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On the Shoulders of Giants:
Van Til's Appropriation of Warfield and Kuyper

By Jeffrey C. Waddington

INTRODUCTION

Cornelius Van Til's presuppositionalist apologetic has
often been understood as a critical rejection of the clas-
sical apologetic of Old Princeton stalwart Benjamin B.
Warfield in favor of the viewpoint of Dutch statesman/
theologian Abraham Kuyper. However, as Greg Bahnsen
has pointed out, an accurate reading of Van Til quali-
fies this common assumption.! Of course Van Til is
critical of Warfield and appreciative of Kuyper, but Van
Til's assessment of both Warfield and Kuyper is much
more complex than a categorical rejection of Warfield
and wholesale embrace of Kuyper would suggest. Van
Til attempted to build on the strengths and eschew the
weaknesses of both these two Reformed giants. Van Til
provides a critical appropriation of both Warfield and
Kuyper as he seeks to explicate his presuppositional
approach to apologetics. A clear understanding of Van
Til's relationship to, and appropriation of, the insights
of both Warfield and Kuyper is essential to grasping Van
Til's method. Bahnsen has said as much:

The second reason for examining Van Til's evaluation
of the strengths and weaknesses in both Kuyper’s view-
point and Warfield’s viewpoint is that we thereby gain a
beneficial insight into the unique character and genius
of Van Til's own conception of apologetics. He com-
bined the strongest features of both the Amsterdam
and the Princeton schools of thought and left aside
features of both systems that did not comport with the
best Reformed principles. A person who can explain
the ways in which Van Til agreed and disagreed with
both Warfield and Kuyper, is a person who understands
presuppositional apologetics.2

Bahnsen helps with a descriptive analysis of Van Til’s
appropriation of Warfield and Kuyper. My goal in this

Volume 7 (2011)

article will be to offer a reading of the primary sources
with the assistance of Greg Bahnsen.3 My method will
be to first note Bahnsen’s schematic of Van Til’s critical
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gation at Calvary Presbyterian Church of Amwell (Ringoes), NJ. He
is currently a PhD candidate in historical and theological studies and
is working in the area of Jonathan Edwards’ theological anthropol-
ogy and apologetics. He has written previously for The Confessional
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1. Greg L. Bahnsen, Van Til’s Apologetic: Readings ¢ Analysis (Phil-
lipsburg: Presbyterian & Reformed, 1999) 596-97. For a critique of
Bahnsen’s read of Van Til, see the recent review of Bahnsen’s Presup-
positional Apologetics: Stated and Defended (Powder Springs & Na-
cogdoches: American Vision Press & Covenant Media Press, 2008)
by W. Gary Crampton in The Confessional Presbyterian 6 (2010):
239-242. This writer disagrees with that review, and believes that
Bahnsen has faithfully interpreted Van Til's method, even if he di-
verged from the Westminster professor’s view of other issues such as
eschatology. Nevertheless, both men affirmed the right use of logic
as a handmaiden of theology.

2. Bahnsen, Van Til’s Apologetic, 597. Italics are the author’s.

3. In addition to Bahnsen’s encyclopedic Van Til’s Apologetic, 1
have examined the following sources, all but one of which Van Til
cites in his critical appropriation of Kuyper and Warfield. For Abra-
ham Kuyper’s insights, see his Principles of Sacred Theology, trans.
J. Hendrick De Vries (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980). This is a partial
translation of Kuyper’s three volume Encyclopaedie der Heilige God-
geleerdheid (a portion of vol. 1 and all of vol. 2 with an introduction
by B. B. Warfield). For Warfields insights into apologetics, see his “In-
troduction to Francis R. Beattie’s Apologetics” in Benjamin B. Warfield:
Selected Shorter Writings, ed. John E. Meeter (Phillipsburg: Presbyte-
rian & Reformed Publishing, 1970) 2: 93-105. Although not cited by
Van Til, Warfield includes almost verbatim remarks from his Beattie
introduction about Kuyper in his “A Review of De Zekerheid Des Gel-
oofs;” also found in Selected Shorter Writings, 2: 106-123, which is an
interesting evaluation of Herman BavincK’s The Certainty of Faith. Two
further Warfield resources include his article, “Apologetics,” in The
Works of Benjamin B. Warfield: Studies in Theology, ed. Ethelbert D.
Warfield (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000) 9: 3-21 and “The Real Problem
of Inspiration,” in The Works of Benjamin B. Warfield: Revelation and
Inspiration, ed. Ethelbert D. Warfield (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000)
1: 169-226. For Van Til's assessment of Warfield and Kuyper, see his
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appropriation of Warfield and Kuyper, then conduct a
brief discussion of each point in Bahnsen’s analysis af-
ter which I will conclude with my own assessment of
Van Til’s critical appropriation. In the end we will see
that Van Til stood on the shoulders of giants, and be-
cause of that, was able to see farther and more clearly
than the giants themselves.4

BAHNSEN’S SCHEMATIC

Bahnsen explains Van Til’s approach in the following
manner:

According to Van Til, we find these three things in
both Warfield and Kuyper: (1) a brilliant conviction of
central importance which is relevant to our theory of
knowledge and apologetics, (2) another notion, which
is inconsistent with the first convicion, and then (3)
a view of apologetics that is mistakenly inferred from
that first conviction.>

Warfield:

o (W1) There is an objective, intelligible, and clear revela-
tion of God to all men in nature and history.

o (W2) The evidence of Christianity only warrants the
probability of its truth.

« (W3) Natural man is able to give a correct interpretation
of God’s natural revelation through the use of “right reason”

Kuyper:

o (K1) There is an antithesis between belief and unbelief
that leads to the formation of two sciences.

o (K2) The antithesis is mitigated by areas unaffected by
the fall (weighing, measuring, logic) and a limited area of
neutral common ground.

A Christian Theory of Knowledge (Nutley: Presbyterian & Reformed
Publishing, 1969) 229-254 and The Defense of the Faith, 3rd edition
(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing, 1967) 260-299.

4. Van Til has made comments to this effect, “Standing on the
shoulders of Warfield and Kuyper we honor them best if we build on
the main thrust of their thought rather than if we insist on carrying
on what is inconsistent with their basic position. Then we are most
faithful to Calvin and to St. Paul” Defense of the Faith, 299.

5. Bahnsen, Van Til’s Apologetic, 597.

6. See Van Til, Christian Theory, 230.

7. Banhsen, Van Til’s Apologetic, 597.

8. Warfield, “Introduction,” Writings, 2: 103. This quotation is not
without its own problems. What, for instance, is “pure reason”? How-
ever, the objectivity of evidence is the issue here. Warfield is arguing
against what he perceives to be a mystical strain in the thought of
Kuyper where Kuyper, according to Warfield, has fallen into the trap
of attributing the validity of Christianity to the subjective change that
occurs within the Christian in regeneration without consideration
for the objective evidence for the truth of Christianity.
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« (K3) Given the antithesis, apologetics is virtually use-
less and so deserves only a minor place in the theological
encyclopedia.

Van Til:
Accepts W1 and K, but rejects W2, K2 and the conclu-
sions W3 and K3.

We can now turn to a more detailed analysis of the
various elements to see how Van Til critically appro-
priated the epistemological and apologetic insights of
both Warfield and Kuyper.

WARFIELD

At the outset it should be mentioned that Van Til under-
stood that both Warfield and Kuyper held to essentially
the same solid, biblically based Reformed theology and
that his critical appropriation of each was with the goal
of formulating an apologetic more consistent with the
solid theology each man embraced.®

As noted above in (W1), Warfield was so convinced
of the objectivity, intelligibility, and clarity of revelation
to all men in nature and history that it was not reason-
able for anyone to reject the truth of Christianity.” The
evidence of the truth of Christianity is available for
all to assess, regardless of spiritual condition. Arguing
against the notion that the validity of the faith resides
in the subjective change that occurs in regeneration,
Warfield notes,

It is not true that the Christian view of the world is
subjective merely, and is incapable of validation in the
forum of pure reason. It is not true that the arguments
adduced for the support of the foundation of the Chris-
tian religion lack objective validity. It is not even true
that the minds of sinful men are inaccessible to the

“evidences”...8

In other words, the evidence for the validity of the
Christian faith was a matter of public record. It was
not merely about personal predilection. Warfield read-
ily grants that the presence of the evidence will not in
and of itself convert an unbeliever to the faith, for that
is the work of the Holy Spirit. But the work of the Holy
Spirit in regeneration is not done in the absence of the
revelation of God in nature and history.

Itis certainly not in the power of all the demonstrations

in the world to make a Christian. Paul may plant and
Apollos water; it is God alone who gives the increase.
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But it does not seem to follow that Paul would as well,
therefore, not plant, and Apollos as well not water. Faith
is the gift of God; but it does not in the least follow that
the faith God gives is an irrational faith, that is, a faith
without grounds in right reason. It is beyond all ques-
tion only the prepared heart that can fitly respond to the
“reasons”; but how can even a prepared heart respond,
when there are no “reasons” to draw out its action?9

Gods revelation to all men in nature and history is
compelling and while it by itself does not convert the
unbeliever, it does need to be present for conversion to
have a context in which to occur.

Given the clarity of this revelation, Warfield saw the
necessity of apologetics. Christianity was in the world,
Warfield said, to reason its way to preeminence.'® There
was no need to be timid or shy. Christianity was true
and it was even “scientific” in the best sense of that
word." Apologetics for Warfield, however, was posi-
tioned at the head of the theological encyclopedia be-
cause its goal was to illuminate the grounds for the
possibility of a Christian theology. Apologetics sought
to show that there was a God, the possibility of revela-
tion, the nature of man as able to communicate with
God and receive revelation, and then it sought to display
and assess the evidence of revelation in the Christian
Scriptures.'* Warfield practiced the classical apologetic
method which usually involved a two-step method of
first showing the possibility or reality of a God (often in
philosophical terms) and then moved to the historical
evidence found in the Chrigtian Scriptures.’® However,
he also makes statements to the effect that Chrigtianity
should be defended as a system, in its totality, and not
detail by detail."4

While Warfield is on solid ground to affirm the ob-
jectivity, intelligibility, and clarity of God’s revelation to
all men, he makes a wrong turn, so to speak, when he
holds that the evidence for Christianity only yields prob-
able certainty (W2). In his article, “The Real Problem
of Ingpiration,” Warfield addresses the matter of bibli-
cal evidence for the trustworthiness of the teaching of
Jesus and the apostles.

Of course, this evidence is not in the strict logical sense
“demongtrative;” it is “probable” evidence. It therefore
leaves open the metaphysical possibility of its being
mistaken. But it may be contended that it is about as
great in amount and weight as “probable” evidence can
be made, and that the strength of conviction which it
is adapted to produce may be and should be practi-
cally equal to that produced by demonstration itself. *>

Volume 7 (2011)

Inductive examination of the evidence in the na-
ture of the case, for Warfield, can never yield absolute
certainty even when the evidence is absolutely clear.'®

With regard to (W3), the natural man’s ability to as-
sess natural revelation and the evidences of the truth
of Christianity in special revelation, Warfield drew
the illegitimate conclusion that the unbeliever can use
“right reason” to properly do this.'” While Warfield
recognized the noetic effects of sin, he does not appar-
ently understand that to undermine the role of reason
in assessing evidence of various kinds. Entering into
this phase of the discussion is the concern of both
Warfield and Kuyper with the scientific nature of real
knowledge, especially the scientific nature of Christian
theology. Science here is not limited to the natural sci-
ences, but rather includes all disciplines that organize
knowledge, including what Kuyper referred to as the
“spiritual sciences” such as psychology and theology.
Ideally, there is only one science to which members of
the human race who are engaged in the scientific en-
terprise contribute. This includes both believers and
unbelievers. Additionally, Warfield’s approach to nat-
ural revelation at times seems to gloss over the dif-
ference between natural or general revelation which
reveals God to man in nature and fallen man’s for-
mulation of a natural theology which is a response to
that revelation.'8

Kuyper
Kuyper’s central epistemological insight (K1) involved

the recognition of the antithesis between belief and un-
belief. While ideally there is but one science that human

9. Warfield, “Introduction,” Writings, 2: 98. See also “Apologetics,”
Works, 9: 15.

10. Warfield, “Introduction,” Writings, 2: 99-100.

11. Science as, at a minimum, the organization of knowledge. See
Warfield’s discussion of theology as a science in “Theology as a Sci-
ence,” in Writings, 2: 207-212. Kuyper also discusses the nature of
science in his Principles, 59-63.

12. Warfield, “Apologetics,” Works, 9: 4-5, 11.

13. Warfield, “Apologetics,” Works, 9: 3-21.

14. Warfield, “Apologetics,” Works, 9: 8-9.

15. Warfield, “The Real Problem,” Works, 1: 218. The reader will
note that Warfield is dealing with the evidence of special revelation
at this point, but I think it is safe to say that if the evidence for spe-
cial revelation yields only probable certainty regarding the truth of
Chrigtianity, the same could be said for natural revelation as well.

16. See below for further discussion of abstract induction.

17. Van Til noted that Warfield’s use of the expression “right rea-
son” was somewhat opaque, but he thought it yielded the notion
of neutral reason shared by both believer and unbeliever alike, De-
fense, 284.

18. Bahnsen, Van Til’s Apologetic, 598.
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consciousness adds to on an ongoing basis throughout
the centuries, the fact of the matter is that the introduc-
tion of sin into the world through the fall produces an
“abnormal” condition.'® There are scientists who view
the world through the lens of normality assuming that
the way things are is the way they have always been.
Then there are scientists who have experienced palin-
genesis (regeneration) that helps them to realize that
the world which they explore has been ruptured by sin
and is in the process of being redeemed. The antithesis
between belief and unbelief leads to the development
of two sciences, although Kuyper recognizes that ide-
ally there is only one science.*®

Kuyper talks in terms of two principles, the natu-
ral and the special principle.?! The natural principle
is the principle of unbelief, of human autonomy and
normalcy. It not only leaves God and his revelation out
of the picture but also adamantly opposes Christian
approaches to the scientific endeavor. There are then
at least two aspects to the natural principle: a trun-
cated view of reality and a hateful disposition toward
God and his revelation.?* In opposition to the natu-
ral principle stands the special principle. The special
principle is another way of talking about the principia
of theology, although the emphasis here falls on only
one aspect of these. Christian theology is understood
(and Kuyper spends a fair bit of time explicating this
himself) to rest upon or derive from two principia: the
principium essendi (principle of being) which is God
himself and the principium cognoscendi (principle of
knowing). The latter principle is further subdivided

19. Kuyper, Principles, 220. See also his discussion in his Lectures
on Calvinism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1931), 132-136.

20. Kuyper, Principles, 92, 152, 156. On the unity of truth, 155.

21. Kuyper, Principles, 368-389. Also noted in Van Til, Defense,
260-261.

22. Kuyper, Principles, 380-389. I should note that Warfield seems
to stress the first and neglect the second aspect.

23. Kuyper does discuss a formal type of faith defined as trust in
one’s senses as one does science that is true for the believer and un-
believer. I will have more to say about this below. Kuyper is talking
about formal faith here in his discussion of the $pecial principle. See
his Principles, 341-348,especially 347-348.

24. This is Kuyper’s way of pointing out that the special principle
is an eschatological intrusion into the fallen world. See his Principles,
344-348. Van Til will comment upon the accidental nature of the
$pecial principle, especially as it is contrasted with the “gradational
principle” exemplified in Thomas Aquinas’ approach to natural rev-
elation, Defense, 262-263.

25. See Kuyper, Principles, 157-159.

26. This is not to be confused with the Roman Catholic doctrine
of “formed faith”

27. Kuyper, Principles, 125-146.

28. See Van Til, Defense, 286-290.
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into the principium cognoscendi internum (internal
principle) which is faith wrought in the heart of the
believer by the Holy Spirit, and the principium con-
gnoscendi externum (external principle) which is Holy
Scripture. For Kuyper, the emphasis in his discussion of
the antithesis falls upon the effect of faith on the mind
of the believer engaged in the task of science.?3 The
unbeliever does not possess this faith or special prin-
ciple and so there is an opposition between belief and
unbelief in the realm of science. In addition, the spe-
cial principle is, according to Kuyper, accidental. That
is, it reflects God’s response to the introduction of sin
and abnormality into his otherwise good creation.>#
While Kuyper describes the antithesis in absolute
terms, as we see in (K2), he does allow for aspects of
science that are not affected by the fall such as weigh-
ing, measuring and the use of logic.?> And he allows
for a neutral zone within the context of common grace
where believers and unbelievers can meet with equal-
ity and determine common principles of knowledge.
This may be related to his territorial view of common
grace in which ¢patial analogies govern. Van Til will
improve on Kuyper with his temporal or historical for-
mulation of the doctrine of common grace. Another
factor in Kuyper’s apparent inconsistency here may be
his discussion of a formal faith.26 Kuyper wants to ac-
count for why we believe in the existence of ourselves
(“ego”) and in the trustworthiness of the delivery of the
senses. He wants to explain how it is that we can know
things. In other words, Kuyper is discussing the subject/
object relationship and developing his epistemologi-
cal theory.?” Van Til’s problem with this discussion is
Kuyper’s apparent failure to include in his consideration
of epistemology the place of God in the whole process.
Particularly Van Til notes Kuyper’s failure to bring into
the discussion the sensus divinitatus which pervades all
human knowledge. There can be no awareness of our-
selves without an immediate awareness of our Creator
and there can be no awareness of objects outside the
mind without an awareness of their Creator as well.?8
Kuyper’s concern is with the fact that we cannot suc-
cessfully demonstrate the existence of an “I” nor can we
explain why it is we trust the deliverances of senses. We
must have faith in our own existence and in our senses.
However, Van Til is correct to note that this faith is not
an answer to skepticism when abstracted from God
and the covenantal context of creation and revelation.
As far as the exceptions to the antithesis for which
Kuyper allows, the question remains: why does he al-
low for the exceptions of weighing, measuring, and the
use of logic and why does he have a notion of common
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grace which allows him to have a limited neutral zone?
His discussion of how the physical sciences differ from
the spiritual sciences may enter in here.?® Kuyper sees
the very physicality of the objects of physical science
constraining how we are to understand them. Kuyper’s
larger discussion of the differences between the physical
or natural sciences and the spiritual sciences revolves
around the subject/object distinction.

In the physical sciences, the physical object con-
$trains the notions the subject has about it to a greater
extent than the object of the spiritual science. Kuyper
here is neither denying the real existence of $piritual
objects as over against physical objects, nor is he sug-
gesting that there is no subjective element involved in
the assessment of physical objects in the natural sci-
ences—quite to the contrary. In both the natural (i.e.,
physical) and spiritual sciences, there exists both the
object and the subject. The difference has to do with
the physicalness of the object of the natural sciences
and how that in itself somehow constrains the subjec-
tive element in the understanding of what Kuyper calls
“elements” and “relations” in the human mind, with its
corresponding “representations” and “conceptions” The
object of the spiritual science (say, the soul in psychol-
ogy) is not tangible (although no less real for that fact)
and so there is greater room for the subjective element
to be creative.3°

If this is a fair and accurate reading of Kuyper’s epis-
temology, then one can see how he might see the antith-
esis working itself out in greater detail in the spiritual
sciences than in the natural sciences. In other words,
things like weighing and measuring are very physical
activities that can be checked and verified quite easily
and believers and unbelievers use the same procedures.
While logic would seem to be closer to the spiritual sci-
ence, it is, I believe, what he would call a “mixed science”
insofar that once a thought is put down on paper it be-
comes physical and can be checked. It would seem to
be the case that Kuyper’s area of limited neutrality and
the practices of measuring, weighing and use of logic
overlap at this point. Van Til recognizes that logic, for
instance, has not been obliterated by the fall. But it has
been affected nonetheless.

Given Kuyper’s emphasis on the absolute nature of
the antithesis, it is not surprising that he would think
that apologetics had little value or that it had a mi-
nor role to play within the theological encyclopedia
(K3).3! Since belief and unbelief operate on different
principles (the natural on the one hand, and the spiri-
tual on the other), there is no point in entering into de-
bate or dialogue. At first it might appear that Kuyper’s
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inconsistency of recognizing areas unaffected by the
fall and the limited neutral zone within common grace
might make space for apologetics. But given the very
$pecific nature of areas not affected by the fall or the lim-
ited neutral zone (assuming that these are not the same
or don't overlap in some way), apologetics would seem
to have no room in which to move around. Kuyper does
have a place for apologetics though. He sees it as a way
for Christianity to respond to philosophical challenges
and within his theological encyclopedia he places it as
a subdivision of the dogmatical sciences, which itself
is divided from the bibliological, ecclesiological, and
diaconological sciences which are all part of the theo-
logical discipline.3?

Warfield, as we have already noted, is very critical
of this placement. Warfield understands apologetics
to be the discipline that precedes the other theological
tasks, that clears and prepares the ground for exege-
sis, historical theology, systematics, and practical the-
ology. Warfield calls theology done along the lines of
this model a “grand assumption” without an apologetic
that goes before them. In other words, how do we know
that what we are saying bears any relationship to the
truth? “Is it true?” Warfield and Kuyper are both right
and wrong at this point. Kuyper is correct to note that
apologetics arises from within the study of the Bible and
Reformed dogmatics and is not something done apart
from its content. For what God do we seek to defend or
vindicate? Warfield’s own understanding of apologet-
ics leaves one in no doubt that when doing apologetics,
the God defended is not, at least explicitly, the God of
the Bible. He, in good classical fashion, seeks to argue
for a generic deity. Once we make space for this generic
deity we can then consider specific candidates for the
office. However, Warfield is correct to note that apolo-
getics needs to present the truth claims of the gospel
without embarrassment.33

VAN TiL’s CRITICAL APPROPRIATION

As T have already noted, Van Til did not reject the
insights of Warfield out of hand, nor did he accept
Kuyper’s perspective lock, stock, and barrel. If Greg
Bahnsen is correct that a proper understanding of pre-
suppositionalism depends upon insight into how Van

29. Kuyper, Principles, 89-105.

30. Kuyper, Principles, 63-89.

31. Kuyper, Principles, 154 and 160.

32. See Kuyper, Principles, 627-639. A fuller discussion of the place of
apologetics is in the untranslated volume 3 of Kuyper’s Encyclopaedie.

33. Warfield, “Apologetics,” Works, 9:3, 10, 17.
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Til drew upon and corrected the views of Warfield and
Kuyper, then it will behoove us to look closer at Van
Til's agreements and disagreements with these two Re-
formed stalwarts.

As previously noted, Van Til accepted what Bahnsen
called the “brilliant conception of central importance”
of both Warfield and Kuyper.34 Warfield’s major insight
was that God’s revelation to all men in nature and his-
tory was objective, intelligible, and clear. The problem of
sinful men rejecting the evidence for God is not, then,
with the evidence, but with the sinful human heart that
takes the objective, intelligible, and clear revelation of
God and suppresses and twists it. The unregenerate man
or woman hates God and his revelation.

Kuyper’s central insight builds on what we have al-
ready noted about the sinful rejection of the clear nat-
ural revelation of God. Kuyper rightfully stressed the
absolute antithesis between belief and unbelief. In other
words, natural revelation is never assessed by a neutral
mind. The one who interacts with natural revelation
is either a believer, or an unbeliever.3> If, as does hap-
pen, the sinner gets something right about natural and
special revelation or about God’s world, it is because
he is not abiding by his sinful principles or worldview.
It is not because his principles or worldview are cor-
rect. They aren’t. When Kuyper talks about the devel-
opment of two sciences, it might be better to say that
there is one true science (that which conforms to God’s
own being and thinking about his creation) in reality
or objectively and that the two sciences are a reflection
of subjective states. In other words the existence of two
sciences objectively considered would yield two worlds
not unlike the scenario that J. Warwick Montgomery
paints in his “Once Upon an A Priori” in the Van Til
festschrift Jerusalem and Athens.3® And the principles
or worldview of the unbeliever do not reflect reality or
come into contact with it on their own assessment of

34. Bahnsen, Van Til’s Apologetic, 597.

35. The unbeliever also attempts to judge the special principle ac-
cording to his skewed view of natural revelation.

36. See E. R.Geehan, ed. Jerusalem and Athens: Critical Discussions
of the Theology and Apologetics of Cornelius Van Til. (Philadelphia:
Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing, 1971), 380-392.

37. By stressing the subjectivity of the two sciences, I do not intend
to deny the objective nature of the scholarship produced by unre-
generate scientists. In other words, this “science” is objective in an
extra-mental sense, but where unbelieving science gets things right
it is parasitic of God-conforming science and where it is wrong it
conforms to no thing.

38. See below for further discussion of the problems of a neutral
method of induction which Warfield seems to embrace which leads
to an abstract notion of probability.

39. See Warfield, “Apologetics,” Works, 9: 9.
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things. However, the unbeliever never holds his unre-
generate views consistently. The two sciences are subjec-
tive states,3” one which conforms more frequently with
reality as constituted by God and one which never could
conform on its principles to God’s world but often does
because the unbeliever is made in the image of God,
exists in God’s world that always reveals Him at every
point, and lives within the context of common grace.
So Van Til accepted the two central insights of both
the objectivity, intelligibility, and clarity of God’s rev-
elation to all men in nature and history, and that the
antithesis between belief and unbelief in which the as-
sessment of the evidence for God in history and na-
ture differs between the two of them. There is but one
true science (that which conforms to God’s being and
knowledge on an analogical level) objectively consid-
ered (i.e. as an extra-mental reality), but there are two
sciences subjectively considered (the believer seeks, al-
beit imperfecily, to conform his scientific thinking to
God’s Word and world and the unbeliever seeks to deny
God’s Word and world, but cannot do it successfully).
Van Til, however, rejected Warfield’s notion of the
evidence leading only to probability3® and his con-
fidence in “right reason” as understood as a neutral
capacity to properly assess God’s natural and special
revelation. With Warfield, Van Til affirmed the neces-
sity of apologetics, although his understanding of apol-
ogetics differed significantly from that proposed by
Warfield. Warfield’s classical method shaped apolo-
getics in the mold of natural theology, apparently un-
constrained by Scripture. Warfield’s approach was for
apologetics to precede theology and so clear the field
for the unfolding of the theological encyclopedia. Also,
it would appear as if Warfield and Van Til are in agree-
ment that Christianity cannot be defended on a piece-
meal basis. However, while denying a detail by detail
defense of the faith,3® Warfield apparently found his
two-stage classical method (what Van Til called the
“block house” method) which defends a generic the-
ism on philosophical grounds and then follows that
up with an inductive examination of the historical evi-
dences of Christianity consistent with his previous de-
nial. Van Til, I believe, would challenge the abstract
nature of both stages of this apologetic. With Kuyper,
Van Til would affirm that apologetics is an integral part
of the theological enterprise and cannot be carried on
in abstraction from the theology it seeks to vindicate.
Apologetics does not go before theology in the sense
of being done in a non-committal fashion (i.e., in the
sense of allowing for abstract possibility). Apologetics
must seek to defend Christianity and not some generic
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or vague natural theology that could have just as easily
been formulated by an ancient Greek philosopher.4°
However, this stress on the biblical basis and system-
atic theological consistency of apologetics shows that
Van Til moves away from Kuyper in Kuyper’s diminu-
tion of the apologetic task.4!

SOME PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS

At this point in the article I would like us to refle¢t on
some of the issues that have been raised in this survey of
Van Til’s critical appropriation of Benjamin B. Warfield
and Abraham Kuyper. First, in considering Warfield, I
have tried to be consistent in describing Warfield’s apol-
ogetic method as “classical” That is, Warfield followed
the two-stage method in which he first dealt with the
questions of the existence of a god, the possibility of
the communication between this god and man, and the
nature of man to be able to receive divine communica-
tion within a philosophical context apparently divorced
from any Scriptural considerations; then, after laying
this groundwork, he looks at the historical evidence of
Scripture to see if it is indeed such a divine communi-
cation as he showed was possible in the first stage of the
method. With all due respect to Warfield, he too easily
conflates natural theology with natural revelation.4*
Natural theology done in abstraction from special rev-
elation must of necessity be skewed by the sinful mind
of the unregenerate man or woman who formulates it.
In other words, Warfield has attributed the objectiv-
ity, intelligibility, and clarity which properly belong to
natural revelation to natural theology. This is not to
reject natural theology. It is to recognize the difference
between God’s revelation as such and man’s possibly
fallible and sinful interpretation of it. I can’t imagine
Warfield confusing the Bible with an interpretation of
it. Even the Westminster Standards, which are arguably
the most faithful exposition of Scripture in confessional
and catechetical form, are not infallible. We know the
difference between the Bible and a theology derived
from it.43 In the end Warfield has problems with both
parts of his classical method.

Not only does Warfield have problems with his ap-
proach to the first part of his classical apologetical ap-
proach, but ghosts haunt his approach to the evidence as
well. Van Til has accused Warfield of operating with an
abstract notion of probability.44 What does he mean by
this? I think it has to do with Warfield’s notion of induc-
tion. It is generally recognized in logic textbooks that
deductive logic yields certainty and inductive logic can
only yield probability. Warfield moves from a defective
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use of natural theology to a defective understanding
of induction. If induction is abstracted from the God-
given covenantal context in which God intended for it
to be used, it can only ever yield probabilities since the
nature of induction is to form generalizations based
upon the examination of evidence. Conclusions in the
nature of the case can only ever be tentative. There is
always the possibility that another piece of evidence
will turn up that overturns or calls into question a pre-
viously formulated theory or generalization. And the
unbiblical notions of possibility and probability are, of
course, unconstrained by biblical realities. However,
given the reality of the God of the Scriptures, we are
not worried that another piece of evidence will turn up
to reveal a world best described as totally naturalistic.
No evidence will arise to show that Jesus wasn’t raised
from the dead. Warfield apparently did not recognize
that he was operating with a notion of induction and
possibility that denied at the outset what he was endeav-
oring to prove. And what about Scripture’s own nature
as self-authenticating? As already noted, both stages of
Warfield’s classical apologetic fail to live up to biblical
standards of apologetic argumentation.

Before I turn to consider Abraham Kuyper, I have one
final matter to consider regarding Warfield’s apologetic.
And that is his recurring reference to “pure reason” or
“right reason” What exactly does Warfield mean by
these expressions? Van Til recognizes some opaque-
ness to the terms but decides that it reflects the idea
of a neutral reason. If Warfield meant that reason as
originally created would recognize the revelation God
has implanted in nature and history, this would not be
a problem. If Warfield wanted to affirm that the fall has
not totally obliterated reason, I would grant him his
point. But what exactly are the nature and extent of the
noetic effects of sin? When Warfield discusses the nature

40. See Warfield’s remarks in his “Apologetics” where he suggests
that apologetics is not about defending Christianity as such, at least
not initially. He demonstrates his view by noting the apologetics done
by Greek philosophers in pre-Christian times, Works, 9: 16—21.

41. Kuypers stress on worldview thinking and the antithesis was an
apologetic of sorts. Kuyper’s involvement with the anti-revolutionary
party in the Netherlands could surely be seen as a practical form of
apologetics as well.

42. Van Til, Christian Theory, 231.

43. Tam not suggesting that theology or doctrinal formulations
cannot accurately reflect the teaching of the Bible. Indeed I think they
can and do. We are able to discern more and less biblical systems of
doctrine by comparison of them with Scripture itself. The fact that
it is a comparison means that they are not one and the same thing.
Additionally, granting the potential of human fallibility generally
does not prove an error in any particular instance.

44. Van Til, Defense, 265.
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of science, he tends to stress the incomplete nature of
unbelieving science but appears to slight the reality of
active rebellion. If Warfield was arguing that regener-
ate or restored reason would readily recognize both
natural and special revelation, that’s fine; there is room
here for discussion. Paul Helseth has recently argued
that the Old Princeton theologians were not the bald
rationalists that they have been accused of being.45 He
has written on Hodge, Warfield, and Machen, making
the argument that all of these men had an understand-
ing of the soul; or human personality as an integrated
whole so that “right reason” must be regenerate reason.
Helseth has pointed to the article “Authority, Intellect,
Heart” by Warfield to prove his point.4® Granting that
Helseth is correct in his reassessment of Warfield, what
do we do with Warfield’s use of the classical approach to
apologetics? If Warfield understood right reason to be
regenerate reason, it makes his apologetic method all
the more enigmatic, not less so. It may be that Warfield’s
inconsistency is more complex than we have thought.
Clearly there is room for further research here.

Now to Abraham Kuyper. As we come to this point
in the article, we should be disabused of the idea that
Van Til totally rejected Warfield and wholly accepted
Kuyper. Not so. Kuyper was correct in recognizing that
the antithesis between belief and unbelief is absolute in
principle. However, he apparently failed to understand
how the antithesis worked out in history. Kuyper works
with a territorial view of the antithesis and common
grace. I suspect this sets up a see-saw relationship be-
tween the two so that Kuyper has to account for what

45. See his “The Apologetical Tradition of the OPC: A Reconsid-
eration” in WT7J 60, no. 1 (Spring 1998): 109-129 and “B. B. Warfield’s
Appeal to “Right Reason”: Evidence of a “Rather Bald Rationalism,”
in Scottish Bulletin for Evangelical Theology 16 (August 1998): 156-177.
Related articles include “Re-Imagining the Princeton Mind: Post-
conservative Evangelicalism, Old Princeton, and the Rise of Neo-
Fundamentalism,” in JETS 45, no. 3 (Spring 2002): 427-450; “Right
Reason’ and the Princeton Mind: The Moral Context,” in Journal of
Presbyterian History 77, no. 1 (Spring 1999): 13-28 and “B. B. Warfield
on the Apologetic Nature of Christian Scholarship: An Analysis of
His Solution to the Problem of the Relationship Between Christianity
and Culture,” in WTJ 62, no. 1 (Spring 2000): 89-111. Many of these
studies have now been compiled in the author’s “Right” Reason and
the Princeton Mind: An Unorthodox Proposal (Phillipsburg: P&R
Publishing, 2010). On the narrow issue of the nature of right reason
I believe Helseth has made his case.

46. Warfield, Writings, 2: 668-671. Cited by Helseth in his “Warf-
ield’s Appeal,” 156-177.

47. Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel (Phillipsburg: Presby-
terian & Reformed Publishing, 1972).

48. Warfield, “Introduction,” Writings, 2:101. Admittedly Kuyper
also notes that palingenesis or sanctification is not perfect in this life,
but he doesn’t connect it explicitly with eschatology, Principles, 162.
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look to him like areas of neutrality or practices that are
not affected by the fall. As in a war, there are zones of
neutrality where enemies can meet on equal terms and
come together and forge common notions of peace. I
think Van Til's temporal or historical (could we not say
“eschatological”?) understanding of both the antith-
esis and common grace are an improvement.#” What
looks to Kuyper like practices not affected by the fall
(weighing, measuring, the use of logic) or like areas of
neutrality are actually a reflection of our eschatological
condition. That is, we have not yet reached the consum-
mation when the principle of antithesis will be fully real-
ized. Between the fall and the consummation, common
grace is at work, and man is still made in the image of
God and there is natural, not to mention special, revela-
tion. Sin in the life of the unregenerate is restrained and
so he can get some things about this world right. And
the sanctification of the believer is not yet complete as
well. Interestingly enough, Warfield pointed out this as-
pect of pre-consummation Christian life.48 In a sense,
then, Warfield was sensitive to the eschatological de-
fect in Kuyper's territorial notions of the antithesis and
common grace. It is not the case that there are neutral
or unaffected areas in this fallen world. Rather, sinners
recognize some true things because they can’t possibly
think or live consistently with their unbelief. So, the un-
regenerate contribute to science and other aspects of life,
we might say, quite accidentally. In spite of themselves,
and because reality in fact is as the Bible declares it to
be and the Christian believes it, the unbeliever can get
along in this world. On the other hand, it is impossible,
given the way the world is, for the unregenerate to be
corre¢t and Christianity to be false. And so we have the
beginnings of the transcendental argument.

Kuyper’s discussion of a formal faith that is attribut-
able to both the regenerate and the unregenerate is not
completely mistaken. Van Til, however, is correct to note
Kuyper's failure to connect our trust in the existence of
our ego and the deliverances of our senses and knowl-
edge of God. Warfield was correct to note that God’s
revelation in nature and history is objective, intelligible,
and clear and this is given not only in creation in general
but also in the very constitution of human beings. Any
discussion of epistemology must include the connection
between our knowledge of ourselves and our knowledge
of God. It is not simply a matter of looking at the sub-
ject/object relation from a human perspective, but we
must also ask what or who upholds the human episte-
mological situation? How do we account for our trust
in our own existence and epistemological apparatus?

Continued on Page 250.
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theology in the seventeenth century. Rather, they affirm it. We
used the Abrahamic covenant as a test case. The designation
of the Abrahamic covenant as a covenant of grace in classic
covenant theology is compatible with the concept of the cov-
enant of royal grant, in parallel with the treaty of royal grant
which was one of the two different patterns on the treaties in
the ancient Near East.

We explored how the judgment upon Sodom and Gomor-
rah was redemptive judgment through holy war and separated
the covenant community from the non-covenant community
and corrupt world. It was a type of the final redemptive judg-
ment at the Parousia. The redemptive judgment within the
historical context of the Abrahamic covenant was the divine
demongtration that the ultimate realization of the promises
of the Abrahamic covenant would be fulfilled with the escha-
tological redemptive judgment.

Through the intended sacrifice of Isaac on the altar of
Mount Moriah by Abraham, we endeavored to seek the im-
age of the Son of Man sacrificed on the altar of Golgotha. In
that sense, the sacrifice of Isaac on the altar was a Messianic
prophecy of how “the woman’s offspring” would come as “the
Son of Man” to forgive the sins of the elect and bestow all the
redemptive blessings that God promised to Abraham, includ-
ing personal salvation.

We established the apostolic designation of “in Christ Je-
sus;” “in Christ,” and “through Christ Jesus” to note redemp-
tive blessings, including personal salvation, adopted from
the Abrahamic covenant wherein God promised redemptive
blessings to Abraham and his descendants by the means of
the phrases “in your offspring” and “in you.”

We endeavored to support a thesis that Abraham’s justifi-
cation by faith within the historical context of the Abrahamic
covenant provided for the first time in redemptive history a
soteriological pattern that sinners are justified by faith apart
from obedience or works of the law. Representatively, Paul
used this soteriological motif after his Damascus Road conver-
sion experience and proclaimed it for both Jews and Gentiles,
as did the other apostles.n

On the Shoulder of Giants: Van Til's Appropriation of
Warfield and Kuyper. Continued from Page 146.

Finally, Kuyper was correct to connect apologetics with the
other dogmatical sciences. Apologetics cannot be divorced

20. For further discussion focused specifically on the generic
form of the transcendental argument, see my “A Dilemma For the
Proponent of the Transcendental Argument for God’s Existence,”
Philosophia Christi 11, no. 2 (2009): 465-469. James Anderson
provides an insightful reply to my proposed dilemma in “No
Dilemma for the Proponent of the Transcendental Argument: A
Response to David Reiter,” forthcoming in Philosophia Christi, Vol.
13, No. 1, (2011). I reply to Anderson in “Rejoinder to Anderson,”
also forthcoming in Philosophia Christi, Vol. 13, No. 1 (2011).

250

from the Chrigtianity it is intended to defend or vindicate.
However, he was wrong to diminish its significance. Given
Van Til’s correction of Kuyper’s territorial notion of the an-
tithesis and common grace with a temporal or eschatologi-
cal view, we can now see that apologetics has an essential
role to play in the proclamation of the Gospel (and in this
Warfield was correct). Apologetics is no more fruitless than
preaching or evangelism in this age before the consumma-
tion. Preaching and witnessing have no inherent powers to
convert the sinner. This is the work of the Holy Spirit. How-
ever, the Holy Spirit uses preaching and witnessing and so
can also use apologetics.

CONCLUSION

Cornelius Van Til critically appropriated the apologetic
insights of both Benjamin B. Warfield and Abraham Kuyper.
He accepted Warfield’s insight into the objective, intelligible,
and clear revelation of God to man in nature and history.
But he rejected Warfield’s abstract notion of induction and
probability and what he understood to be Warfield’s notion
of neutral “right reason.” Van Til agreed with Kuyper’s notion
of the antithesis between belief and unbelief but he rejected
the idea that there were practices unaffected by the fall or that
there were neutral zones in this fallen world and he rejected
Kuyper’s diminution of apologetics which resulted from
his territorial notion of the antithesis and common grace.
Van Til's improvement on Kuyper’s notion of antithesis and
common grace allows us to recognize the central place of the
transcendental argument in presuppositional apologetics:
the argument for the impossibility to the contrary.

Van Til stood on the shoulders of giants and he benefitted
from the insights of Warfield and Kuyper. He saw farther and
more clearly than these two Reformed stalwarts and we do
them no dishonor when we recognize this. Greg Bahnsen is
correct when he notes that he who understands how Van Til
critically appropriated both Warfield and Kuyper will under-
stand the genius of the presuppositional apologetic method.s

The Modal Transcendental Argument for God’s Existence.
Continued from Page 152.

Our study has led us to distinguish the Modal Transcenden-
tal Argument Form from the more “generic” transcendental
argument form.*® Collett strongly emphasizes the desidera-
tum that the transcendental argument should establish the
necessity of God’s existence (Collett, “Van Til,” 262), but he
does not clearly recognize and make explicit the modal status
of the premises of the argument—this is especially true with
regard to the “granted” premise of the argument. On the other
hand, Choi explicitly asserts that a modal (necessity) premise
is of the very essence of a transcendental argument. But he
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