation before Warfield was Charles Hodge, whose Systematic Theology is still
often reprinted and widely respected.*®

Hodge’s indebtedness to the Common Sense Realist tradition is apparent from the
opening pages of his work. In chapter 1, after defending the notion of theology as a science and
disputing the validity of speculative and mystical approaches to it (1-9), he defends an inductive
model of theology patterned after the natural sciences. He points out that the scientist “comes to
the study of nature with certain assumptions,” notably “the trustworthiness of his sense
perceptions”; “the trustworthiness of his mental operations,” such as memory and logical
inference; and the certainty of such truths as “every effect must have a cause” (9).

According to Hodge, “The Bible is to the theologian what nature is to the man of
science” (10). The theologian, like the scientist, “comes to his task with all the assumptions
above mentioned.” He must also “assume the validity of those laws of belief which God has
impressed upon our nature,” including “the essential distinction between right and wrong, . . .
that sin deserves punishment, and other similar first truths, which God has implanted in the
constitution of all moral beings, and which no objective revelation can possibly contradict.” Not
just any beliefs can be assumed as such “first truths of reason,” though, or made “the source of
test of Christian doctrines.” The first truths must be universally and necessarily believed (10).
Although the term common sense is not itself used here, Hodge’s universal and necessary first
truths represent essentially the same idea.

In chapter 2 Hodge argues for the necessity of a revealed theology. He distinguishes
between natural theology, the knowledge of God gained from God’s revelation in nature, and
Christian theology, which is based on the Bible. Regarding the former, he seeks to avoid two

extremes: “The one is that the works of nature make no trustworthy revelation of the being and
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perfections of God; the other, that such revelation is so clear and comprehensive as to preclude
the necessity of any supernatural revelation” (21-22). Hodge’s perspective here reflects his
staunch Calvinism and is at least broadly in agreement with the approach taken by Calvin
himself.

In the third chapter he discusses rationalism as a rival approach to the knowledge of God.
Here Hodge is concerned first to refute deism, a form of rationalism that affirms the existence of
a Creator God and yet denies any supernatural revelation from that God. Against the deists, he
argues that such a revelation is possible and in fact has been supplied in Scripture, and he offers
in support a fairly traditional battery of arguments, such as the unity of Scripture and fulfilled
prophecy (37-38). In addition, he appeals to “the demonstration of the Spirit” by which people
are convinced of the authority of God speaking in Scripture (39). Although Hodge’s articulation
of the evidences for the revelatory character of Scripture has been influenced by the evidentialist
tradition, the general shape and direction of his thought closely follows that of Calvin’s
Institutes.

The second form of rationalism Hodge refutes is the variety that admits some revelation
of God in Scripture but denies the absolute authority of Scripture. These rationalists will believe
only those things in the Bible that they think they can comprehend and prove by reason. Hodge’s
leading criticism of this rationalism is that “it is founded upon a false principle,” namely, that it
is irrational to believe what one does not comprehend (40). Likewise, the dogmatic rationalism
that claims to affirm the doctrines of Scripture on the basis of their fitting into a comprehensive
philosophical system is also to be rejected on the “essentially false principle” of “the competency

of reason to judge of things entirely beyond its sphere” (47). In line with the Common Sense
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Realist tradition, Hodge maintains that reason is competent in its sphere, as are our senses, but
neither is competent to determine the truth about God:
Nothing, therefore, can be more opposed to the whole teaching and spirit of the Bible,
than this disposition to insist on philosophical proof of the articles of our faith. . . . There
is no safety for us, therefore, but to remain within the limits which God has assigned to
us. Let us rely on our senses, within the sphere of our sense perceptions; on our reason
within the sphere of rational truths; and on God, and God alone, in all that relates to the

things of God (48, 49).

Having examined and critiqued three versions of rationalism, Hodge sets forth what he
understands to be the proper role of reason in Christian theology. At this point his affinity for the
evidentialist approach comes to the fore. He points out, first, that revelation is a communication
from God directed to the human mind, and therefore to human reason (49-50). He then affirms
that “it is the prerogative of reason to judge of the credibility of a revelation” (50). “Christians
concede to reason the judicium contradictionis, that is, the prerogative of deciding whether a
thing is possible or impossible.” And it is impossible, Hodge urges, for God to reveal anything
that is morally wrong, self-contradictory, or contradictory to “any of the laws of belief which He
has impressed upon our nature” (51).

Third, Hodge argues that “reason must judge of the evidence by which a revelation is
supported” (53). In support of this position he reasons “that as faith involves assent, and assent is
conviction produced by evidence, it follows that faith without evidence is either irrational or
impossible.” This evidence must be “such as to command assent in every well-constituted mind

to which it is presented” (53). Hodge here seems to agree not only with a broadly evidentialist
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approach to apologetics, but with the strong epistemological evidentialism enunciated famously
in Clifford’s maxim.

Like Thomas Reid, then, Charles Hodge was a Calvinist whose thought had strong
affinities with both the classical and the evidentialist approaches to apologetics. Nevertheless,
certain aspects of their thought, especially in their epistemology, were preparing the way for a

new and distinctively Reformed approach to apologetics.

ABRAHAM KUYPER

Contributing also to the rise of Reformed apologetics was the tradition within Dutch
Calvinist thought, originating primarily with Abraham Kuyper (rhymes with Ayper). Dutch
Calvinism was keenly concerned about the rise of secularization, the principled exclusion of
faith from the ordinary activities of life, including the sciences, the arts, and politics.>* The key
figure in this stream of Reformed theology was Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920), an influential
Dutch Calvinist theologian and politician.®* The middle third of his most significant work,
Theological Encyclopedia, has been translated into English as Principles of Sacred T heology.36
In it Kuyper sought to keep two doctrines in balance, common grace and particular grace, both of
which he understood to flow directly from Calvinist theology. Common grace in Calvinism is
the doctrine that, despite the universality and incorrigibility of sin in the human race (what
Calvinists call total depravity), God graciously preserves non-Christian individuals and
societies from becoming as bad as they could be. According to Kuyper, the Calvinist explains
“that which is good in fallen man by the dogma of common grace” (123). God “has interfered in
the life of the individual, in the life of mankind as a whole, and in the life of nature itself by His

common grace” (123). By common grace God is “making it possible for men to dwell together in
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a well-ordered society” (125). That is, common grace explains why non-Christians can hold
down jobs, learn true things about the world, care for their families, and maintain order in
society.®” Through it non-Christians can also retain some awareness of God’s existence and their
need for God, as expressed in religion. “Sin, indeed, is an absolute darkening power, and were
not its effect temporarily checked, nothing but absolute darkness would have remained in and
about man; but common grace has restrained its workings to a very considerable degree; also in
order that the sinner might be without excuse” (302).

Common grace, though, needed to be balanced by a second doctrine. Kuyper stressed that
in spite of common grace, there is an antithesis between the regenerate and unregenerate that is
grounded in the absolute antithesis between the two sets of principles to which Christians and
non-Christians are fundamentally committed. The cause of this antithesis is the new birth, or
regeneration, effected by God’s particular grace through the work of the Holy Spirit in the
Christian. “This ‘regeneration’ breaks humanity in two, and repeals the unity of the human
consciousness.” The result is “an abyss in the universal human consciousness across which no
bridge can be built” (152).

In his Lectures on Calvinism Kuyper divides people into two groups, the normalists and
the abnormalists. The former group thinks that the world is proceeding normally; the latter, that
it is not. The latter recognizes regeneration as the only hope for humanity’s return to normalcy;
the former discounts the idea of regeneration because it sees no need for it.*® Kuyper uses the
Greek word palingenesis as a technical term to refer to regeneration and its effects. What both
Christians and non-Christians have typically failed to understand, he maintains, is that all belief
and knowledge, even in matters of science, and even for people who consider themselves

nonreligious, are at root religious and depend on faith. The conflict is thus not between those
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who have faith and those who do not, but between those whose faith is rooted in palingenesis
and is placed in the God of Scripture and those whose faith is rooted in their own fallen nature
and is placed in something else.

Kuyper defines faith as “that function of the soul (psuché) by which it obtains certainty
directly and immediately, without the aid of discursive demonstration” (Principles, 129). It
follows from this definition that faith is not based on observation or reasoning. “Faith can never
be anything else but an immediate act of consciousness, by which certainty is established in that
consciousness on any point outside observation or demonstration” (131). When people speak of
the “ground” of one’s faith, they are referring not to faith but to its content, “and this does not
concern us now” (131). As the act of consciousness possessing certainty, faith “not only needs
no demonstration, but allows none” (131-132). In all reasoning, Kuyper observes, one must
“have a point of departure.” Such “fixed principles introductory to demonstration” are known as
axioms. Admitting the existence of axioms is a tacit admission that some things must be taken on
faith. “To you they are sure, they are lifted above every question of doubt, they offer you
certainty in the fullest sense, not because you can prove them, but because you unconditionally
believe them” (136).

Kuyper accepted Calvin’s view that the unregenerate have an innate knowledge of God
that has been distorted by the destructive effects of sin on the intellect. Warning that “it will not
do to omit the fact of sin from your theory of knowledge,” he asserts that “it is plain that every
scientific reproduction of the knowledge of God must fail, so long as this sense remains
weakened and this impulse falsified in its direction” (113). Here again, Kuyper attempts to
maintain two ideas in balance. On the one hand, following Calvin, and in agreement with such

Calvinists as Hodge, he insists that there is a natural knowledge of God—a “natural theology”—
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reflected in non-Christian religion, however debased. “The purest confession of truth finds
ultimately its starting-point in the seed of religion (semen religionis), which, thanks to common
grace, is still present in the fallen sinner; and, on the other hand, there is no form of idolatry so
low, or so corrupted, but has sprung from this same semen religionis. Without natural Theology
there is no Abba, Father, conceivable, any more than a Molech ritual” (301).

On the other hand, Kuyper insists that this natural theology does the non-Christian no
good; indeed, its development in non-Christian religion is completely unhelpful as a support for
the Christian faith. “The Christian Religion and Paganism do not stand related to each other as
the higher and lower forms of development of the same thing; but the Christian religion is the
highest form of development natural theology was capable of along the positive line; while all
paganism is a development of that selfsame natural theology in the negative direction” (302).

Lest we misunderstand Kuyper here, he does not mean that Christianity develops natural
theology by rationally thinking out its implications. What he means is that in Christianity natural
theology has been supernaturally developed by the miracle of special revelation. This special,
saving revelation of God, necessitated by sin, can itself be received only through the miracle of
palingenesis. “There is no man that seeks, and seeking finds the Scriptures, and with its help
turns himself to God. But rather from beginning to end it is one ceaselessly continued action
which goes out from God to man, and operates upon him, even as the light of the sun operates
upon the grain of corn that lies hidden in the ground, and draws it to the surface, and causes it to
grow into a stalk” (365).

Kuyper uses the case of us accepting someone’s self-identification to illustrate the
necessity of receiving God’s revelation by faith in order to gain knowledge of God. After all, “no

one is able to disclose the inner life of a man except that man himself. . . . Not observation, but
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revelation, is the means by which knowledge of the human person must come to you” (142).
Analogously, Kuyper argues that we cannot know God apart from revelation, and that all
attempts to produce religiously significant knowledge of God from our moral consciousness or
from nature must fail.
Against all such efforts the words of the Psalmist are ever in force: “In Thy light shall we
see light,” and also the words of Christ: “Neither doth any know the Father save the Son,
and he to whomever the Son willeth to reveal zim.” Presently your demonstration may
have a place in your theological studies of the knowledge that is revealed, and in your
inferences derived from it for the subject and the cosmos; but observation or
demonstration can never produce one single milligramme of religious gold. The entire
gold-mine of religion lies in the self-revelation of this central power to the subject, and
the subject has no other means than faith by which to appropriate to itself the gold from
this mine. He who has no certainty in himself on the ground of this faith, about some
point or other in religion, can never be made certain by demonstration or argument. In

this way you may produce outward religiousness, but never religion of the heart. (149)

There is some ambiguity here and elsewhere in Kuyper’s thought concerning the
possibility of rational arguments for the truths of faith. Here he seems to admit that such
arguments might produce some recognition of the truth, but warns that such recognition will fall
short of certainty and will not produce genuine faith from the heart. Such an admission is all the
classical and evidentialist apologists typically claim for their arguments; the arguments are not
thought to produce faith in any of the approaches to apologetics, but in the classical and
evidentialist traditions they are thought to prepare the mind for faith. In general, Kuyper

questions this view of apologetics, going so far as to conclude that apologetics has made matters
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worse. In the struggle between modernism and Christianity, he says, “Apologetics has advanced
us not one single step. Apologists have invariably begun by abandoning the assailed breastwork,
in order to entrench themselves cowardly in a ravelin behind it.”*® Elsewhere he admits that
apologetics may have some value in removing difficulties or silencing critics, but he insists that
it is useless to assist in bringing people to faith. Christian faith can be produced only by the
internal witness of the Holy Spirit:
This is the reason why the arguments for the truth of the Scripture never avail anything.
A person endowed with faith gradually will accept Scripture; if not so endowed he will
never accept it, though he should be flooded with apologetics. Surely it is our duty to
assist seeking souls, to explain or remove difficulties, sometimes even to silence a
mocker; but to make an unbeliever have faith in Scripture is utterly beyond man’s

power.*

Kuyper specifically takes issue with Hodge’s teaching that theology should authenticate
the character of Scripture as revelation. “He declares that the theologian must authenticate these
truths. But then, of course, they are no truths, and only become such, when | authenticate them”
(Principles, 318). Kuyper argues that the necessity of God’s illumination of those who come to
faith excludes any possibility of apologetic argument leading people to the Bible and from the
Bible to God:

At no single point of the way is there place, therefore, for a support derived from

demonstration or reasoning. . . . What God Himself does not bear witness to in your soul

personally (not mystically-absolutely, but through the Scriptures) can never be known
and confessed by you as Divine. Finite reasoning can never obtain the infinite as its

result. If God then withdraws Himself, if in the soul of men He bears no more witness to
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the truth of His Word, men can no longer believe, and no apologetics, however brilliant,
will ever be able to restore the blessing of faith in the Scripture. Faith, quickened by God
Himself, is invincible; pseudo-faith, which rests merely upon reasoning, is devoid of all
spiritual reality, so that it bursts like a soap-bubble as soon as the thread of your

reasoning breaks. (365, 366)

One of the chief defects of apologetics, according to Kuyper, is that the knowledge it
produces is based on probabilities, not certainties. This is a problem because for Kuyper, as for
Calvinists generally, certainty is of the essence of faith. Indeed, as we have seen, for Kuyper
faith is an incorrigible human capacity for certainty that still operates, though in a sinful
direction, in the unregenerate. Apologetics, by seeking to produce knowledge not grasped by
faith, actually undermines faith. “Faith gives highest assurance, where in our own consciousness
it rests immediately on the testimony of God; but without this support, everything that announces
itself as faith is merely a weaker form of opinion based on probability, which capitulates the
moment a surer knowledge supersedes your defective evidence” (367-368).

Kuyper specifically takes issue with Hodge’s belief that the special revelation of God in
Scripture can and should be tested or validated using reason or natural revelation. Such a
position fails to take into account the noetic effects of sin: “If special revelation assumes that in
consequence of sin the normal activity of the natural principium [that is, human reason] is
disturbed, this implies of itself that the natural principium has lost its competency to judge”
(381). Kuyper suggests that asking man to judge the validity of special revelation using natural
knowledge is akin to asking a psychiatric patient to judge the validity of the psychiatrist’s
method of treatment (381). Likewise, it is impossible to convince a person of the truth of the

Christian position if he thinks his natural ability to determine truth is unimpaired. “Being as he
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is, he can do nothing else than dispute your special revelation every right of existence; to move
him to a different judgment you should not reason with him, but change him in his
consciousness; and since this is the fruit of regeneration, it does not lie with you, but with God”
(383).

It follows, then, that apologetics as traditionally conceived must be abandoned.
Negatively, Christians should seek to expose the anti-Christian religious root of all non-Christian
thought. Positively, they should attempt to articulate and model the truth of Christianity to the
world by living and working in every sphere of life according to biblical principles. As Kuyper
puts it, “Principle must again bear witness against principle, world-view against world-view,
spirit against spirit.”*" In order that “principle must be arrayed against principle,” Kuyper insists,
we must do more than merely offer objections to non-Christian systems of thought and
arguments in defense of theism or a generic form of Christianity. Instead, against the
comprehensive life system of modernism, “we have to take our stand in a life-system of equally
comprehensive and far-reaching power.”*? Kuyper finds this comprehensive Christian life

system in Calvinism.*®

Herman Dooyeweerd

Kuyper stimulated tremendous interest among Dutch Calvinist thinkers to work out a
Christian philosophy that was faithful to Reformed theological principles.* His seminal ideas
were developed into a full-fledged philosophy by others, notably Herman Dooyeweerd (1894-
1977).* Dooyeweerd (pronounced DOE-yuh-vair) was Professor of Philosophy of Law at the
Amsterdam Free University, an institution Kuyper founded, and also head of the Kuyper Institute

in The Hague. He worked out his philosophy with the help of his brother-in-law, D. H. Theodor
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Vollenhoven, also a professor of philosophy at the Amsterdam Free University (specializing in
the philosophy of history).

Dooyeweerd’s magnum opus was a four-volume work originally published in 1935-1936
as De Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee (“The Philosophy of the Law-ldea”). The title reflects his
central contention that philosophical thought has an underlying religious root that is related to a
transcendent origin and destiny of reality that he called the law-idea. This religious root gives
unity to the cosmos in its various aspects or “law-spheres” (such as the biotic, the intellectual,
and so forth). Because this law-idea relates to the unity of the cosmos, another name by which
Dooyeweerd’s philosophy is known is the cosmonomic (from cosmos, “world,” and nomos,
“law”) philosophy.

De Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee was published in a second edition in English in 1953-1957
with the title 4 New Critique of Theoretical Thought.46 The English title is also fitting, because
the goal of the book is to develop what Dooyeweerd called a transcendental criticism of
theoretical thought, an idea that comes from Immanuel Kant, the Enlightenment philosopher
whose most important work was entitled Critique of Pure Reason."” Putting the matter as simply
as possible, in a transcendental critique one seeks to show what are the necessary preconditions
or presuppositions of all knowledge. In his Critigue Kant argued that both dogmatism (the
unjustified assumption that human reason is competent to know everything) and skepticism (the
hypercritical denial that human reason is competent to know anything) should be rejected. In
their place Kant favored the method of criticism—seeking to discern both the competency and
the limitations of human reason.*

Dooyeweerd’s New Critiqgue may be read largely as a critique and refutation of Kant’s

philosophy. He explains, “it can be said that our transcendental critique of theoretical thought
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has an inner connection with Kant’s critique of pure reason, notwithstanding the fact that our
critique was turned to a great extent against the theoretical dogmatism in Kant’s epistemology”
(1:118). According to Dooyeweerd, Kant recognized the need to avoid dogmatism but actually
fell into it by assuming the autonomy of theoretical thought (1:35). That is, Kant assumed “that
he could lay bare a starting-point in theoretical reason itself, which would rest at the basis of
every possible theoretical synthesis” (1:49). To put it simply, Kant sought to use reason alone to
critique reason. Dooyeweerd believes such a project impossible, even for well-meaning
Christians—among whom he counts himself. “The great turning point in my thought was marked
by the discovery of the religious root of thought itself, whereby a new light was shed on the
failure of all attempts, including my own, to bring about an inner synthesis between the Christian
faith and a philosophy which is rooted in faith in the self-sufficiency of human reason” (1:v).
Note the Kuyperian themes of the religious root of all thought and the unavoidability of faith in
all human thinking.

Kant’s assumption that reason was competent to critique reason was based on the
assumption that he could develop a theory of knowledge free of religious presuppositions. Kant’s
theory of knowledge presupposed a view of nature and freedom that was a “very religious basic
motive” (1:89). By “religious basic motive,” or ground motive as he also calls it, Dooyeweerd

49 the most fundamental

means “the central spiritual motive power of our thinking and acting,
way of thinking about reality that moves people to think and act a certain way. A ground motive
“gives content to the 