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Pressing Toward The Mark: 
Machen, Van Til, and the Apologetical Tradition of the OPC 

By Dr. Greg Bahnsen 

  

Apologetics gave birth to the Orthodox Presbyterian Church and continues to be its legacy and 
reputation. The modernism of the early twentieth century was not simply a theological variant 
within historic Christianity, not merely a new version of Christian doctrine which retained at its 
center the evangel. It was, according to J. Gresham Machen's analysis in Christianity and 
Liberalism,[1] a departure from the Christian religion altogether, abandoning the proclamation of 
the supernaturalistic good news of redemption which had distinguished the Christian church 
throughout history. Liberalism was simply another religion or philosophy of man in competition 
with the historic biblical faith. Accordingly, the battle with modernism was more than "polemical 
theology" against an exegetically weak or inconsistent school of evangelical Christianity. It was 
apologetics with unbelief.[2]  

 

Apologetics and the OPC 

Machen's confrontation with modernism and broad churchmanship at Princeton Theological 
Seminary and within the Presbyterian Church in the USA - which in time gave rise to both 
Westminster Theological Seminary (1929) and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church (1936)[3] - was 
thus apologetical in nature. Both institutions were founded in the effort to "contend earnestly for 
the faith which was once for all delivered unto the saints" (Jude 3). Accordingly, the Evangelical 
Dictionary of Theology states: "evangelical Christianity in the Western world owes a large debt to 
Machen and to the organizations he founded for their intelligent and courageous explanation of 
and stand for historical Christian truth."[4]  

 

Apologetics was used, then, in the providence of God to bring about the Orthodox Presbyterian 
Church fifty years ago. Throughout its half century the Orthodox Presbyterian Church has retained 
a reputation for apologetics. This reputation has been tied, not only to the interests and 
requirements of its ministers, evangelists, and teachers,[5] but especially to the scholarly careers 
of two leading professors at Westminster Theological Seminary who were Orthodox Presbyterian 
ministers: Machen himself (who died in 1937) and Cornelius Van Til (who retired in 1973).  
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It can be said without partisan prejudice that preeminence in the twentieth-century defense of 
biblical faith belongs to the labors of Machen and Van Til - the former in historical studies, the 
latter in philosophical studies, as they interfaced with Christian theology. Dr. Clarence Edward 
Macartney said of Machen: "he was the greatest theologian and defender of the Christian faith that 
the church of our day has produced."[6] About Van Til Christianity Today said: "Cornelius Van 
Til wanted to be a farmer.... Instead he became one of the foremost Christian apologists of our 
time."[7]  

 

So then, to understand and appreciate the outlook, history, and ministry of the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church - even more so than Westminster Theological Seminary [8] - one needs to be 
familiar (if not sympathetic) with the theological perspective, apologetical distinctives, and 
scholarly efforts of J. Gresham Machen and Cornelius Van Til. It has been Machen and Van Til 
who, as theologians and apologists, have given the denomination its early bearing and character.[9] 
As a social group the Orthodox Presbyterian Church has a self-conception and mindset which are 
rooted in, and will continue to develop in interaction with, the distinctive stances assumed by 
Machen and Van Til in their teaching and publishing ministries.  

 

A House Divided? 

These introductory observations bring us to an engaging question. If the intellectual identity of the 
Orthodox Presbyterian Church is tied up with the perspective and influence of both Machen and 
Van Til, is not the denomination a house philosophically divided against itself? William White 
honestly asks, "Did Machen understand how far from the old Princeton apologetic the new 
Westminster apologetic really was?"[10] Others would turn that into a rhetorical question. To 
many people, anyway, it has seemed that the apologetical approach taken by Machen was 
conceptually at odds with the presuppositional methodology subsequently advanced by Van Til. 
In the thinking of such individuals Machen's empirical tendencies do not comport readily with Van 
Til's philosophical peculiarities. The heritage in apologetics bequeathed by these two Christian 
scholars, we are told, lacks inner harmony - like a conceptual dissonant chord.  

 

There is no doubt about this much: Machen and Van Til certainly manifested different scholarly 
specializations and developed different emphases in their publications. Machen labored over 
detailed historical challenges to the Christian faith, paramount illustrations being The Origin of 
Paul's Religion[11] and The Virgin Birth of Christ [12] - whereas Van Til strove to counter the 
broader, underlying philosophical challenges mounted against the Christian understanding of 
reality, knowledge, or ethics, as exemplified in his books, A Survey of Christian Epistemology[13] 
and Christianity and Idealism[14] Machen waxed eloquent about the historical foundation of faith: 
"Christian piety must be grounded firmly in historical knowledge."[15] Van Til argued that 
historical knowledge has philosophical preconditions which in themselves drive one to Christian 
faith: "the conflict between those who believe in historic Christianity and those who do not cannot 
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be carried by a discussion of 'facts' without at the same time discussing the philosophy of fact";[16] 
"one has to go back of the 'facts' of history to a discussion of the meaning of history."[17]  

 

The intellectual temperaments, preparation, and interests of Machen and Van Til likewise led them 
in different directions. Machen was fascinated and absorbed with the particulars of classical 
philology and ancient history, while not feeling at ease in the rarified atmosphere of philosophical 
speculation. As a student, Machen distinguished himself in classics, but once relayed to his older 
brother, Arthur, an offer of "$1,000 for a satisfactory exegesis of a single page" of Kant's Critique 
of Pure Reason.[18] On the other hand, Van Til's preparation and doctoral work were devoted, not 
to the details of empirical science or historical study, but precisely to the broader and intellectually 
necessary issues of philosophy; therefore he mastered, as a candidate at Princeton University, the 
complete works of Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and Hegel in their original languages. He later wrote 
about the fact that historical investigation bolstered the work of apologetics, but added this 
autobiographical note: "I do not personally do a great deal of this because my colleagues in the 
other departments of the Seminary in which I teach are doing it better than I could do it."[19]  

 

The critical claim goes beyond what we have recognized here, though. It maintains that Machen 
was a practitioner of the "Old Princeton" approach to apologetics[20] against which Van Til took 
a decided stand as a professor at Westminster Seminary.[21] If that premise is substantially 
accurate, then some of Van Til's deepest reservations and most critical comments about the 
traditional method of apologetics fostered at (old) Princeton Seminary would prove to be against 
Machen himself - creating, in perspective and procedure, a momentous parting of the ways 
between the two apologists. In essence, Van Til would have been correcting the methods of 
Machen[22] and striving to replace them with a presuppositional approach alien to Machen's 
thinking. Their contributions to the defense of the historical Christian faith are not simply different 
from each other, then, but are at diametric odds with each other. Van Til's work would not 
complement that of Machen, but stand in fundamental conflict with it. The "apologetic tradition" 
of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church would actually turn out, in that case, to be two separate 
traditions standing over against each other. Many think (at least on first appearance) that this is the 
actual state of affairs. I do not.[23]  

 

It would be anachronistic and undiscerning, of course, to hold that Machen completely anticipated 
and clearly expressed the very same transcendental, presuppositional challenge in apologetics as 
did Van Til, who merely perpetuated it after Machen. Van Til's distinctive philosophical 
contribution and significant step forward in self-conscious, apologetical methodology cannot be 
trivialized. Likewise, one cannot forget the immense admiration and commitment Machen had for 
the grand theological reputation of Princeton Seminary, with its stalwart professors famous for 
their propounding and defending of Calvinism as the truth of God, the purest and best exposition 
of the gospel. Machen was indebted to this intellectual tradition, openly identifying himself with 
the outlook and scholarship of B. B. Warfield[24] and Francis L. Patton, the first professor in the 
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chair of "the Relations of Philosophy and Science to the Christian Religion" and later seminary 
president, with whom Machen had a particularly close (and mutually supportive) relationship.[25] 
When the apologetics chair created for Patton was vacated in 1892, it was assumed by William 
Brenton Greene, Jr., who served both as Machen's instructor and later as his supportive colleague 
in the seminary and presbytery.[26] It could be expected, therefore, that the attitude, concerns, and 
argumentation of Machen would bear a close resemblance to that of his Princeton predecessors - 
making it understandable (though too simplistic) that, not only might his theology[27] and his 
empirical concern with evidences[28] be readily identified with theirs, but his conception of 
apologetics as well.  

 

The situation was far more intricate than that. While not coming to a fully and systematically 
worked-out understanding of presuppositional epistemology - much less shifting fields from his 
area of historical expertise to philosophical defense of the faith (which presuppositionalism would 
not have required of him anyway) - Machen does seem, in a manner unlike his Princeton mentors, 
to have recognized and appreciated that the insights of presuppositionalism were the consistent 
and self-conscious end of thinking which is true to Reformed theology. Personal experience and 
scholarly reflection brought him to a conception of apologetics - and of his own continuing work 
in historical defense - which was an advance over old Princeton in various ways and a corrective 
to some of its weakest philosophical distinctives. His own perspective on, and pursuit of, defending 
the faith were much more presuppositional than we would expect from someone who conformed 
exactly to the old Princeton outlook.[29] In short, because Machen moved away from the old 
Princeton conception of apologetics in a presuppositional direction, Van Til could applaud and 
support his historical defense of the faith, even as Machen could appreciate and approve of the 
developments in methodology and philosophical defense by Van Til. Any minor incongruities 
between (and even within) their two scholarly efforts do not belie the basic harmony of perspective 
which runs through them both.  

 

Some Relevant History 

Rehearsing some history relevant to Machen and Van Til would lead us to anticipate that 
evaluation.[30] Eleven years after Van Til's birth, Machen joined the faculty of Princeton 
Theological Seminary (1906). It was during Van Til's teenage and college years that Machen 
became known as someone who stood for the intelligent defense of the historic Christian faith, 
publishing such engaging articles (among others) as "Jesus and Paul," "Christianity and Culture," 
and "History and Faith."[31] The year Van Til entered Calvin Theological Seminary (1921), 
Machen's first major book and apologetical masterpiece, The Origin of Paul's Religion, came off 
the press, elevating Machen in the esteem of all who sought a Christianity capable of scholarly 
defense. Impressed with the noble faculty of Princeton Seminary (Machen, Vos, C. W. Hodge, 
Wilson) and the international prestige of the University (with A. A. Bowman the head of the 
philosophy department), Van Til transferred there the next year (1922), eventually earning the 
Th.M. from the seminary in 1925 and the Ph.D. from the university in 1927.  
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During those five intellectually intense years he came to know and respect Machen, on a personal 
basis especially while a seminary student, living on the same floor with Machen in Alexander 
Hall.[32] This time of contact between Van Til and Machen was a momentous period in the latter's 
career. He published two major works important to the apologetical setting of the time, Christianity 
and Liberalism in 1923 and What is Faith?[33] in 1925. He constantly wrote on themes of 
apologetical significance: "Is Christianity True?" (1923), "The God of the Early Christians" 
(1924), "The Modern Use of the Bible" (1925), "The Relation of Religion to Science and 
Philosophy" (1926), "Is the Bible Right About Jesus?" (1927)[34]. Also he often preached 
fervently in defense of the faith as stated supply (1923-1924) in the First Presbyterian Church of 
Princeton.[35] Public focus during Van Til's seminary years was on events which would embroil 
Machen in theological and ecclesiastical controversy; e.g., on Fosdick's notorious address, "Shall 
the Fundamentalists Win?" (1922), on the signing of the "Auburn Affirmation" (1923).  

 

In light of Van Til's admiration for Machen,[36] Machen's personal proximity, and the obvious 
bearing of Machen's scholarship on Van Til's chosen interest in apologetics, it is unreasonable to 
think Van Til could be aware of Machen's position and the details of his method of defense. Given 
Van Til's brilliance, it is unreasonable to think he did not understand them.  

 

It turns out that at the same time Van Til was making an equally strong impression on Machen. 
Van Til entered Princeton as a middler,[37] having already studied under W. H. Jellema and 
reading the Dutch works of Kuyper. Could Machen have missed this in his personal contacts and 
conversations with the Christian Reformed transfer student from Calvin Seminary? (After all, 
during Machen's own years as a seminary student, his esteemed mentor, B. B. Warfield, published 
a critical discussion of Kuyper's view of apologetics.)[38] Van Til's philosophical prowess became 
readily apparent to his Princeton professors, more particularly by his writing the prize-winning 
student papers for both 1923 (on evil and theodicy) and for 1924 (on the will and its theological 
relations), as well as by his taking simultaneous philosophy courses at the University each semester 
(with Machen hearing of A. A. Bowman's high praise for his competence in metaphysics).  

 

Two months before the granting of his doctorate, Van Til published in The Princeton Theological 
Review a discussion of A. N. Whitehead's Lowell lectures for 1926, Religion in the Making.[39] 
The review clearly contained those lines of thought for which Van Til's presuppositional analysis 
has come to be recognized throughout the years. Van Til introduced his foil, significantly 
(especially in the old Princeton setting), as someone who "seeks to apply the scientific method to 
religion." Crucial to his own approach, Van Til laid bare his opponent's presupposition: 
"experience and the history of experience is his starting point." The prevailing sin of unbelieving 
philosophy was criticized: "the great line of distinction between God and man is effaced"; i.e., no 
adequate Creator/creature distinction. Van Til complained that God is, then, subjected to man's 

https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n32
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n33
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n34
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n35
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n36
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n37
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n38
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n39


own autonomous judgment: "the Good is higher than God... This accords strictly with his starting 
point which regards the moral consciousness as the judge of religion." But autonomous philosophy 
is not equal to such a task, internally suffering from its own dialectical tensions, according to Van 
Til. Whitehead posited process (change) as the basic feature of reality, trying "to get order and 
system out of this moving whole" by reference to God. This is impossible, Van Til observed, since 
Whitehead's philosophy already "implies that God is subject to the conditions of the world." 
Having offered an internal critique of the unbeliever's thought, Van Til finally pointed to the only 
viable alternative. The Christian philosopher does not face Whitehead's major problem because 
the biblical God is both transcendent and personal, "the self-sufficient creator" of the historic 
particulars (i.e., the source of both order and change). Van Til's conclusion rings with the kind of 
note which is famous in his apologetical efforts: "Theism makes God the source of possibility; 
only thus can the transcendence as well as the immanence of God be maintained; only thus is God 
qualitatively distinct from man; only thus is He personal; only thus is He God."[40] So then, from 
Van Til's very first published article his presuppositional direction of thought was manifest for all 
to see.  

 

The following year (1928) Princeton Seminary invited Van Til to take a leave from his new 
pastorate and serve the seminary as an instructor in apologetics - quite an honor, making him the 
youngest member of the faculty. His friendly and godly hero, "Das" Machen, was pleased with the 
development and maintained a close personal relation with Van Til and his wife during that 
year.[41] These words from a letter to his mother on September 25, 1928, leave no doubt about 
Machen's endorsement of Van Til:  

 

The best piece of news for some time is that Mr. Van Til, a recent graduate of the 
Seminary, has, despite Dr. Stevenson's vigorous opposition, been asked by the 
Directors' Curriculum Committee to teach the classes in Apologetics during this 
year, and has accepted. It is the first real forward step that has been taken in some 
time. Van Til is excellent material from which a professor might ultimately be 
made.[42]  

 

In January 1929, Van Til published a review of two books by Bavinck, insisting that we must 
abandon the impossible notion of a "neutral territory" of truth or study - making necessary schools 
which are self-consciously Christian in starting point and goal[43] - "if we would truly employ all 
the means given us for the propagation and defense of the faith."[44] One of the cherished 
assumptions and touted ideals of the old Princeton approach to apologetics could not be accepted 
by Van Til. That was open for all to see, and Machen had excellent perception.  
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In May of 1926, the board of directors for Princeton Theological Seminary had extended to 
Machen a call to the Stuart Professorship of Apologetics and Christian Ethics, which he accepted 
after some hesitation (especially over transferring from the New Testament department). In the 
throes of the political fight over reorganization of the seminary, though, Machen came to doubt 
the wisdom of his acceptance.[45] On June 20, 1928, he requested permission from the board to 
withdraw his previous acceptance, which it did. Who then could take Machen's place? The 
overwhelming approval of Van Til's work in apologetics could not have been more forcefully 
expressed by the board of Princeton Seminary[46] than by what it did in the spring of 1929 - 
electing Van Til, after but one year of teaching, to occupy the very chair of apologetics which 
Machen had turned down! On May 12 "Machen expressed his intense gratification at this 
development, speaking of Van Til's special equipment for the work and his great success with the 
students."[47] From this it is evident that Machen was conscious of, interested in, and personally 
applauded the character and quality of Van Til's apologetical teaching.  

 

On June 14, 1929, Machen communicated his determination not to teach under the reorganized 
board of Princeton Seminary.[48] He was joined in this by Van Til. When plans were pursued that 
summer to establish Westminster Seminary, Machen had his own opportunity to seek the very kind 
of man in apologetics he wanted. We can be sure Machen recognized how crucial and 
determinative this position would be, especially in light of the "purpose and plan" for the new 
seminary which Machen propounded at its opening exercises: notably, "we believe that the 
Christian religion welcomes and is capable of scholarly defense." He considered no one else to be 
as suited and qualified to do the work desired than Van Til. There was no doubt in his mind about 
the choice. Machen was so determined to have Van Til be the apologist at Westminster that, when 
Van Til initially declined the invitation (even after a visit from O. T. Allis to plead the cause), in 
August Machen himself traveled to Spring Lake, Michigan, to use all his influence and persuasion 
to change Van Til's mind - like Farel pleading with Calvin to come to Geneva, Van Til recalls.[49] 
In September Van Til joined the faculty, being asked to teach the same course material he had 
advanced at Princeton earlier (including an elective in the history of metaphysics). It is manifest 
from what transpired, then, that neither Machen nor Van Til found irreconcilable differences with 
each other's own conceptions and practice of apologetics. They both made well thought out 
decisions to labor together.  

 

There was plenty of opportunity over the next few years to understand even further the nature and 
practice of one another's apologetical scholarship. Van Til would read Machen's stirring 1932 
address: "The Importance of Christian Scholarship,"[50] and hear Machen's famous radio talks in 
1935 which were published as The Christian Faith in the Modern World[51] and The Christian 
View of Man. In 1933 Van Til developed and clearly set forth his transcendental, presuppositional 
apologetic in his first major syllabus at Westminster, Metaphysics of Apologetics.[52] The 
distinctive tack taken by his presuppositional apologetic finds its finest and earliest statement right 
here. He reflected critically on the empirical approach to religious truth in the syllabus, Psychology 
of Religion. Very importantly, Van Til produced in 1935, not only his quintessential statement of 
presuppositionalism which appears in the syllabus entitled Christian Apologetics, but also the 
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syllabus with most direct relevance to the Old Princeton method of apologetics, Evidences. All of 
these written studies, which abundantly advertised the presuppositional character and method of 
defending the faith, were produced and discussed in the presence of Machen, a man who was 
consumed with enthusiasm for Christianity's defense. He surely took note of the accomplishments 
and teaching of his chosen professor for apologetics. Prior to Machen's death, Van Til also 
published a large number of magazine pieces, including some twenty articles or reviews of 
important religious and philosophical books in the very periodicals which Machen himself helped 
to establish, finance, and edit: Christianity Today and the Presbyterian Guardian.[53] At one point 
Machen and Van Til enjoyed a two-day train trip together in which they talked at length with each 
other about apologetic method.  

 

Therefore, Machen was hardly in the dark as to Van Til's point of view and method,[54] and Van 
Til could not have been ignorant of Machen's. The scholarship and argumentation of these two 
apologists, who had known each other for so long, could not have slipped the attention of each 
other. Nor can we credibly suppose that either of them lacked the requisite scholarly powers to 
realize what the other was contending. Given their joint and eager dedication to apologetical work, 
they would have been especially interested in the bearing of each other's line of thinking on their 
own labors. And given their non-too-shy commitment to matters of principle and importance, we 
cannot believe they would have swept any fundamental ideological conflict under the rug.  

 

So then, our short rehearsal and integration of relevant details in their career exhibits, from the 
very fact that Machen and Van Til chose to minister and teach together, that neither of them found 
in the apologetic propounded by the other any root hostility to his own. William White justly 
records: "It is a known fact that Machen, as far as he comprehended it, fully endorsed Van Til's 
thinking and gave it his hearty and unqualified backing."[55] If the two master apologists 
themselves did not perceive tension between their two approaches, it would seem a high-minded 
and precarious course for students of them to pursue some fundamental conflict between them.  

 

The Objective Proof of Christian Theism 

The temptation to suggest incompatibility between Machen and Van Til springs, it seems, from 
harboring misleading assumptions about Van Til's view of such tools as empirical evidence and 
theistic proofs in defending the faith,[56] if not from an equally misconceived notion of what 
Machen felt about them as well. These misrepresentations cannot be justified in light of the 
published works of Machen and Van Til, but arise from faulty preconceptions of what their 
positions must imply and from inadequate familiarity with their teaching.[57] To take just one of 
the many available illustrations, Clark Pinnock has portrayed Van Til as maintaining that "it is not 
only useless, but wrong, to appeal to theistic arguments or historical vindications in defense of the 
Christian faith: standing over against Van Til, he thinks, Pinnock teaches that "a philosophy of 
Christian evidences which employs theistic argument and historical evidence is needed lest the 
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gospel be discredited as a grand and unwarranted assumption."[58] Efforts must be made, then, to 
clarify and explain the matter,[59] looking first at the issue of theistic proofs and second at the 
issue of empirical evidences for Christianity.  

 

We should begin by observing that Van Til's criticism of the "theistic proofs" has always and only 
been directed against the proofs as they were traditionally formulated, understood, and applied. 
Such proofs have erroneously suggested that (1) the evidence for God's existence is ambiguous (so 
that there is some excuse for denying it or holding that it is only probably true), (2) that there are 
matters which are epistemologically more certain than God (from which one then moves on to 
prove, with less certainty, God's existence), (3) that the unbeliever's espoused presuppositions 
about reality and knowledge are sufficient to account for the intelligibility of his experience and 
reasoning (so that he has every philosophical right to question God's existence on his own terms), 
(4) that unregenerate men can be intellectually neutral and open-mindedly fair about this subject 
(rather than unrighteously and self-deceptively suppressing the truth), and (5) that the "god" which 
can be rationally proven may or may not be the God of the Christian Scriptures (since we deal only 
with isolated truth-claims, one by one, not an all-embracing worldview). In addition to the internal, 
philosophical flaws with the traditional formulations of a theistic proof,[60] Van Til finds these 
preceding assumptions to be theologically and philosophically unacceptable. Paul taught in 
Romans 1:18-22 that the very living and true God in all of his eternal power and divine character 
(contrary to 5) is so clearly and inescapably revealed in man's experience (contrary to 2) that they 
all know God, and there is absolutely no excuse for denying it (contrary to 1); nevertheless, all 
men strive to suppress the truth in unrighteousness (contrary to 4) and end up becoming vain and 
foolish in their reasoning (contrary to 3). For instance, they presuppose that all events are random 
("chance," freedom), and then turn around and insist on rigid explanation by means of scientific 
laws (order, necessity); they presuppose that there is nothing but matter in motion (materialism), 
and then turn around and call for adherence to the (non-materialistic) laws of logic.  

 

Van Til realizes that there is no natural theology, if we mean that according to Romans 1 the 
created realm simply provides uninterpreted raw data which merely makes possible, provided men 
rationally reflect upon it correctly, a natural knowledge of God as the eventual conclusion of their 
reasoning. From the epistemological side, there is no uninterpreted sense data ("no brute facts"); 
and from the metaphysical side, there is no logic free of commitment to some view of reality ("no 
neutrality"). Theologically, men do not naturally interpret their experience of nature in such a way 
as to reach and affirm correct conclusions about God. About the natural man, who "cannot know" 
the things of God's Spirit (1 Cor 2:14), Paul said "there is none who seeks after God" (Rom 3:11). 
In that case we should not really speak of natural theology, but rather of a "natural atheology." 
Until men are driven to abandon their intellectual autonomy and to think in terms of the truth of 
God as their point of reference, they will never read the evidence properly for God's existence, but 
Van Til adds, neither will they be able to make sense of any area of their experience. The theistic 
proofs should not, therefore, cater to man's pretended autonomy.[61] It is important to stress the 
"basic difference between a theistic proof that presupposes God and one that presupposes man as 
ultimate."[62]  
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Van Til's apologetic is based upon confidence in natural revelation, for Romans 1 teaches that the 
created order is a conduit of constant, inescapable, pre-interpreted information about God, so that 
all men already possess an actual knowledge of him at the very outset of their reasoning about 
anything whatsoever, a knowledge which makes possible their use of evidence and reason. Van 
Til asserts that "the revelation of God to man is so clear that it has absolute compelling force 
objectively, "and from that standpoint "I do not reject 'the theistic proofs' but merely insist on 
formulating them in such a way as not to compromise the doctrines of Scripture."[63] Natural 
revelation is crucial to the formulation of proof for God's existence: "God's revelation is 
everywhere, and everywhere perspicuous. Hence the theistic proofs are absolutely valid. They are 
but the restatement of the revelation of God."[64]  

 

Far from rejecting theistic proof, Van Til insists upon it, and in fact insists upon a very strong 
version thereof: "The argument for the existence of God and for the truth of Christianity is 
objectively valid. We should not tone down the validity of this argument to the probability level... 
Christianity is the only reasonable position to hold."[65] If men will not intellectually acknowledge 
that they know and must presuppose God, their attempts to reason and interpret experience (on 
some other espoused presupposition) cannot be made intelligible. Thus Van Til states his proof 
quite concisely and forcefully: "The only 'proof' of the Christian position is that unless its truth is 
presupposed there is no possibility of 'proving' anything at all."[66] In short Van Til's approach is 
to challenge unbelievers in the words of Paul: "Where is the wise? where is the scribe? where is 
the disputer of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?" (1 Cor 1:20; cf. 
Rom 1:21).  

 

If the debate with unbelievers comes down in principle to a conflict over ultimate presuppositions 
which control all other reasoning and interpretation, though, does not all use of rational 
argumentation cease? According to Van Til, not at all. This was the whole point of chapter XIV in 
A Survey of Christian Epistemology. It opened by saying "the question that comes up at once is 
whether it is then of any use to argue about the Christian theistic position at all with those who are 
of contrary convictions" (p. 183). Van Til forcefully refutes the notion that it is useless for the 
regenerate to reason with the unregenerate, insisting that we must. "It is exactly because of out 
deep conviction that God is one and truth is therefore one, that we hold that there is only one type 
of argument for all men" (p. 198). We must not abandon rational debate with the unbeliever: "we 
cannot choose epistemologies as we choose hats... [as if] the whole thing is but a matter of taste"; 
rather, those who hold antithetical presuppositions "ought to be refuted by a reasoned argument, 
instead of by ridicule and assumption" (pp. xiv, 23). Christian commitment is not intellectually 
ungrounded: "Faith is not blind faith... Christianity can be shown to be, not 'just as good as' or 
even' better than' the non-Christian position, but the only position that does not make nonsense of 
human experience."[67] Van Til does not permit the argument for the truth of Christianity to be 
washed out into subjectivism:" There is objective evidence in abundance and it is sufficiently clear. 
Men ought, if only they reasoned rightly, to come to the conclusion that God exists. That is to say, 
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if the theistic proof is constructed as it ought to be constructed, it is objectively valid, whatever the 
attitude of those to whom it comes may be."[68]  

 

Elsewhere Van Til is decidedly critical of the "fideistic attitude [which] comes to expression 
frequently in the statement of the experiential proof of the truth of Christianity. People will say 
that they know that they are saved and that Christianity is true no matter what the philosophical or 
scientific evidence for or against it may be.... But, in thus seeking to withdraw from all intellectual 
argument, such fideists have virtually admitted the validity of the argument against Christianity. 
They will have to believe in their hearts what they have virtually allowed to be intellectually 
indefensible."[69] His commitment to a reasoned apologetic, rather than blind authority, is 
manifest: "It might seem that there can be no argument between them. It might seem that the 
orthodox view of authority is to be spread only by testimony and by prayer, not by argument. But 
this would militate directly against the very foundation of all Christian revelation."[70] This brief 
discussion demonstrates how terribly misinformed is Montgomery's criticism that Van Til's 
apologetic "gives the unbeliever the impression that our gospel is as a prioristically, fideistically 
irrational as the presuppositional claims of its competitors."[71]  

 

Since the argument with the unbeliever is finally over those presuppositions which control all other 
reasoning and interpretation, what kind of argument can be rationally employed? It will be an 
argument regarding the preconditions of all intelligible experience, logic, science, ethics, etc. - an 
argument "from the impossibility of the contrary."[72] For this one must use the indirect method 
of argument: "The method of reasoning by presupposition may be said to be indirect rather than 
direct. The issue between believers and non-believers in Christian theism cannot be settled by a 
direct appeal to 'facts' or 'laws' whose nature and significance is already agreed upon by both parties 
to the debate. The question is rather as to what is the final reference-point required to make the 
'facts' and 'laws' intelligible."[73] To settle that question, Van Til continues, the believer and 
unbeliever must "for arguments's sake" place themselves on each other's position to see what their 
respective outworkings are regarding the intelligibility of facts and laws. Van Til put it this way in 
his first syllabus:  

 

The Reformed method of argument is first constructive. It presents the biblical view 
positively by showing that all factual and logical discussions by men take place by 
virtue of the world's being what God in Christ says it is. It then proceeds negatively 
to show that unless all facts and all logical relations be seen in the light of the 
Christian framework, all human interpretation fails instantly. It fails instantly in 
principle.[74]  

 

The Proper Approach to Evidences 

https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n68
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n69
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n70
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n71
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n72
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n73
https://www.cmfnow.com/articles/pa064.htm#n74


When we turn from "theistic proof" to the subject of scientific and historical evidences for the 
Christian faith, we again see how far off the mark Van Til's critics have been. Montgomery 
misrepresents him as presenting the unbeliever "with an a priori dogmatic" instead of "the factually 
compelling evidence for the Christian truth-claim," and Pinnock alleges that Van Til "refuses to 
have anything to do with ... rational arguments and empirical demonstrations." To hear them, one 
is led to believe Van Til would "recoil from" presenting verifying evidence for the faith and 
"dismiss [the unbeliever's] questions without a hearing."[75] The actual truth is that Van Til does 
not in the slightest reject the proper use of inductive reasoning and empirical evidences in 
apologetics.  

 

Listen to what Van Til says about the phenomena of Scripture:  

 

The point is, we are told, that in an infallible Bible there should not be any 
discrepancies. There should be no statement of historical fact in Scripture that is 
contradictory to a statement of historical fact given elsewhere. Yet higher criticism 
has in modern times found what it thinks are facts that cannot possibly be 
harmonized with the idea of an infallible Bible. What shall be the attitude of the 
orthodox believer with respect to this? Shall he be an obscurantist and hold to the 
doctrine of the authority of the Scripture though he knows that it can empirically 
be shown to be contrary to the facts of Scripture themselves? It goes without saying 
that such should not be his attitude.[76]  

 

The presuppositionalist is not allergic to employing empirical, inductive study according to the 
scientific method - just the opposite:  

 

It is quite commonly held that we cannot accept anything that is not the result of a 
sound scientific methodology. With this we can as Christians heartily agree. ...The 
Christian position is certainly not opposed to experimentation and observation.[77]  

 

Depreciation of [the] sense world inevitably leads to a depreciation of many of the important facts 
of historic Christianity which took place in the sense world. The Bible does not rule out every form 
of empiricist any more than it rules out every form of a priori reasoning.[78]  
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The greater amount of detailed study and the more carefully such study is 
undertaken, the more truly Christian will the method be. It is important to bring out 
this point in order to help remove the common misunderstanding that Christianity 
is opposed to factual investigation.... The difference between the prevalent method 
of science and the method of Christianity is not that the former is interested in 
finding the facts and is ready to follow the facts wherever they may lead, while the 
latter is not ready to follow the facts.[79]  

 

Such affirmations by Van Til fully comport with presuppositional thinking and method: they are 
not out of character or inconsistent with the system as a whole. "Evidentialist" critics might jump 
back with the challenge, "Why, then, does Van Til rule out the historical argument for the 
resurrection!" The question displays the blinding effect of preconceptions again, for just listen to 
Van Til's own words: "Historical apologetics is absolutely necessary and indispensable to point 
out that Christ rose from the grave, etc."[80] Not only is it indispensable in general, Van Til says 
of himself in particular: "I would therefore engage in historical apologetics."[81] The plain and 
simple fact is that, from the very start, Van Til's presuppositionalism has not been antagonistic to 
- or meant as a substitute for - evidences and empirical reasoning in support of the historic Christian 
faith. He has always had tremendous confidence in them: "Every bit of historical investigation, 
whether it be in the directly biblical field, archeology, or in general history is bound to confirm the 
truth of the claims of the Christian position.... A really fruitful historical apologetic argues that 
every fact is and must be such as proves the truth of the Christian theistic position."[82]  

 

As was discussed above, Van Til lays strong emphasis upon natural revelation in his apologetic. 
Since he takes that to be a clear communication from God through the facts of nature and history, 
one which leaves men guilty for rebelling against God, it is altogether consistent that Van Til 
endorses the work of scientists and historians in offering verification for the claims of the Christian 
faith. It is of particular value in, first, strengthening the confidence of believers and, second, 
embarrassing unbelievers in their criticisms against the Bible's scientific and historical claims. 
Evidences offer God's children the answers they need so as not to be intellectually troubled when 
hearing the learned objections of non-Christian scholars. Evidences can also silence the futile 
empirical objections of unbelievers to the claims of Christianity, if not also "clearing away the 
mental debris" of intellectual prejudice (e.g., "only anti-scientific, emotional superstition could 
lead some one to believe biblical claims") so that unbelievers can better hear and consider the 
message of Scripture.  

 

As indispensable and valuable as they are, though, it would be a misleading conception to think 
that evidences can stand on their own in Christian apologetics. This should be obvious enough 
from what God's word teaches us. (1) What people will think about the observed evidence is 
affected by non-observational beliefs (e.g., Matt 28:12-13, 17; Luke 24:16, 31; John 21:12). (2) In 
dealing with the claims of Christ, nobody is truly detached and uncommitted one way or another: 
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"No man can serve two masters .... He who is not with me is against me" (Matt 6:24; 23:30). What 
one presupposition sees as foolish, the other sees as wisdom (1 Cor 1:18-25). (3) The non-
observational commitments of the unbeliever (e.g., Ps 10:4; Rom 1:25; 3:11-12) are objectively 
foolish and lead to the destruction of knowledge (Prov 1:22,29; Rom 1:21-22; 1 Tim 6:20) because 
"the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge" (Prov 1:7; cf. Ps 36:9). (4) All men 
inescapably have an inner knowledge of God (Gen 1:27; Rom 1:20-21; 2:15), the One whose 
sovereign power and plan uphold the universe with regularity (Gen 8:22; Jer 31:35; Heb 1:3; Ps 
33:11; Acts 15:18; Dan 4:35), "working all things after the counsel of his own will" (Eph 1:11). 
(5) Yet unbelievers are deeply hostile to this knowledge and "suppress it in unrighteousness" (Rom 
1:18-21), preferring to walk in the vanity of their minds and darkened understanding (Eph 4:17-
18). (6) That explains why it is that, regarding such empirical evidence as the resurrection, "If they 
hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded though one rise from the dead" 
(Luke 16:31; cf. 24:25-26). (7) Nevertheless, the objective revelation provided by God in the 
evidence of history and Scripture is such that we can through the resurrection "know for certain 
that God has made this Jesus whom you crucified both Lord and Christ" (Acts 2:36; Luke 1:4 says 
we can "know the certainty of the things" in which we have been instructed, and cf. 1 John 2:3, 
"we know that we know").  

 

To Van Til's epistemological credit, then, he has recognized throughout his scholarly career, not 
only the many detailed errors in the outworking of the non-presuppositional (traditional) 
arguments from inductive evidence (say, for the resurrection),[83] but more fundamentally the 
philosophical and theological truths (corresponding to the above list) that: (1) all empirical 
observation is inescapably theory-laden (there are no uninterpreted "brute facts"). (2) The 
acceptance and interpretation of what one takes as "factual" is not determined by sense perception 
alone, but in interaction with one's fundamental philosophical convictions (there is no 
presuppositionless neutrality). (3) Empirical, inductive study in itself has certain preconditions 
which can be intelligibly accounted for only on the presupposition of Christianity (so that scientific 
and historical study wittingly or unwittingly assumes what believers are defending). (4) What is 
assumed by the consistently non-Christian understanding of empiricism and induction[84] 
contradicts biblical teaching as well as rendering empirical, inductive reasoning impossible in 
philosophical principle. (5) Unbelievers (like believers) are not at all unbiased, impartial, without 
motive and goal, completely open-minded, and purely disinterested in where they will be led by 
their handling of the empirical evidence. (6) If the unbeliever's espoused presuppositions are not 
challenged, and if he holds tenaciously and consistently to them, he can for very good reason refuse 
to be driven from his position by consideration of empirical evidences alone.[85] (7) Likewise, 
because the believer's intellectual basis for certainty[86] about the claims of the Christian faith is 
broader than his (admittedly) limited and fallible reflections upon the (admittedly) incomplete pool 
of available empirical indicators alone - which would, if all by itself, require humble and mitigated 
conclusions - those claims (even about history and nature) should not merely be considered or 
presented as probably true.[87]  
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In line with these insights Van Til states: "For any fact to be a fact at all it must be a revelational 
fact."[88] By thus repudiating the idea of "brute fact" Van Til precludes an essential element of 
the traditional, non-presuppositional approach to evidentialist apologetics, which holds that the 
objects of perception carry no inherent meaning or interpretation and can be approached in a 
neutral fashion, without man's mind assuming any meaning or interpretation. In that case the 
"facts" could disclose nothing whatsoever. There would be nothing within the facts or within the 
mind of the investigator to determine objectively an order, relationship, specific quality or 
modality for these random sensations. If facts signify nothing in themselves, they - whatever "they" 
amounts to! - cannot be used to test worldviews because they would be compatible with any 
number of conflicting (imposed) systems of meaning or interpretation. Van Til's denial of "brute 
facts" and "purely observational" knowledge is in line with recent philosophical criticism of the 
epistemological theory of empiricism as traditionally understood (eventuating in the distinctive 
tenets of positivism). What complicates the apologetical situation, though, is that the non-Christian 
tries (unsuccessfully) to suppress completely the evidential force of the facts by choosing and 
thoroughly applying presuppositions which run counter to what these facts indicate; i.e., the truth 
(meaning) of Christianity. Apologetics is thus required to argue in such a way as to strip away the 
autonomous and rebellious "glasses" through which unbelievers look at the revelational facts. 
Accordingly Van Til's defense of the faith "argues that every fact ... must be such as proves the 
truth of the Christian theistic position." The evidences, which are innumerable, must be presented 
in a manner which compels a return to their true nature as confirmatory of Christianity.  

 

How is this done? Van Til says it is indispensable to present empirical evidences to unbelievers, 
but he immediately adds: "I would not talk endlessly about facts and more facts without ever 
challenging the non-believer's philosophy of fact."[89] Philosophical (presuppositional) 
apologetics forms the context within which the use of evidences is intelligible and forceful. 
Without recognizing his biblical presuppositions and their epistemological necessity, the Christian 
cannot make sense out of his own apologetical argumentation with unbelievers based upon 
empirical evidence. For instance, if he agrees to base his reasoning upon the assumption of 
complete contingency in history (chance), then he cannot justify inductive, empirical thinking any 
more than his opponent can. Moreover, his appeal to miracles is unintelligible (since there is no 
objective background of uniformity in terms of which an event is miraculous).[90] Furthermore, 
if the apologist does not challenge the unbeliever's underlying philosophy, the appeal to empirical 
evidences need not lead to anything like Christian conclusions. For instance, if you empirically 
argue with a naturalist and convince him that the body of Jesus came back to life, he should - to 
be philosophically consistent - conclude that there are (as yet unknown - natural factors which can 
biologically cause and rationally account for the resuscitation of the dead.[91] With his 
presuppositions, he need not at all infer that a "miracle" occurred, that Jesus was "raised from the 
dead," that he must then be the "divine Son of God," or much less that he was resurrected "for our 
justification" and as a sign that "he will judge the world." None of these latter judgments are purely 
empirical in nature, and none of them follows logically (within the worldview of basic system of 
thought of the naturalist) from the empirical item that a dead body came back to life[92]. 
Consequently, Van Til has taught that "it is impossible and useless to seek to defend Christianity 
as an historical religion by a discussion of facts only.... If we would really defend Christianity as 
an historical religion we must at the same time defend the theism upon which Christianity is based 
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and this involves us in philosophical discussion" - a philosophical discussion where the "fact" of 
the resurrection is not artificially and sharply separated from the "system of meaning" in terms of 
which it is inevitably understood.[93] Therefore, Van Til would not in the least "disparage the 
usefulness of arguments for the corroboration of the Scripture that came from archaeology" [for 
instance]; he would simply want to insist "that such corroboration is not of independent 
power."[94]  

 

Because unbelievers self-deceptively espouse presuppositions contrary to those of the Christian, 
while nevertheless in actuality knowing God and inconsistently living in terms of that suppressed 
truth, truth which constitutes the Christian's acknowledged presuppositions,[95] they can 
understand the evidences presented by the believer and do - if the Holy Spirit graciously removes 
their resistance to the truth - in some cases, on that basis alone, draw the correct conclusion from 
the evidences. "We [should] present the message and evidence for the Christian position as clearly 
as possible, knowing that because man is what the Christian says he is, the non-Christian will be 
able to understand in an intellectual sense the issues involved. In so doing, we shall, to a large 
extent, be telling him what he 'already knows' but seeks to suppress. This 'reminding' process 
provides a fertile ground for the Holy Spirit, who in sovereign grace may grant the non-Christian 
repentance so that he may know him who is life eternal.[96]  

 

However, if the unbeliever stubbornly and consistently clings to his espoused presuppositions and 
by means of them resists the force of the evidence as confirming Christian claims, then we must 
of necessity (and as usual) make explicit use of presuppositional argumentation. We must discuss 
the foundations of empirical study and inductive method in order to show that Christianity alone 
saves any scientific, historical knowledge. "Christianity does not thus need to take shelter under 
the roof of a scientific method independent of itself. It rather offers itself as a roof to methods that 
would be scientific"![97] We must aim to show the unbeliever that by striving to move away from 
the revealed meaning indicated in the facts, he simultaneously moves away from the possibility of 
giving any account of the intelligibility and possibility of scientific knowledge about nature and 
history. "What we will have to do then is to try to reduce our opponent's position to absurdity. 
Nothing less will do."[98] For instance, the apologist "must challenge the legitimacy of the 
scientific method as based upon an assumed metaphysic of chance."[99] At the heart of it all, "the 
point is that the 'facts of experience' must actually be interpreted in terms of Scripture if they are 
to be intelligible at all."[100]  

 

In short, Van Til contends that: "I am unable to follow [Kuyper] when from the fact of the mutually 
destructive character of the two principles [regenerate and unregenerate presuppositions] he 
concludes to the uselessness of reasoning with the natural man.... Christianity is objectively 
defensible. And the natural man has the ability to understand intellectually, though not spiritually, 
the challenge presented to him. And [contrary to Warfield] no challenge is presented to him unless 
it is shown him that on his principle he would destroy all truth and meaning."[101]  
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We are thus brought back in our "evidentialist apologetic" to the same underlying strategy which 
is used more generally for "theistic proof." Traditional, old Princeton apologetics separated the 
general defense of theism (step 1: the proofs supplied in natural theology) from the more specific 
defense of Christian theism (step 2: scientific and historical evidences). In Van Til's apologetic 
these find their proper, underlying unity in the presuppositional and transcendental strategy of 
arguing "from the impossibility of the contrary" - arguing by means of an internal critique of the 
unbeliever's worldview, and then presenting the only positive alternative, the Christian worldview, 
if the intelligibility of experience or rational knowledge is not to be lost. Van Til puts it this way: 
"the true method for any Protestant with respect to the Scripture (Christianity) and with respect to 
the existence of God (theism) must be the indirect method of reasoning by presupposition. In fact 
it then appears that the argument for the Scripture as the infallible revelation of God is, to all intents 
and purposes, the same as the argument for the existence of God." [102] Having and arguing for 
the right presuppositions is, therefore, the fundamental requirement in defending the faith.  

 

Machen's Agreement In Perspective 

When one thinks of the reputation and accomplishments of Machen in the area of Christian 
apologetics, one thinks of clear and cogent historical arguments for the truthfulness of the Christian 
faith. One thinks of outstanding work in apologetical evidences.  

 

The preceding analysis of Van Til's conception and method of Christian apologetics as it bears on 
"theistic proof" and "empirical evidence" discloses that, although their personal career emphases 
may have been in different areas, there is nothing in Machen's apologetical use of historical 
evidences which, as such, stands in conflict with Van Til's approach to the defense of the faith. 
The main reason why some critics pit Machen's apologetic work against that of Van Til is that 
they, without justification, construe Van Til to be opposed to any appeal to empirical evidence and 
to any form of rational argumentation in apologetics. That not being the case (but a misreading on 
a massive scale), Machen's argumentation from historical evidences may not reasonably be taken 
as diametrically at odds with Van Til's method of argument. Van Til's outlook provides for (as no 
competing apologetical school can), encourages, and even demands the use of those very empirical 
evidences which Machen mastered.  

 

So, Machen utilized historical apologetics.[103] In harmony with him, Van Til says "I 
would...engage in historical apologetics."[104] They were both committed to making use of 
empirical evidence, but, we might ask, did they have the same conception of what they were doing 
with this empirical evidence? Did they have the same intention or aim in developing arguments 
from nature and history? There might be an initial inclination to think that they did not. After all, 
Van Til's point is that the correct use and persuasiveness of such evidences requires one to have 
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the correct - the Christian - outlook as his presupposition. Otherwise the evidences will not be 
accepted, not be interpreted accurately, and not even be made intelligible at all. This necessity of 
proper, revealed presuppositions in assessing the evidence from history explains why historical 
apologetics is so convincing and beneficial to the faith of the Christian, but not nearly so much so 
(by a wide, wide margin) with self-conscious unbelieving scholars. In some cases, to be sure, the 
historical argument brings unbelievers to the Christian conclusion - but not ever with a self-
conscious, intellectually astute, and unceasingly determined unbeliever. At best in such cases, the 
historical apologetic is useful for embarrassing the arrogant claims and anti-religious hypotheses 
created by unbelieving scholarship.  

 

Because of Machen's tie with old Princeton and its tradition of scholarship, one might not expect 
him to have conceived of his work in historical apologetics as requiring and resting upon Christian 
presuppositions, as Van Til taught. After all, Machen's great teacher, B. B. Warfield, maintained 
that apologetics must appeal to a notion of "right reason" which is independent of any commitment 
to belief or unbelief (neutrality), that apologetics must prove the historical trustworthiness of the 
New Testament before proving its inspiration and then presupposing it in other reasoning 
(autonomy), and that this kind of presuppositionally-neutral, historical apologetics is directed 
particularly at unbelievers, having a positive - indeed, the major - part to play in their conversion.  

 

It is easy, of course, to say that a Christian man must take his standpoint not above 
the Scriptures, but in the Scriptures.... But surely he must first have Scriptures, 
authenticated to him as such, before he can take his standpoint in them.... [Faith is 
not] an irrational faith, that is, a faith without grounds in right reason.... We are 
arguing that faith is... necessarily grounded in evidence. And we are arguing that 
evidence accordingly has its part to play in the conversion of the soul.... And we 
are arguing that this part is not a small part; nor is it a merely subsidiary part; nor 
yet a merely defensive part... [but] rather a primary part, and it is a conquering part. 
It is the distinction of Christianity that it has come into the world clothed with the 
mission to reason its way to its dominion. Other religions may ... seek some other 
way to propogate themselves. Christianity makes its appeal to right reason.[105]  

 

Let is not be said ... we found the whole Christian system upon the doctrine of 
plenary inspiration. We found the whole Christian system on the doctrine of plenary 
inspiration as little as we found it upon the doctrine of angelic existences. Were 
there no such thing as inspiration, Christianity would be true, and all its essential 
doctrines would be credibly witnessed to us.... Inspiration is not the most 
fundamental of Christian doctrines, nor even the first thing we prove about the 
Scriptures. It is the last and crowning fact as to the Scriptures. These we first prove 
authentic, historically credible, generally trustworthy, before we prove them 
inspired.[106]  
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We might expect Machen to have the same old Princeton conception of, and goal for, his historical 
apologetic; namely, to reason his way to dominion, to persuade intellectually unbelievers who do 
not presuppose the inspiration of Scripture of the truth of Christianity by using historical evidence 
which is compelling in itself to the unbeliever's neutral reasoning. 

However, there is a remarkable passage in Machen's works where he reflects quite self-consciously 
and clearly upon what he is trying to accomplish and why he engages in historical or evidential 
argumentation in defense of the faith. This passage appears in two places, with slight variations 
between them, so Machen obviously felt it bore repeating. He was quite open about his reason for 
engaging in apologetics, clearing delineating it and setting it before his audiences on more than 
one occasion. What he said moved decidedly, even if with some remnants hanging on at places, 
out of the Warfieldian camp and a long way toward Van Til's presuppositional conception of 
evidences. This becomes manifest when we compare Warfield's words above with these from 
Machen's addresses, "The Importance of Christian Scholarship" (1932) and "Shall We Defend the 
Bible?" (1935). As the dates indicate, this reflects his most mature thinking, being toward the end 
of his life and career.  

 

Sometimes, when I have tried - very imperfectly, I confess - to present arguments 
in defense of the resurrection of our Lord or of the truth, at this point or that, of 
God's Word, someone has come up to me after the lecture and has said to me very 
kindly: "We liked it, and we are impressed with the considerations that you have 
adduced in defense of the faith; but, the trouble is, we all believed in the Bible 
already, and the persons that really needed the lecture are not here." When someone 
tells me that, I am not very greatly disturbed. True, I should have liked to have just 
as many sceptics as possible at my lecture; but if they are not there I do not 
necessarily think that my efforts are all in vain. What I am trying to do by my 
apologetic lecture is not merely - perhaps not even primarily - to convince people 
who are opposed to the Christian religion. Rather I am trying to give to Christian 
people - Christian parents or Sunday School teachers - materials that they can use, 
not in dealing with avowed sceptics, whose backs are up against Christianity, but 
in dealing with their own children or with the pupils in their classes, who love them, 
and long to be Christians as they are, but are troubled by the hostile voices on every 
side.  

 

It is but a narrow view of Christian apologetics that regards the defense of the faith 
as being useful only in the immediate winning of those who are arguing vigorously 
on the other side. Rather is it useful most of all in producing an intellectual 
atmosphere in which the acceptance of the gospel will be seen to be something 
other than an offence against the truth.  



 

But because argument is insufficient, it does not follow that it is unnecessary. What 
the Holy Spirit does in the new birth is not to make a man a Christian regardless of 
the evidence, but on the contrary to clear away the mists from his eyes and enable 
him to attend to the evidence.  

 

So I believe in the reasoned defense of the inspiration of the Bible. Sometimes it is 
immediately useful in bringing a man to Christ. It is graciously used by the Spirit 
of God to that end. But its chief use is of a somewhat different kind. Its chief use is 
in enabling Christian people to answer the legitimate questions, not of vigorous 
opponents of Christianity, but of people who are seeking the truth and are troubled 
by the hostile voices that are heard on every hand.[107]  

 

Sometimes, when I have given a lecture in defense of the truth of the Bible, a 
lecture, for example, which has adduced considerations to show that Christ really 
did rise from the dead on the third day, somebody has come up to me afterwards 
and has said very kindly something to the following effect: "We liked your lecture 
all right, but the trouble is that the people who need it are not here; we who are here 
are all Christian people, we are all convinced already that the Bible is true, so that 
we are not the ones who really needed to listen to what you had to say."  

 

When people have told me that I have not been much discouraged.... It does seem 
rather surprising that people who pride themselves on being so broadminded should 
take their information about what is called by its opponents "Fundamentalism" from 
newspaper clippings or from accounts of "Fundamentalism" written by opponents... 
instead of reading what these [conservatives] have published in serious books over 
their own signatures, or instead of listening to what they have to say when they 
lecture. But although I do wish that my opponents in this debate would give me a 
fairer hearing, yet I am not too much discouraged when they are not present at one 
of my lectures. You see, what I am trying to do in such a lecture is not so much to 
win directly people who are opponents of the Bible as to give to Christian parents 
who may be present or the Christian Sunday-school teachers materials that they can 
use, not with those whose backs are up against Christianity, but with the children 
in their own homes or in their Sunday-school classes, the children who love them 
and want to be Christians as they are Christians, but are troubled by the voices 
against Christianity that are heard on every side.[108]  
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Many aspects of these two (similar) presentations of Machen's reflexive conception of his own 
work in historical apologetics are worth isolating for notice. First and foremost, Machen viewed 
the work of evidential, historical reasoning to be directed, quite contrary to Warfield, mainly to 
believers. Because believers come to the objections and evidences presupposing the biblically 
revealed perspective on knowledge and reality (the Christian worldview), the historical evidences 
will make a tremendous difference to them. Evidential reasoning will fortify their faith and will 
especially provide intellectual reassurance to those who are troubled by hearing the scholarly 
objections against Christianity raised all around them. That is, historical apologetics, diverging 
from Warfield again, is used chiefly for defensive purposes. Faith of a biblical sort (unlike purely 
emotional or volitional counterfeits) needs intelligent and detailed answers to the empirically 
oriented objections of critics, even when it already has the right presuppositions. It is just the 
discrepancy between those presuppositions and the unbeliever's claims which needs intelligent 
resolution.[109] By appealing to evidence for this purpose, even if the unbeliever's basic 
commitments prevent him from accepting it, the apologist genuinely bolsters the faith of the 
believer by considerations which are objectively, intellectually sound. While inductive evidences 
may sometimes be used directly (in themselves) to bring someone from unbelief to faith, they do 
not ordinarily serve that function, says Machen (unlike Warfield).  

 

The reason for this is not hard to find. Those who have alien presuppositions (e.g., avowed 
sceptics) are not at all neutral or "broad-minded"; they cannot give apologetical discussions "a fair 
hearing." Machen says that such people rather attend to their own preconceived notions and display 
a mindset of having "their backs up against Christianity." They have an axe to grind and are far 
from being committed to what Warfield called "right reason." They cannot receive or interpret the 
evidences correctly because, unlike the Christian parents, Sunday school teachers, and young 
believers who are troubled by "hostile" objections being raised, they are "vigorous opponents of 
Christianity' who do not bring to the evidences a mind of faith which has submitted to God's 
revelation previously. As such, in their intellectual rebellion, they must have their "eyes" changed 
so that they can, at last, "attend to the evidence" properly.  

 

Without the enabling work of the Holy Spirit in their minds, nothing like Warfield's "right reason" 
is at their disposal. Such an evaluation and analysis from Machen is plainly in line with Van Til's 
presuppositionalist understanding of the situation. One may point to places in Machen's writings 
where he addresses his historical apologetic or evidential considerations to the open-minded, good 
sense of all rational people. One would fail Machen miserably, however, if one did not also 
recognize that Machen did not believe that such a description actually applied to the unbeliever. 
In theory (and objectively) if people used good sense, the evidences would drive them to Christian 
conclusions - but in actual living practice (subjectively), there are no instances of such good sense 
and open-mindedness among the ranks of the unregenerate. Therefore, in an extremely revealing 
passage in What is Faith?, Machen forthrightly declared that a personal conviction of sin was a 
prerequisite to the historical argument for Christ's resurrection:  
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Thus even in order to establish the fact of the resurrection, the lesson of the law 
must be learned.... Thus even in order to exhibit the truth of Christianity at the bar 
of reason, it is necessary to learn the lesson of the law. It is impossible to prove first 
that Christianity is true, and then proceed on the basis of its truth to become 
conscious of one's sin; for the fact of sin is itself one of the chief foundations upon 
which the proof is based.[110]  

 

If Machen said (ideally) that "anyone whose mind is clear" and who will pursue "a fair scrutiny of 
the historical evidence" will find it "thoroughly reasonable to ... accept the truth of Christianity," 
he no less clearly said "But no one's mind is clear who denies the facts of his own soul."[111] 
Unlike Warfield's conception of "right reason," Machen's conception was that regeneration "is 
necessary in order that [the] truly scientific attitude may be attained; it is not a substitute for the 
intellect, but on the contrary by it the intellect is made to be a trustworthy instrument for 
apprehending truth."[112] Accordingly, although in the face of Christianity's intellectual foes 
Machen took the bold stand that the scientific method applied to the objective evidences of history 
would lead to the truth of Christianity, he was equally cognizant that unbelievers cannot utilize 
such a method due to their suppression of the truth about God. To be rational and open-minded 
and scientific, so as to draw Christian conclusions from the evidence, men must acknowledge their 
sin and their rebellion - intellectual rebellion - against God. On the same page as the previous 
remark Machen thus said: "In order that Christianity may be recognized as true by men upon this 
earth the blinding effects of sin must be removed."  

 

Furthermore, Machen will be found to have departed from Warfield's view in the direction of Van 
Til's on the issue of whether the doctrine of scriptural inspiration is the foundational conviction, 
or instead the crowning confession for the Christian system of thought. Warfield went to pains to 
make clear that he did not hold that the Christian viewpoint is based upon the doctrine of the Bible's 
plenary inspiration. It is, instead, based upon and supported by evidences, which in turn provide 
the proof or support needed for the doctrine of inspiration. Machen took the position, in 
contradistinction to this, that the doctrine of Scripture's plenary inspiration "is not in accordance 
with the wisdom of this world." Therefore, it can hardly be thought to stand acknowledged and 
proven according to the evidence and reasoning which are found acceptable to the worldly wise. 
Nevertheless, "that blessed doctrine of the inspiration of the Bible .. belongs not to the 
superstructure but to the foundation. If a man really holds to it, everything else for that man is 
changed."[113] What Warfield tried to make the "last and crowning fact" in the Christian outlook, 
Machen treated in the very opposite fashion as "belonging to the foundation" as the commitment 
which affects every other belief for a man. In this area, again, Machen's best insights are more in 
accord with the contours of Van Til's thinking than with Warfield's.  

 

The significance of this for us is that, while Machen was unquestionably concerned to propound a 
historical apologetic which employed evidences in support of the Christian faith, he nevertheless 
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progressed beyond Warfield (even if not perfectly), putting inspiration in the place of a 
presupposition. Here was a final authority which is not accepted according to any more basic 
standard, such as human experience or the judgments of men. Machen taught that "we make the 
Bible, and the Bible only, the test of truth and of life.... But is it not a dangerous thing to reject 
other authorities in this fashion and submit ourselves unreservedly to the authority of this one 
Book? Yes, it is a very dangerous thing. It puts us sharply in conflict with the whole current of the 
age."[114] It is not simply in the church or within theological circles that Scripture is a standard 
more basic than human experience and human judgments. In the face of the whole current of 
modern thought Machen makes unreserved endorsement of the Bible as the final standard of 
thought.[115] Furthermore, our most basic (presuppositional) convictions as taken from Scripture 
are to be held firmly, whatever contrary voices or events challenge us: "Others may heed these 
voices that bid us lose confidence in the power of our God, but as for us Christians, we will say 
still, though ten million times ten million universes unloose against us all their mighty power, 
though we stand amid the clash of falling systems and contemplate a universal ruin - we will say 
still" what the Bible has taught us about God and our relationship to him.[116]  

 

Very much like Van Til, who argued that Christianity must be defended "as a unit," Machen 
repeatedly stressed that the various teachings of the entire Bible all hang together, so that "we 
ought to take it as a whole" and not separate its parts from one another in the system.[117] But this 
is precisely what the neutral inductive approach must do, subjecting each isolated biblical claim to 
independent verification by some autonomous standard. Further, Machen recognized that the 
Christian worldview does not epistemologically divorce scientific matters from religious matters; 
that would be "just about the most destructive thing that could possibly be imagined," because the 
Christian religion is "most emphatically dependent upon facts."[118] What the apologist defends, 
then, is the full and integrated system of Christian truth - a worldview. This worldview stands in 
sharp antithesis with that of unbelievers, being "out of accord with the main trend of opinion both 
outside the Church and inside of it."[119]  

 

Machen recognized that presuppositions control the divergent implications which will be drawn 
from the evidence, and thus sometimes castigated opponents of Christian conclusions in the study 
of the New Testament precisely for their starting points in false philosophy. Neutrality from 
philosophical bias could not be found, he said:  

 

If the separation of science from religion is unwarranted, so also, it may be 
remarked in passing, is the separation of science from philosophy. Dr. Mullins 
seems ... to be supposing that there is such a thing as a "modern scientific criticism" 
of the New Testament which is independent of philosophical presuppositions, and 
the results of which can safely be accepted by men of differing shades of 
philosophical and religious opinion.... As a matter of fact we do not think that such 
a neutral, purely scientific criticism exists. The study of the New Testament, even 
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in the sphere of literary criticism, and certainly in the sphere of historical criticism, 
cannot get along with presuppositions.[120]  

 

One can discern in Machen's own scholarship, precisely in his brilliant historical apologetic, that 
he held philosophically to a different view of history than the one which substantially prevailed 
among the historians of his day.[121] Unlike the conceptions of secular philosophy of history, 
Machen's presuppositions were absolutistic and supernaturalistic. He proceeded on the assumption 
that events have a fixed, inherent significance (i.e., were not "brute facts") and that "facts" (i.e., 
ideas about, or the meaning of, events) should be true and changeless. He still stands over against 
the cultural relativism and sociology of knowledge which infects the philosophy of history in our 
own day. Marsden perceives correctly that "Machen appeared fully to understand the tenets of 
modern scholarship; yet he was willing to concede nothing to its assumptions and 
implications."[122]  

 

Machen also recognized that the unbeliever's presuppositions are bound up with his sinful desire 
to suppress God's revelation.[123] Accordingly, unlike the old Princeton tendency to minimize it, 
Machen spoke explicitly of "the intellectual effects of sin."[124] If the sinner clings to his 
autonomy in suppressing the revelation of God, held Machen, he will remain in darkness: "so long 
as we stand in our right, and have not had our eyes mysteriously opened, [we] are lost and blind in 
sin."[125] All unbelieving philosophies are of necessity destructive of knowledge: "we hold for 
our part that wherever a process in metaphysics is in antagonism to Christianity it is not rational 
but irrational."[126]  

 

Over against the unbeliever's presupposed worldview which is destructive of knowledge, Machen 
sets the Christian position which is the key to all knowledge:  

 

The supernatural Jesus is thus the key to a right understanding of early Christian 
history. But He is also the key to far more than that. Mankind stands in the presence 
of more riddles than the riddle of New Testament times. All about us are riddles - 
the riddle of our existence, the riddle of the universe, the riddle of our misery and 
our sin. To all those riddles Jesus, as the New Testament presents Him, provides 
the key. He is the key not to some things but to everything. Very comprehensive, 
very wonderfully cumulative, very profound and very compelling is the evidence 
for the reality of the supernatural Christ.[127]  
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Such words have the distinct ring of a presuppositional challenge to unbelief, claiming that nothing 
about the world and human experience can make sense apart from the "key" found in Christ. It 
also harmonizes with the presuppositional understanding of the comprehensive breadth of the 
evidence for proving the Christian position.  

 

Although our indicators from Machen have been taken from scattered portions of his presentation, 
and although we should recognize that he did not extensively and self-consciously develop those 
presuppositional elements of thought in any one place and indeed may have fallen short of these 
insights from time to time (with traces of old Princeton ways of expression or argumentation), 
[128] we still cannot help but see that his conception of the defense of the faith bore definite lines 
of similarity with the distinctives of presuppositional thinking. In these particular points, anyway, 
Machen moved away from and beyond Warfield, the representative of the old Princeton approach. 
When we now add this observation to the previous considerations which have been adduced 
regarding Machen and Van Til, we come up with a rather strong case for concluding that there was 
a basic unity of conception between them regarding apologetics and evidence.  

 

So let us recapitulate the discussion of those considerations. The personal histories of Machen and 
Van Til, we observed, are relevant to this question of the harmony between the two apologists, 
showing that they were quite cognizant of each other's contribution to the task of apologetics. 
There is every reason to expect that Machen and Van Til were able to understand what the other 
was saying in his published apologetical discussions or arguments, and that they would have been 
interested and motivated to do so. Consequently, from the fact that both Machen and Van Til were 
self-consciously dedicated to working with each other, and from their own expressions of respect 
and gratitude for the apologetic advanced by each other, we should infer that neither one of them 
found overwhelming objections in the other scholar's conception of apologetics. Furthermore, once 
Van Til's presuppositional approach to proof and evidence is analyzed, it becomes readily apparent 
that his method is not only open to the use of empirical evidences in the defense of the faith, it 
encourages and requires it. In that light, there is no conflict between Machen's engaging of 
historical argument for Christianity and the presuppositional method of argument which, in 
addition to setting forth evidences, would challenge the unbeliever to make intelligible his use of 
the scientific method and his interpretation of any part of his experience whatsoever. The key 
factor in Van Til's own philosophy of Christian proof and evidence is the requirement of having 
proper presuppositions as the preconditions for empirical, inductive study - as well as to interpret 
the facts of nature and history in such a way as to support the claims of Christianity. Then an 
examination of Machen's expressed conception and aim for his work in historical apologetics 
revealed that it too, along with Van Til's writings, acknowledged and was formulated in terms of 
the necessity of Christian presuppositions in order to make a profitable use of evidences for the 
faith. In what he said about this matter, Machen's reflections upon his own use of evidential 
apologetics proved to be at odds in significant ways with the old Princeton outlook represented by 
B. B. Warfield. Indeed, as we have just seen, a number of scattered features in Machen's defense 
of the faith coordinate with characteristic presuppositional emphases. The judgment is thus 
warranted in terms of personal history and ideology that the apologetic of Machen and that of Van 
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Til do not stand diametrically opposed to each other, but rather, when taken in concert, sound a 
strong and harmonious trumpet call to arms in defense of the historic Christian faith.  

 

Conclusion 

There are not two conflicting apologetical traditions in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, but one 
unified conception with two major and complementary emphases. That conception sets forth the 
truth of Christianity as (1) the philosophically necessary precondition for intelligible reasoning in 
any area of study, as well as (2) the conclusion to which every line of competent, painstaking, and 
empirical scholarship leads when applied to detailed questions in history, natural science, etc. Just 
because of the first emphasis, the second is approached with assurance and a dedication to 
resolving purported conflicts between secular scholarship and faith. The second emphasis, in order 
to be consistent, well-grounded, and effective requires and leads inescapably to the first.  

 

Neither emphasis survives well without the other. Given the specific character of the Christian 
proclamation, we cannot defend the faith apart from consideration of the facts of nature and 
history. But given the character of the Christian worldview proclaimed, we cannot self-consciously 
discuss or debate those facts or evidences without asking what philosophical presuppositions are 
necessary for these or any facts to be known and intelligibly interpreted.  

 

It is a concern, not that the teachers and pastors produced by the Orthodox Presbyterian Church 
have completely forgotten this rich apologetical tradition of Machen and Van Til, but rather that 
they have failed to understand and live up to it.[129] What is taken for granted is often lost. May 
it not be so in the next half century of our denomination's life. God graciously grant us power to 
"make foolish the wisdom of the world" (1 Cor. 1:20) while leading men to "know for certain" that 
Jesus rose from the dead as Lord and Messiah (Acts 2:36).  
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