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Bernard Ramm
(1916-1992)

According to Bernard Ramm
Varieties of Christian Apologetics

 Systems Stressing Subjective Immediacy 

 Systems Stressing Natural Theology

 Systems Stressing Revelation

Augustine
AD 354-AD 430

John Calvin
1509-1564

Abraham Kuyper
1837-1920
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Gordon R. Lewis
(1926-2016)

Gordon R. Lewis
(1926-2016)

 Pure Empiricism 

 Rational Empiricism 

 Rationalism 

 Biblical Authoritarianism 

 Mysticism 

 Verificational Approach 
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Cornelius Van Til
(1902-1985)

Norman L. Geisler
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Norman L. Geisler

 Classical 

 Evidential 

 Experiential 

 Historical 

 Presuppositional

Norman L. Geisler

Revelational
Presuppositionalism
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Cornelius Van Til
1895-1987

John Frame Greg Bahnsen
1948-1995

Norman L. Geisler

Rational 
Presuppositionalism
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Gordon H. Clark
(1902-1985)

Carl F. H. Henry
(1913-2003)

Norman L. Geisler

Systematic Consistency 
Presuppositionalism
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Edward John Carnell
(1919-1967)

Gordon R. Lewis
(1926-2016)

Norman L. Geisler

Practical 
Presuppositionalism
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Francis Schaeffer
(1912-1984)

Steven B. Cowan
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Steven B. Cowan

 Classical Method 

 Evidential Method 

 Cumulative Case Method 

 Presuppositional Method 

 Reformed Epistemological Method 

Richard Swinburne

William Lane CraigR. C. Sproul Norman Geisler

Stephen T. Davis

19

20



11

Historical Roots of 
Presuppositional

Apologetics

Influences
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John Calvin
(1509-1564)

Abraham Kuyper
(1837-1920)
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John Calvin
(1509-1564)

D. H. Th. Vollenhoven
(1892-1978)

Herman Dooyeweerd
(1894-1977)

Geerhardus Vos
(1862-1949)

Abraham Kuyper
(1837-1920)

Herman Bavinck
(1854-1921)

Hendrik Gerhardus Stoker
(1899-1993)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)
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Henk Stoker

Princeton Predecessors 
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J. Gresham Machen
1881-1937

Archibald Alexander
1772-1851

Charles Hodge
1797-1878

Archibald Alexander Hodge
1823-1886

Benjamin Breckenridge Warfield
1851-1921
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Cornelius
Van Til

J. Gresham 
Machen

Oswald T. 
Allis

John Murray

Paul 
Wolley

Allan McRae

Ned 
Stonehouse
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The Legacy of
Cornelius Van Til

The legacy of Van Til
endures primarily in the 

reformed camp of 
American Christian 

evangelicalism.  
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Greg Bahnsen
(1948-1995)

John Frame K. Scott Oliphint
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Francis Schaeffer
(1912-1984)

Nancy Pearcey
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Gordon H. Clark
(1902-1985)

Carl F. H. Henry
(1913-2003)

The conventional view is that Van Til's 
approach in apologetics marked a shift 

from the standard methodology of 
apologetics that had dominated 

conservative reformed thought in 
America in late nineteenth and on into 

the twentieth centuries by the old 
Princeton Theological Seminary. 
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Thomas Reid
(1710-1796)

"If there are certain principles, as 
I think there are, which the 

constitution of our nature leads 
us to believe, and which we are 

under a necessity to take for 
granted in the common concerns 
of life, without being able to give 

a reason for them — these are 
what we call the principles of 
common sense; and what is 

manifestly contrary to them, is 
what we call absurd."

[Thomas Reid, Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of 
Common Sense I, § 6] 

Scottish Common 
Sense Realism

Scottish Common 
Sense Realism

Thomas Reid
(1710-1796)

Thomas Reid
(1710-1796)

David Hume
(1711-1776)
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The Presuppositionalism 
of 

Cornelius Van Til
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The 'presupposition' in the name 
Presuppositionalism does not mean 

that the method merely identifies 
and analyzes presuppositions.

This would make 
Presuppositionalism no different 

than Classical Apologetics. 
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In Van Til's estimation, the 
methodology of Presuppositionalism 

was necessitated by Reformed 
theology, particularly the doctrines 
of the sovereignty of God and the 
total depravity of the human race. 

Van Til denied that there was a 
common ground between the 

believer and unbeliever on which a 
neutral argument for the truth of 

Christianity could be built.
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He argued that to assume an 
intellectual common ground between 

the believer and unbeliever from 
which the believer could launch into 

a rational argument for God's 
existence, is de facto to deny the 

God of Christianity. 

Van Til insisted that one must 
presuppose the Triune God and the 

Christian Scriptures before any 
sense can be made of anything else. 
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Another way to say this is that the 
presupposition of Triune God and 

the Christian Scriptures are the 
necessary pre-conditions of 

knowledge. 

"This is, in the last 
analysis, the question as to 

what are one's ultimate 
presuppositions. When 
man became a sinner he 

made of himself instead of 
God the ultimate or final 

reference point. 
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"And it is precisely this 
presupposition, as it 

controls without exception 
all forms of non-Christian 
philosophy, that must be 
brought into question. … 

"In not challenging this 
basic presupposition with 
respect to himself as the 
final reference point in 

predication the natural man 
may accept the 'theistic 

proofs' as fully valid. 
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" He may construct such 
proofs. He has constructed 

such proofs. But the god 
whose existence he proves 

to himself in this way is 
always a god who is 

something other than the 
self-contained ontological 

trinity of Scripture."
[The Defense of the Faith (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed 
Publishing, 1979), 77]

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"Human knowledge 
ultimately rests 

upon the internal 
coherence with the 

Godhead; our 
knowledge rests 

upon the 
ontological Trinity 

as its 
presupposition." 

[In Defense of the Faith, Vol. V: An Introduction to 
Systematic Theology, n.c., 1974), 23] 

Sometimes the Presuppositionalist 
will refer to his method as a 

transcendental argument because 
the presupposition of the Triune God 

and the Christian Scriptures are 
"transcendentally necessary" for 

knowledge. 
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"The only 'proof' of the 
Christian position is 

that unless its truth is 
presupposed there is 

no possibility of 
'proving' anything at all. 

The actual state of 
affairs as preached by 

Christianity is the 
necessary foundation 

of 'proof' itself." 

["My Credo" in Jerusalem and Athens: 
Critical Discussions on the Philosophy and 
Apologetics of Cornelius Van Til (Phillipsburg: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1971), 21]
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For Y to be transcendentally 
necessary for X means (in this 

context) that in order to know X, you 
have to posit, or assume, or 

presuppose Y.

An example (though not an 
altogether uncontroversial example 
in this debate) would be that logic is 
transcendentally necessary for there 

to be any knowledge at all.
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"Often enough we [who 
believe in God] have 
talked with you [who 

do not believe in God] 
about facts and sound 
reasons as though we 

agreed with you on 
what these really are.
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"In our arguments for 
the existence of God 
we have frequently 

assumed that you and 
we together have an 

area of knowledge on 
which we agree. 

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"But we really do not 
grant that you see any 
fact in any dimension 
of life truly. We really 

think you have colored 
glasses on your nose 
when you talk about 

chickens and cows, as 
well as when you talk 

about the life 
hereafter." 

[Why I Believe in God (Philadelphia: Westminster 
Theological Seminary, n.d.), 9] 
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"But we really do not 
grant that you see any 
fact in any dimension 
of life truly. We really 

think you have colored 
glasses on your nose 
when you talk about 

chickens and cows, as 
well as when you talk 

about the life 
hereafter." 

[Why I Believe in God (Philadelphia: Westminster 
Theological Seminary, n.d.), 9] 

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"For the human 
mind to know 
any fact truly, 

it must 
presuppose the 

existence of God 
and his plan for 
the universe." 

[In Defense of the Faith, Vol. V: An Introduction to 
Systematic Theology, n.c., 1974), 22] 

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"Christian 
theism must be 

presented as 
that light in 

terms of which 
any proposition 
about any fact 

receives 
meaning." 

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"Without the 
presupposition 
of the truth of 

Christian theism 
no fact can be 
distinguished 
from any other 

fact." 
[The Defense of the Faith, (Phillipsburgh: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 1979), 115] 
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"If we allow that one 
intelligent word can be 
spoken about being or 
knowing or acting as 

such, without first 
introducing the Creator-
creature distinction, we 

are sunk.
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"As Christians we must 
not allow that even such 

a thing as enumeration or 
counting can be 

accounted for except 
upon the presupposition 
of truth of what we are 
told in Scripture about 
the triune God as the 

Creator and Redeemer of 
the world."  

["Response by Cornelius Van Til to Herman 
Dooyeweerd, 'Cornelius Van Til and the 
Transcendental Critique of Theoretical Thought'" in 
Jerusalem and Athens: Critical Discussions on the 
Philosophy and Apologetics of Cornelius Van Til
(Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1971), 
91, emphasis in original]

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"Christian apologists 
often speak of 

scientism as being 
objectionable but of 

science as being 
innocent with respect 

to the claims of 
Christianity. But 

surely this cannot be 
the case.

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

"Anyone who has a 
philosophy of nature 

that is not based upon 
the presupposition of 
what the Bible says 
about nature at the 

same time has a view 
of God that is hostile to 
that which Christianity 

proclaims." 
[In Defense of the Faith, Vol. V: An Introduction to 
Systematic Theology, n.c., 1974), 51] 
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Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

Cornelius Van Til
(1895-1987)

" A truly Protestant view of the 
assertions of philosophy and 

science can be self-
consciously true only if they 

are made in light of the 
Scripture. Scripture gives 

definite information of a most 
fundamental character about 

all the facts and principles with 
which philosophy and science 

deal. For philosophy or 
science to reject or even to 
ignore this information is to 
falsify the picture it gives of 
the field with which it deals."

[Apologetics, (unpublished version), p. 26]
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