
Sermon 14: The Transcendental Argument

INTRODUCTION

Today we want to move on from traditional arguments for God, the ontological, the 
cosmological and the teleological to some new arguments advanced for the existence of 
God.  Today we want to look at what is known as the transcendental argument for God.  
This is an argument implemented by Cornelius Van Til, perfected by Greg Bahnsen and is 
now widely used by Presuppositionalists, this is a particular brand of Reformed apologists.  
The transcendental argument as a type of argument was first used and named by Immanuel
Kant.  He proposed the transcendental argument to demonstrate contrary to the scepticism 
of David Hume that things are known by sense alone, and contrary to Liebniz that things are
known by reason alone, that things are known by a combination of sense and categories the
mind brings to anything we are encountering.  In other words, when we know anything we 
know it by what our senses experience, but also by previous innate categories the mind 
brings that helps us make sense of the data, like space and causality.  These 
presuppositions in combination with what our sense experience enable us to know things.  
This transcendental way of knowing became a staple of Van Til’s apologetic method.

Cornelius Van Til, 1895-1987 was a Reformed Theologian who taught at Princeton and then 
at Westminster in America.  And because of His Reformed theology was critical of traditional
arguments for God.  You see most traditional arguments for God can be put in the rational 
or empirical category.  In other words, they rest on man’s ability to reason from what man is
able to identify as foundational truth; or its rests on man’s ability to scrutinise the universe 
and reason his way to God.  Both rationalism and empiricism as epistemological starting 
points for Apologetics contradict what the Bible teaches about man’s ability to know because
of sin, and it makes man’s reason autonomous and not dependent upon Revelation to be 
taught.  What God says of Himself is side-lined as man’s opinions based on fallible and finite
reason parade as truth.  Man is thereby exalted God is brought down, man is the judge and 
God who has spoken is silenced and judged.  In reaction to this autonomous thinking of 
man Van Til insisted that we must accept the Bible and its teaching as the necessary 
starting point for reason, and the Bible assumes God and does not first prove Him.

The system of apologetics that Van Til developed was called Presuppositionalism and not 
Transcendentalism because of the connotations of Kantianism that Van Til rejected.  This is 
the system of apologetics that I subscribe to as a biblically consistent apologetic method.  I 
will outline the argument itself, and then talk about the biblical thinking behind it.  

Argument

In its most basic philosophic form TAs look like this: For X to be the case Y must also be the
case because Y is the necessary precondition of X.  In other words certain things necessarily
stand and fall together.  One Philosopher describes the use of the argument this way: 
‘Transcendental arguments seek to answer scepticism by showing that the things doubted 
by a sceptic are in fact preconditions for scepticism to make sense.  Hence the scepticism is 
either meaningless or false.’ (Edward Craig).  

Here is a typical TAG:1

1. The laws of logic exist (a starting point most atheists accept as a properly basic 
belief)

1 www.credocourses.com/blog/2016/is-the-transcendental-argument-fair/ 

http://www.credocourses.com/blog/2016/is-the-transcendental-argument-fair/


2. If logic exists, God exists 
3. Therefore God exists

Let me now explain the reasoning behind this.  The TAG starts with a human experience, in 
this instance it is the laws of logic.  You could start with anything any common experience 
the believer and unbeliever can agree on, you could say love exists, or beauty exists, or 
science exists, or knowing exists, etc.  The strength of this argument is that it can begin 
with any experience or judgement and take the discussion from there.  Since this is God’s 
universe and all facts are God’s facts and since nothing can be understood apart from Him 
we can move from anything as the first step in this argument.
  Van Til puts it like this: ‘But the best and only possible proof for the existence of such a 
God is that His existence is required for the uniformity of nature and for the coherence of all
things in the world.  We cannot prove the existence of beams underneath a floor if by proof 
we mean that they must be ascertainable in the way that we can see the chairs and tables 
in the room.  But the very idea of a floor as the support of tables and chairs requires the 
idea of beams that are underneath.  But there would be no floor if no beams were 
underneath.  Thus there is absolutely certain proof for the existence of God and the truth of 
Christian theism.  Even non-Christians presuppose its truth while verbally they reject it.  
They need to presuppose the truth of Christian theism in order to account for their own 
accomplishments.’2

  
The second step of the argument asserts the necessary precondition of God to make sense 
of these experiences.  You cannot know what love is without God, beauty is not objective 
without God, logic is nothing more than an intellectual construct without God.  In many 
popular presuppostionalists you will find them asking the question of any assertion being 
made by an unbeliever, ‘How do you know…?’  The tactic here is to highlight that in order to
know anything or to assert anything God is the necessary precondition for any thought or 
fact.  By this form of argument the moral argument and the TAG are very similar.

This second step has two sides to it.  On the one hand we demonstrate the barreness of the
unbelievers worldview to account for human experience, and then we show how the 
existence of God and the Christian system is the only one that can make sense of it.

  Demonstrating the impossibility of the unbelievers position, or the impossibility of the 
contrary is illustrated by Van Til: ‘Suppose we think of a man made of water in an infinitely 
extended and bottomless ocean of water.  Desiring to get out of water, he makes a ladder 
of water.  He sets this ladder upon the water and against the water and then attempts to 
climb out of the water.  So hopeless and senseless a picture must be drawn of the natural 
man’s methodology based as it is upon the assumption that time or chance is ultimate.  On 
his assumption his own rationality is a product of chance.  On his assumption even the laws 
of logic which he employs are products of chance.  The rationality and purpose that he may 
be searching for are still bound to be products of chance.  So then, the Christian apologist, 
whose position requires him to hold that Christian theism is really true and as such must be 
taken as the presupposition which alone makes the acquisition of knowledge in any field 
intelligible, must join his ‘friend’ in his hopeless gyrations so as to point out to him that his 
efforts are in vain.’3

2 Edgar and Oliphant, Vol 2, p462-3.  

3 Ibid., p461-2.



The conclusion that God exists comes after showing how God is the necessary precondition 
to that human experience, and this accomplished by a demonstration that a person’s own 
worldview cannot account for that particular phenomenon.  For example, evolutionary 
biology cannot give an accounting of love, beauty, purpose, truth or morality apart from a 
biological explanation which renders these things meaningless.

At best traditional arguments could imply God exists, but the TAG presupposes God as the 
only way to make sense of anything.4  Starting with God is done on the basis of the 
authority of God’s word.  God’s word is accepted as a legitimate authority not because it is 
proven to be so but because it can appeal to no higher authority than itself.  Van Til who 
developed this method was not concerned with the charge that this is circular because all 
arguments for an ultimate truth are necessarily circular.  The difference between being 
viciously circular and necessarily circular is borne out by showing satisfactory coherence and
the explanatory power of the Christian circle.

Van Til made the distinction between something being objectively true and subjectively 
validated.  So, on the authority of God’s word we proceed upon the basis of God’s existence 
being objectively true.  The unbeliever may deny this truth, this does not make it any less 
true, and for this reason we cannot entertain any other possible starting premise.  The 
unbeliever may never subjectively validate the truth that is true, this we know is on account 
of self-deception.  This is the effect of sin that blinds the unbeliever to the truth.  The 
believer cannot pretend the truth is not the truth and allow the unbeliever to dictate what 
the truth is.  The presuppositionalist can hypothetically take on the unbeliever’s assumptions
in order to demonstrate the incoherence of his view, but we can never admit that their 
starting premises, any form of autonomous reason are correct.

  This way of thinking is what Van Til calls ‘true science,’ ‘The truly scientific method, the 
method which alone can expect to make true progress in learning, is therefore such a 
method as seeks simply to think God’s thoughts after Him.’5  The unbelieving mind defines 
science as neutral reasoning that does not assume God, true science which discovers the 
actual truth is in fact the exact opposite.    

William Butler claims that this presuppositional method accomplishes 2 things, 2 apparently 
contradictory things.6  Firstly, it establishes the truth of Christianity beyond question.  
Secondly, it humbles human reason and subjects it to revelation.  In other words it uses 
reason while humbling reason.  It has usually been asserted that the horns of the dilemma 
are these, either you have faith to the exclusion of reason, or reason establishing faith.  This
is a third way which avoids these extremes, it claims that without faith there can be no 
reason, and once having established the proper foundation for reason uses it skilfully.  This 
system has been accused by other apologists as being fideism, mere believism by Sproul 
and others.  But we can see that reason is not put aside merely in its proper place.  Reason 
is firmly established on the basis of the authority of Scripture and then it is employed to 
demonstrate firstly the coherence of Christianity as it explains all things, and secondly, the 
incoherence of unbelieving worldviews and their inability to account for human existence 
without God.

4 http://frame-poythress.org/transcendental-arguments/ 

5 Edgar and Oliphant, p466. 

6 www.butler-harris.org/tag/#-ednref49  

http://www.butler-harris.org/tag/#-ednref49
http://frame-poythress.org/transcendental-arguments/


Some have thought that the presuppositional method does not agree with evidences for 
God, this is not the case.  The transcendental argument can makes use of every traditional 
evidence and argument but just puts it on a different footing.  Instead of saying that man is 
neutral and evidence is irresistible and man’s ability to reason to God is possible, the 
presuppositionalist says that man is dependent upon God to reveal Himself by special 
revelation.  Even Adam in the Garden with reason and nature would not have all he needed 
to have a true and sufficient knowledge of God.  Secondly, on account of sin man’s reason is
unreliable and his heart is self-deceiving for this reason the sovereign working of the Holy 
Spirit to grant regeneration unto faith and repentance is essential.  Thirdly, the traditional 
arguments then are not shown to be ladders by which clever and able people can find God, 
rather they are used as arguments to demonstrate the coherence of starting with God and 
showing how the evidence backs up the starting premise, that God exists.  

Van Til rejects the two step process of proving theism and then proving Christian theism as 
Roman Catholic in origin.  The Catholic view of man and his abilities, and the amount of 
natural theology that he is able to glean from nature by his own power finds a lot of 
agreement with the unbelieving view that sees man as untouched by sin and autonomous 
and neutral.  The unbelieving man has a certain approach to truth and knowledge which the
RC view concedes and shares.   The Catholic view sees the low hanging fruit of theism as 
accessible to all through reason, we disagree and say that even the reason one is using to 
think about God is an ability from God; and secondly, the obvious truths of God through 
nature are suppressed in unrighteousness and the power of the Spirit is necessary to help 
the unbeliever overcome them.  We use arguments and expose the irrationality of their 
unbelief due to the ‘obvious’ truth that lies in nature, but we know that the only reason they
will come to an agreement is by the Spirit not an independent and autonomous ability to 
reason to God without the starting premise of God’s revelation of Himself.  When we do not 
start with the assumption that God exists we dishonour God ‘(a) by practically admitting that
his revelation is not plain and (b) by himself running away from God (with the unbeliever 
who is running from God) in his (shared) interpretation of natural revelation and in his 
subjection of supernatural revelation to the illegitimate requirements of the natural man.’7    
       
Since God’s existence is true and all other belief systems are wrong, one only has to 
investigate the systems to find the errors, the inconsistencies and the arbitrary statements.  
You go into every discussion knowing that the unbeliever is wrong and are seeking only to 
find the point at which their system becomes irrational as a demonstration of their error.  
The impossibility of the contrary is the way Van Til describes this.    

7 Edgar and Oliphant, p470. 


