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Abstract     

This research compares and contrasts the Eucharist against a theological understanding of nihilism in 

order to develop theological explanations about the nature of unbelief. This investigation starts by 

examining some of the Patristics (e.g., Athanasius, Gregory of Nyssa, and Cyril of Alexandria) and 

Aquinas in order to find the themes and trajectories of participation and nihilism found within their 

theology. Then the research investigates the development of these themes and trajectories within the 

Reformed tradition (e.g., Calvin, Vermigli, Owen, Herman Bavinck, and Van Til) culminating in a 

Reformed understanding of the Eucharist. This understanding of the Eucharist and it opposing nihilism 

are contrasted and developed in order to cultivate theological explanations about the nature of 

unbelief. This development of theological explanations will be for the purpose of better equipping the 

church for its tasks in the areas of missions and apologetics. 

Key Words: Creation, Covenant, Eucharist, Intelligibility, Mystery, Nihilism, Nominalism, Nothing, 

Participation, Presence, Rational, Voluntarism.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION  

1.1        Background and Problem Statement 

1.1.1  Background 

The discipline of apologetics often focuses on answering objections raised against Christianity, 

but less attention is given to developing explanations for the nature of unbelief and the 

ideological systems built out of this unbelief. This research will look at previous work that has 

been done in church history for the purpose of developing theological explanations about the 

nature of unbelief. The research will work towards synthesizing and contributing to this 

previous work in order to aid the church in the areas of missions and apologetics.  

It has been common in Reformed thought to give theological explanations for the nature of 

unbelief (e.g., Kuyper, 2001; Bavinck, 2006; Bavinck, 2013; Dooyeweerd, 1960; Van Til, 2007; 

Bahnsen, 1998) but with little or no resourcing of the Patristics and little focus on liturgical 

issues, especially the Eucharist as it relates to apologetics.1 Moreover, little work in Reformed 

theology has been done in developing Patristic themes and trajectories of theological nihilism 

and participation for the purpose of the theological explanation(s) of unbelief. Some work has 

been done by Reformed theologians in the area of theology of religions, which discusses the 

nature of unbelief (Goheen 2014; Kraemer, 1956; Strange, 2014), but these works that have 

been done in the area of missions and theology of religions do not focus on theological nihilism 

as a privation of participation in Christ (analyzed under the Eucharist).  

There has been recent work done that approaches apologetics by explaining unbelieving 

systems from a liturgical angle (Smith, 2009). One of the goals of this research is to make a 

contribution to this unique area of liturgical apologetics (meta-liturgics) by exploring the 

broader theological concepts of participation and nihilism as it relates to creation and 

redemption. The Eucharist has been chosen because of its redemptive specificity and centrality 

to the Christian faith. John Williamson Nevin wrote in The Mystical Presence “The question of 

the Eucharist . . . may be regarded as in some sense central to the whole Christian system. For 

Christianity is grounded in the living union with the person of Jesus Christ; and this great fact is 

emphatically concentrated in the mystery of the Lord’s Supper” (Evans, 2009:158). If the 

Eucharist is central to Christianity, then it seems it can play a role in apologetics and missions 

because of the Eucharist’s explanatory potential about the nature of unbelief.  

The Eucharist is a doctrine that can be used to develop theological explanations about the 

nature of unbelief because the Eucharist is such a rich resource of God’s revelation. This means 

that the Eucharist is a target-rich environment for unbelief, i.e., the Eucharist has an abundance 

of reality that can be denied and falsely imitated. So much can be learned about the nature of 

 
1 There are some exceptions for those who interact with the Patristics, e.g., Herman Bavinck (2006) and T.F. 
Torrance (1996). 
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unbelief by virtue of what it denies about reality and what unbelief attempts to set up in place 

of reality.  

The rejection of the gifts of God found in creation and redemption lead to nihilism; this 

rejection is an act of non-consideration of the Logos (Aquinas, 2003)2, a borrowing from the 

Logos (Van Til, 1979), while falsely imitating the Logos i.e., creatio ex-nihilo (Gregory of Nyssa) 

(Mosshammer, 1990).3 Nihilising is an act of moving away from God’s created reality towards 

“nothing,” 4 and that includes replacing this “nothing” with idolatrous phantasmal creation(s) 

that participate in “nothing.” This includes individual as well as corporate fabrications that 

sometimes express themselves into full-blown false theologies. Because the Eucharist is such a 

rich and concentrated sign of all of God’s creative and redemptive work, the Eucharist is a 

helpful foil for understanding nihilism. Moreover, because this research is an exercise in 

apologetics, it will focus on the rational nature of the liturgy and the irrationality of setting up 

false imitations of this liturgy.  

Below are a few examples of how the Eucharist can play a central role in the endeavor to 

develop theological explanations: 

1. The Eucharist presupposes creatio ex-nihilo by the Triune God who grants the gift of 
esse5 and essentia to all of reality. Hence, all of creation is beautiful, good, and 

 
2 De Malo 1, 3. 
3 For Aquinas, the act of sin is always done out of a non-consideration or non-use of the rule of reason (ἄλογος); 
for Van Til, the non-believer has to borrow from Christianity in order to function in the world, i.e., the non-believer 
is not epistemologically self-conscious and self-consistent with the metaphysics of nothingness and brute fact. For 
Gregory of Nyssa, the act of sin is an imitation of creatio ex-nihlo because it is an action done out of human 
autonomy (volition absent reason) without participating in the goodness or intelligibility of the Logos.  
4 Part of this investigation will be to come up with a theologically sound definition of nothing, as well as to explain 
some of the different definitions of nothing.  
5 When God gifts personal being (analogia participationis), it is a specified existence (i.e., a being with a nature and 
personal incommunicable features); is always revelatory, and concrete, and communicates itself on a horizontal 
ectypal mode of existence which reflects the higher communication of the Triune God ad intra on an Archetypal 
mode of existence. W. Norris Clarke explains a revelatory view of being in the tradition of Aquinas (contra any 
philosophy that cuts off being from consciousness). “The whole key to a realist epistemology like that of St. 
Thomas is that action is the ‘self-revelation of being,’ that it reveals a being as this kind of actor on me, which is 
equivalent of saying it really exists and has this kind of nature = an abiding center of acting and being acted on. This 
does not deliver a complete knowledge of the abiding acting, but it does deliver an authentic knowledge of the real 
world as a community of interacting agents—which is after all what we need to know most about the world so that 
we may learn how to cope with it and its effects on us as well as our effects upon it. This is a modest but effective 
relation realism, not the unrealistic ideal of the one thing Kant will accept as genuine knowledge of real being, i.e., 
knowledge of them as they are in themselves independent of any action on us—which he admits can only be 
attained by a perfect creative knower. He will allow no medium between the two extremes: either perfect 
knowledge of with no mediation of action, or no knowledge of the real at all” (2001:12). The giving of esse is an act 
of communication in which God communicates his glory in creation by his Son; once this gift is given it keeps on 
revealing and communicating. Creation and redemption are revelatory acts that communicate, God’s goodness, 
truth, and beauty because he freely grants the gift of esse and redeems creation from its fallen state. This 
communication is truthful because it is an ectypal revelation of God himself to his creatures. Theological nihilism 
attempts to cut consciousness off from intelligibility, goodness, and beauty, i.e., cut consciousness off from the 
intelligibility of being. Being is revelatory and sacramental in that being reveals esse and essentia as a gift from a 



3 

intelligible. Creatio ex-nihilo is contrasted to some forms of theological nihilism, 
which claim existence came from “nothing” (Krauss, 2013) and all of reality is 
composed of brute facts, (i.e., no predefined essence); therefore, these brute facts 
have to be autonomously defined (Sartre, 1992).6 

2. The Eucharist presupposes the transcendent Triune God, who is perfect 
intelligibility,7 but he is only perfectly intelligible unto himself (i.e., he is 
incomprehensible to created rational creatures).8 This means that God must 
condescend to our mode of being and understanding so we may know him truly. 
Moreover, he is the origin of all created intelligibility. This means that to participate 
in the liturgy of the Eucharist9 is to participate in an intellectually transformative and 
rational act (λογικὴν λατρεία) (Romans 12:1-2).10 This transformation of the intellect 
brought about by the Holy Spirit takes place within the context of the personal 
presence of Christ. The Eucharist signifies the believer’s union with the incarnated 
Logos (John 1:1, 14) who is the very archetype of intelligibility. Therefore, as the 
archetype of intelligibility, he manifests himself to fallen human beings in an ectypal 
mode to redeem the world from its irrationality.11  

3. The Eucharist, as a sign of God’s redemption, assumes that God redeems us from the 
noetic effects of sin and sin’s blinding irrational consequences. This redemption from 
the noetic effects of sin happens so the believer can be united to Christ to have 
fellowship with the Triune God and to know his intelligible mystery. We are first 
united to Christ by faith, and then we participate in a mystery that far exceeds our 

 
transcendent source. The act of suppressing the revelation of God found in being results in God still being 
revealed. Van Til is helpful on this point: “Now if man’s whole consciousness was originally created perfect, and as 
such authoritatively expressive of the will of God, that same consciousness is still revelational and authoritative 
after the entrance of sin to the extent that its voice is still the voice of God. The sinner’s efforts, so far as they are 
done self-consciously from this point of view, seek to destroy or bury the voice of God that comes to him through 
nature, which includes his own consciousness. But this effort cannot be wholly successful at any point in history. 
The most depraved of men cannot wholly escape the voice of God. Their greatest wickedness is meaningless 
except upon the assumption that they have sinned against the authority of God. Thoughts and deeds of utmost 
perversity are themselves revelational, revelational, that is, in their very abnormality. The natural man accuses or 
else excuses himself only because his own utterly depraved consciousness continues to point back to the original 
natural state of affairs. The prodigal son can never forget the father’s voice. It is the albatross forever about his 
neck” (1946:274-275).  
6 Brute fact is “something” without explanation (inexplicable), i.e., something that is un-intelligible. In other words, 
some “kind” of thin and nihilised “esse” that is an epiphenomenon of nothingness.  
7 Intelligibility means the act or potential to be known by the intellect. 
8 “Now, it is of the essence of the God concept that man cannot comprehend God. If God does actually exist as a 
self-contained and eternally self-conscious being, it is natural that we, his creatures, should not be able to 
comprehend, that I, understand him exhaustively. It is particularly important, at this time when men once more 
swear by the concept of mystery, to see what is meant by this idea of the incomprehensibility of God. It does not 
mean that God is incomprehensible to himself. On the contrary, man’s inability to comprehend God is founded on 
the very fact that God is completely self-comprehensive. God is absolute rationality” (Van Til, 2007:29-30). 
9 In the Reformed tradition, the sacraments are never separated from the word of God, and this research will hold 
this same conviction but with a special focus on the Eucharist.  
10Herman Bavinck holds that “theology may even in a sense be called ‘natural’ and ‘rational.’ The Christian religion 
is a “reasonable form of worship” (λογικὴν λατρεία) (2003: 618). 
11 The plenitude of redemption is broader than just the rational aspect of reality, but because this work is dealing 
with apologetics, it seems appropriate to focus on the rational and intelligible nature of the Eucharist. 
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comprehension. However, this mystery is rationally accommodated to us by the 
incarnation. It is in the incarnation that Christ manifests the Father (John 1:18). This 
personal manifestation of Christ, by the illumination of the Holy Spirit, forms us into 
his image of Christ so we might icon the mystery of the Father. Sometimes the 
noetic effects of sin are manifested in the act of attempting to incarnate false 
ideologies upon the structures of reality to change “human nature” into the image 
of these ideologies (e.g., some forms of Communism).12  

4. The Eucharist presupposes the incarnation, which is the embodied personal union 
(hypostatic) of the Logos (Logos ensarkos). Human nature presupposes the personal 
nature of reality in that human beings are created in the image of God and uniquely 
created in the image of the Logos (4.1.1) who is in the perfect image of the Father. 
The Eucharist is contrary to any physicalism or materialism that makes the 
impersonal the ultimate constituent of reality and reduces human beings to the 
impersonal.  

5. The Eucharist presupposes that all of creation reflects the glory of God. The 
Eucharistic signs of bread and wine “are not in vain or insignificant, so as to deceive 
us” (Belgic Confession Q. 88) but participate in and signify ultimate reality. The bread 
and the wine are a means of grace that both signifies Christ’s presence and unite us 
to him by the power of the Holy Spirit. The Eucharist is contrary to the 
understanding of all signs as sociological phenomena that in the “nature” of the case 
cannot participate in something outside of our secular autonomously-created 
frameworks (Barthes, 1999).13  

6. The Eucharist along with the incarnation presuppose some form of philosophical 
realism.14 Realism assumes that the subject and being are created for one another 

 
12 E.g., the Russian Communist Leon Trotsky stated: “It is difficult to predict the extent of self-government which 
the man of the future may reach or the heights to which he may carry his technique. Social construction and 
psycho-physical self-education will become two aspects of one and the same process. All the arts—literature, 
drama, painting, music and architecture—will lend this process beautiful form. More correctly, the shell in which 
the cultural construction and self-education of Communist man will be enclosed, will develop all the vital elements 
of contemporary art to the highest point. Man will become immeasurably stronger, wiser and subtler; his body will 
become more harmonized, his movements more rhythmic, his voice more musical. The forms of life will become 
dynamically dramatic. The average human type will rise to the heights of an Aristotle, a Goethe, or a Marx. And 
above this ridge new peaks will rise” (2007).  
13 Secular (broadly defined) in this work will mean that there is nothing transcendent to time, space, and matter 
and the human mind is the highest authority in reality. “The narrowest definition of secularism is the idea that 
government and religion should not influence each other; the state should be independent of the church and vice 
versa” (Sunshine, 2018).  
14 Vittorio Possenti presents philosophical realism this way: “Through mediation of the concept, therefore, the real 
object is obtained. By proffering one or many concepts, intelligence become the thing itself, considered according 
to one or another of its various aspects, while never forgetting that the thing enjoys two forms of existence: one in 
the spirit and the other outside the mind”. This “is a process in which the subject carries within itself the form of 
the other in such a way that it the cognitive act, a communion between subject and thing occurs, each of which 
remains distinct in being. It is a communion that manifests an intentional unity between knower and known so 
intimate that they form an even greater unity” (2014:21-22). It would be hard not to see the analogy of this 
understanding of knowing as it relates to the Eucharist, i.e., communion between the subject and thing is to be 
understood as a gift that should be received with much thankfulness. This work will focus on the analogies 
between the two and not spend much time defending philosophical realism proper.  
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and there does not exist a destructive dualism between noetics and ontics because 
God has created both the mind and the world. We can know and participate in an 
external world using our senses which presupposes the intelligibility of reality. God 
created persons to be moving towards the world in a disposition of humble 
reception, and then the world offers itself to be indwelled in a Eucharistic union that 
reflects his Triunity. In the liturgy of the church, the senses are very important in the 
hearing of the word of God and by the seeing, touching, tasting, and eating of the 
bread and wine. The Eucharist and the eyewitness testimony of the incarnation 
(Luke 1:2; I John 1:1,2) are contrary to any anti-realist epistemologies that deny the 
veracity of the sense faculties or, to state it more simply, divorce our senses from 
the external world. The Eucharist is contrary to Gnosticism; the Eucharist 
emphasizes the importance of an embodied existence in knowing and participating 
in all of creation.15 Moreover, the created things of the world are the medium by 
which the non-believer knows God and suppresses this truth in unrighteousness 
(Romans 1:18-20). So, even in unbelief, the senses play a role. 

7. The Eucharist presupposes that we can know and sacramentally participate in the 
transcendent mysteries of God in a liturgical manner. The church’s participation in 
the liturgy of the Eucharist is a microcosm of the higher order of creation (Beale, 
2004), and an ectypal microcosm of the persons of the Trinity16 who exist in perfect 
harmony and love.17 The Eucharist is contrary to any false theology of reality 
founded on the primacy of chaos, power, or political anarchism.   

8. The Holy Spirit gifts the self-evidencing (autopistos) nature of the scripture (e.g., 
Owen, Herman Bavinck, and Van Til) and the Eucharist to the believers; this self-
evidencing is grasped by faith which assumes faith is a means to know reality. 
Moreover, this self-evidencing encounter with the person of Christ gives the believer 
who does not know any arguments for Christianity rational justification for his belief. 
As a result, this is contrary to any philosophy that denies the self-evidencing 
manifestation of God and denies that faith is a means to know reality.  

9. The Eucharist can be understood broadly to include a liturgy of thankfulness and an 
epistemological disposition of thankfulness. The liturgy of the Eucharist is formative 
for the believer by allowing the believer to participate in the finished drama of 
redemption regularly under the guidance, transformative power, and presence of 
the Holy Spirit. The Eucharist can be seen as an epistemological disposition of 
thankfulness for God’s many good gifts including, his revelation and intelligibility 
found in creation and redemption. A disposition of humility and thankfulness opens 

 
15 The Gnostic holds that the goal of gnosis (i.e., “salvation” by knowledge) is for the purpose of freeing oneself 
from the embodied existence and live as a pure spirit unencumbered by the metaphysical/epistemological drain of 
the material world by climbing the chain of being. 
16 There is unity (Simplicity) and distinction/relationship (Persons) found within the doctrine of the Trinity. This 
difference, or otherness, points to the perichoretic relationship of the persons within the Trinity, i.e., one 
substance and three persons. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit “are inseparable, subsisting and operating within 
one another by a mutual interpenetration (perichoresis) yet without loss of relational distinctness” (Lampe, 
1978:120). 
17 “Christian theological understanding of creation understood peace to be ‘ontologically basic’ in expression of the 
eternal peaceful difference in the Trinity, now society and nature are understood and characterized by an essential 
violence which must be controlled and tamed by the exercise of power” (Oliver, 2009:13).  
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up the believer to participate in God’s intelligible revelatory abundance in its many 
personal and multifaced dimensions. This disposition is contrary to the nihilistic un-
thankfulness expressed in Romans chapter one and the epistemic depravity involved 
in the anti-Eucharistic disposition. “For although they knew God, they did not honor 
him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their 
foolish hearts were darkened” (Romans 1:21).18  

 
The above list gives a sample of what the Eucharist has to offer in terms of its ontological and 
epistemological richness, which can be used as a basis to contrast and compare against nihilism. 
The noetic effects of sin will cause the unbeliever to deny some of or all of the above-listed 
realities found in the Eucharist. The unbeliever attempts to build something in its place, which 
then allows the apologist to develop theological explanations about the nature of unbelief. This 
work will be simultaneously moving in two directions: the downward movement of theological 
nihilism and the upward movement of the Eucharist (sursum corda). 
 
1.1.2 Problem Statement  

The problem as stated above is that there has been little in the way of modern resourcing of 

the Patristics in modern Reformed thought for use in the area of apologetics and missions, 

especially in the area of theology of religions and critiques of secularism. This may partially be 

due to the fear of imbibing some forms of unbiblical Neo-Platonism (e.g., Dooyeweerd, 1960; 

Frame, 2015).19 But recent work by Reformed scholars has developed the doctrine of 

participation without incorporating unbiblical aspects of Neo-Platonism (Canlis, 2010; Billings, 

2007; Baker, 2015). Moreover, the Reformed doctrine of the covenants can act as a panacea 

against imbibing foreign or harmful Greek concepts (Horton, 2007), which can lead to a fruitful 

use of the Patristics (Kelly, 2008) while still having biblical justification (e.g., Ridderbos, 1997; 

Campbell, 2012). This research will investigate how these Patristic and medieval insights can be 

accommodated within a Reformed covenant theology of the Eucharist while still maintaining 

the helpful metaphysical and philosophical assumptions of the church fathers.  

Moreover, there will be an investigation into the concomitant doctrines related to the 

Eucharist, i.e., communion, union, participation, and engrafting in Christ (Evans, 2009:8). In 

general, this research will focus on developing a rational sacramental critique of unbelief in 

order to aid the believer in dealing with and understanding unbelief. 

Some modern work has been done on nihilism from a theological approach (Cunningham, 

2002) but not with the specific theological focus of this research (i.e., the Eucharist). There has 

been recent work done on the importance of the Eucharist with Reformed concerns (e.g., 

Baker, 2015; Bonomo, 2010; Gerrish, 1993; Hunsinger, 2008; Mclelland & Torrance 1957 and 

Letham, 2001), but it has not been applied to missions and apologetics. The focus on the 

 
18 Italics and boldness added.  
19 The Patristics do uphold the creator/creature distinction and reject the idea of divine emanations (chain of 
being) and its correlative ontologism, as found in Neo-Platonism; the Patristics defend against these errors by 
upholding the Simplicity of God.  
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Eucharist and attending liturgical implementation can help supplement the worldview critiques 

already found within Reformed theology, especially those in the neo-Calvinist camp.  

The Roman Catholic theologian Joseph Pieper (1999:59a) associates the doctrine of creation 

with certain philosophies that promote the will to power and the nihilistic drive to annihilation. 

Nancy Pearcey (2015) understands unbelief as an act of reduction and idolatry based on God’s 

revelation. John Frame (1995) (building off of Van Til’s approach to unbelief) sees unbelief as a 

dialectic between the rational and irrational, and James K. A. Smith (2014) sees secularism as a 

displacement and decentering of reality. The above analyses are helpful but devoid of 

Athanasius’ insight that all of reality is grounded in the Logos (Anatolios, 2004) and that the fall 

is a movement away from life and participation in God and a movement towards nothing. 

Because the Logos created everything out of nothing then participation in the Logos is a 

movement away from nothing,20 while sin is a movement back towards nothing (Behr, 2011), a 

kind of reverse or inverted exitus-reditus.  

Gregory of Nyssa develops this position by adding that some acts of sin and corruption are an 

evil mimesis of God’s original act of creation. Therefore, nihilism is not only a movement 

towards nothing21 but also an evil imitation of creation from nothing (Mosshammer, 1990) 

because in a fallen state we act by volitional fiat (fallen ex-nihilo mimesis) resulting in the 

destruction and corruption of creation. The character Brandon in Hitchcock’s movie Rope 

illustrates this: “The power to kill is as great as the power to create” (Rope, 1948).  

Cyril of Alexandria builds on Athanasius’ work on participation in Christ (Cyril, 1995) and begins 

to develop themes that appear later in Reformed theology (Fairbairn, 2015). These insights 

related to the doctrine of participation and union with Christ are developed by reformed 

theologians, especially Calvin and Peter Martyr, into a doctrine of union with Christ that has 

theological ramifications for the doctrine of the Eucharist.  

How can the themes, trajectories, and doctrines derived from Eucharist and its contrasted 

nihilism(s) explain and solve the problem(s) of unbelief and be used in missions and 

apologetics? This will be the focus of this research and study.  

1.2 Research Questions   

Questions arising from this problem include: 

1. What is the nature of theological explanations and what use do theological 

explanations have in apologetics and missions?  

 
20 Nothing in its strict metaphysical sense means non-being, i.e., no-thing; but can also be used as a way to express 
the “nature” of sin and the chaos, disorder, formlessness, void, will to power, violence and the meaningless that 
ensues, reducing life away from the fullness of life found in Christ; this is the way it can be applied to the noetic 
effects of sin.  
21 This is an example of using nothing in privated sense that presupposes something that is nihilised because of the 
noetic effects of sin.  
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2. What is the nature of liturgy in general and the Eucharist in particular that makes it 

useful for theological explanations in the context of missions and apologetics?  

3. How are the Patristic themes and trajectories of participation and nihilism 

developed and expanded by Reformed theology, specifically in reference to the 

Eucharist, which can be constructed and compared to nihilism? 

4. How does theological nihilism relate to the noetic effects of sin and the building of 

false ideologies that imitate the doctrines of creation and redemption? 

5. How can the doctrine of Christ as the Logos found in the Eucharist be a remedy for 

the noetic effects of sin? 

6. How does the Eucharist relate to the sacramental realism found in creation? 

7. What are some specific applications and illustrations that can be used in missions 

and apologetics developed from this research (e.g., explanations for the unbelief 

found in secularism)?  

 

1.3  Aims and Objectives  

The main aim of this study is to examine and concentrate on the areas of theological nihilism 

and the Eucharist by researching the Patristics and Reformed theology, for the purpose of 

developing theological explanations in order to answer forms of unbelief for application to 

apologetics and missions. 

The specific objectives of this study are to: 

1. Develop theological explanations for the nature of unbelief in order to better equip 

the church for its task in missions and apologetics. 

2. Investigate some of the Patristic fathers and Aquinas in order to understand their 

doctrines of participation and nihilism, especially as it relates to creation and 

redemption while focusing on the concepts of intelligibility, rationality, and presence 

that are found in Christ and their absence in the theology of nihilism.22 

3. Take the research derived from the study of the Patristics and Aquinas related to the 

doctrine of participation and highlight how these themes and trajectories are 

incorporated into a Reformed understanding of the Eucharist.  

4. Use the research derived from the study of the Patristics and Aquinas related to the 

doctrine of nihilism and investigate how these themes and trajectories are 

incorporated into a Reformed theology. This will be done by seeing how the 

Reformers developed the privatio boni into an understanding of the noetic effects of 

sin.  

 
22 To state another assumption of this project: human beings are unavoidably religious and theological creatures 
and so the sinful act of privating and nihilising reality presupposes the original meaningful, rich reality of God’s 
creation, which is the backdrop against which this nihilisation takes place. The act of nihilising may be better stated 
as “a-theology” rather than a theology.  
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5. Study and evaluate how the Eucharist restores intelligibility, rationality, and 

presence lost in nihilism.  

6. Study how the reformed view of the Eucharist develops answers and critiques of 

theological nihilism (by giving specific examples of nihilism to illustrate the 

explanatory power this critique offers) found in unbelief in general, and secularism 

in particular. 

 

1.4 Central theoretical argument  

An understanding of Christ’s presence found in the Eucharist and the intellectual and rational 

transformation that this presence brings about can be contrasted against nihilism in order to 

explain the nature of unbelief for use in missions and apologetics.  

1.5 Research Methodology  

This research will be done under the guidance and assumptions of the Reformed tradition, 

including presupposing the doctrine of mystery when working on this research: “mystery is the 

lifeblood of dogmatics” (Bavinck, 2004:29).23 Moreover, a Reformed approach means a high 

view of the scriptures as a primary standard (Allen, 2010; Swain, 2011; Webster, 2003) along 

with a high view of the patristics and creeds as important secondary standards (“ministerial 

authority”) (Horton, 2011). This investigation will focus primarily on secondary standards but 

with the goal of always being faithful to biblical orthodoxy.  

This research will assume (like some of the Magisterial Reformers) that there were certain 

legitimate theological acculturations of philosophical ideas and terms during the Patristic and 

medieval period; some of these acculturations will be used to aid this research. So, the 

assumption is that there should be no outright rejection of the use of philosophy when it aids 

and helps defend biblical orthodoxy, a “pro-theology philosophy” (Schumacher, 2016). Another 

assumption involved in this study is that a coherent development of themes and trajectories 

can be made from the Patristics to the Reformers; therefore the purpose of this project will be 

to develop the Patristics through the Reformers in a biblical covenantal way rather than with 

any unbiblical Neo-Platonic assumptions (Horton, 2007). As stated earlier this research will be 

simultaneously moving in two directions; the downward movement of theological nihilism and 

the upward movement of the Eucharist (sursum corda). 

Moreover, this research will use an eclectic method. Because eclecticism has a long history in 

Reformed theology this research will use an eclectic method (Muller, 2003:67), i.e., utilizing a 

 
23 It is the case that all worldviews have mystery as a part of their systems. In a nihilistic worldview, the mystery is 
a result of “nothing,” i.e., the lack of being and intelligibility; in the Christian worldview, mystery is a result of the 
incomprehensible nature of God who is the fullness of being and who is the most intelligible and knowable but 
only most knowable to himself ergo, he has to accommodate himself to our mode of existence, hence, he is the 
most rational (to be more precise he is supra—rational) mystery. This fits with some forms of the Principle of 
Sufficient Reason (PSR), i.e., God’s nature is the very reason for his own existence, and he knows his own being 
completely (his knowing and being are conterminous because of his Simplicity).   
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variety of philosophical and theological resources while remaining within the bounds of 

Reformed orthodoxy. This method is similar to that of Herman Bavinck  (Brock & Sutanto, 2017) 

and to the approach proposed by Michael Allen and Scott Swain in their book Reformed 

Catholicity (2015). 

1. In order to develop this study, the research will begin with a close examination of two of 

the early writings of Athanasius “On the Incarnation” and “Against the Gentiles” in order 

to lay the groundwork for the doctrines of participation and theological nihilism. Then 

Athanasius will be expanded upon by examining the developments of Gregory of Nyssa, 

Cyril of Alexandria, and Aquinas especially as they relate to the noetic effects of sin and 

the doctrine of participation. This will lay the groundwork for investigating the 

developments found in Reformed theology while paying special attention to the themes 

of intelligibility, rationality, and presence (or lack thereof) that fall under nihilism and 

participation.  

2. In order to develop the doctrines established above (nihilism and participation), the 

research will turn to a survey of Reformed theology (confessions and theologians) that 

best develops these themes. For example, Athanasius’ doctrine of participation is 

developed by Calvin and Peter Martyr Vermigli in their work on the real presence of 

Christ found in the Eucharist. Van Til develops, via the noetic effects of sin, the theology 

of nihilism (absence of intelligibility and presence) found in Athanasius and Gregory of 

Nyssa. The goal of the research is to find writers in the Reformed tradition that develop 

both of these themes and trajectories. Moreover, during this research, there will be a 

constant dialectic and interplay between these two themes of participation (the 

Eucharist) and nihilism.  

3. The Eucharist will be investigated in order to see how it offers the solution to the 

problems that theological nihilism presents. This research and development will be for 

the purpose of determining how the Eucharist answers the problem of loss of real 

intelligibility and loss of real presence.  

4. The above research will be developed and applied to the area of apologetics and 

missions, with specific illustrations and examples, e.g., secularism. 

1.6      Concept Clarification  

1.6.1 Short definition(s) of key words 

 

1. Creation— The Triune God giving the gifts of existence and essence, out of the 

abundance of His being, to a finite reality that reflects and reveals His glory. 

2. Covenant— An agreement based on stipulations and promises that are fulfilled in and 

through Christ (as the last Adam under the covenant of grace) by the unconditional love 

of the Triune God on behalf of the sinner.  

3. Eucharist— The visible means of grace composed of real bread and wine that signifies 

the sacrifice of Christ (one of the sacraments instituted by Christ himself) and is 
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administered by the Holy Spirit who brings the spiritual presence of Christ to his 

people.24 

4. Intelligibility—The potential to be known by an intellect i.e., a manifestation of reality 

capable of being grasped by the mind.  

5. Mystery – Theologically, mystery is the natural epistemological condition of rational 

creatures based on the Incomprehensibility of God; given the ontological (qualitative) 

distance between an Infinite God and a finite creature’s mind who cannot know the 

essence of God, only His finite revelation in creation. For the unbeliever, mystery is the 

inexplicable sound and fury signifying nothing.25  

6. Nihilism (theological definition) – A movement of the unbeliever towards nothing as an 

act of imitating creatio ex-nihilo; expressed in the noetic effect of sin by reducing reality 

away from its full meaning found in the presence of God (nihilising) and by setting this 

reduced reality up as the real (idolatry). Theological nihilism’s ultimate metaphysical and 

epistemological outworking is the complete denial of the presence of God in the world 

and all intelligibility found in reality.  

7. Nominalism—the view that objectively created essences do not exist instead “essences” 

are subjectively constructed by autonomously naming reality (brute facts). 26  
 

24 Berkhof explains the nature of the sacraments: “Three parts must be distinguished in the sacraments. 1. The 
outward of the visible sign. Each one of the sacraments contains a material element that is palpable to the senses… 
denotes the sign and that which is signified . . . the elements that are used, namely, water, bread, and wine, but 
also the sacred rite, that which is done with these elements…the sacraments are signs and seals. 2. The inward 
spiritual Grace signified and sealed. Signs and seals presuppose something that is signified and sealed and which is 
usually called the materia interna of the sacrament . . . The sacraments signify, not merely a general truth, but a 
promise given unto us and accepted by us, and serve to strengthen our faith with respect to the realization of that 
promise . . . They visibly represent, and deepen our consciousness of, the spiritual blessings of the covenant, of 
that washing away of sins, and our participation of the life that is in Christ . . . As signs they are means of Grace, 
that is, means of strengthening the inward grace that is wrought in the heart by the Holy Spirit. 3. The sacramental 
union between the sign and that which is signified. This usually called the forma sacramenti (forma here meaning 
essence), because it is exactly the relation between the sign and the thing signified that constitutes the essence of 
the sacrament . . . According to this view, the external sign becomes a means employed by the Holy Spirit in the 
communication of divine grace. The close connection between the sign and thing signified explains the use of what 
is generally called ‘sacramental language,’ in which the sign is put for the thing signified or vice versa” (1996:617-
618).  
25 Given the constructive and broad strokes of this project, the language will be general, but the following 
distinctions can be helpful. “According to Marcel, a problem is something which can be solved, and which ceases to 
be mysterious when it is solved. It falls in ‘the province of the Natural.’ Mystery is something fundamentally 
different, and although ‘we are tempted to turn mystery into problem’ a temptation to be resisted. Dr. Mascall 
added a third concept to these two—that of a puzzle. A puzzle is like a problem in that it looks mysterious but is 
not. The apparent mystery is dispelled in this case, not by acquiring further knowledge, but by clarification of what 
we know already” (Foster, 1957:19). Foster gives a helpful caution: “Dr. Mascall suggested that it is characteristic 
of the analytical philosopher to treat all mysteries as puzzles. For him there are problems, which the scientist 
solves, and puzzles, which the philosopher resolves. But for the Christian theologian there must be a third thing 
also, namely, mysteries, which remain mysterious even when understood, because, though understood, our 
comprehension” has limits (Ibid.).    
26Metaphysically, brute facts are facts that have no reason for their existence; they are irreducibly inexplicable. 
Brute facts because they have no explanation(s) is not just an epistemological problem, i.e., we do not know the 
explanation, but one exists. It is rather that there is no ontological explanation to be found. Because brute facts are 
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8. Nothing— non-being (no-thing); the complete absence of existence or essence; the term 

may be used as a privation of something (e.g., blindness, deafness, chaos, and/or sin).  

9. Participation—In the creational sense the gift of being (essence and existence) from the 

Triune God (John 1:3) and His upholding that being (Acts 17:28; Col. 1:16-17); in the 

redemptive sense union and communion with Christ (in His hypostatic union) by means 

of the gifts and graces he offers in the Holy Spirit (community of believers, word, and 

sacraments).  

10. Presence—The Trinitarian personal God who, through the act of creation and 

redemption, is ever present in a personal, intelligible, and covenantal manner in order 

to know and be known through the drama of redemption.  

11. Rational—The use of reason by defining concepts, making judgements, and developing 

arguments in order to know reality and a personal conforming to the incarnate Logos in 

order to manifest God’s intelligible mystery.  

12. Voluntarism—The theological/philosophical position that the will (absoluta potentia) 

not the intellect is primary constituent of conscious reality.  

1.6.2 Expanded definition(s) of key words  

1.6.2.1 Creatio ex-nihilo  
 
Creatio ex-nihilo assumes that God does not produce out of existing matter (creatio ex-materia) 
or out of his essence which would entail some form of emanation out of God (creatio ex-deo). 
Creation is God’s “first” trinitarian ad-extra act “without any means or instrument, only by 
God’s word and command” (Kersten, 2009:155). The act of creation is God freely calling into 
existence that which did not exist before by the infinite intelligibility of the Logos. Creation is 
not an act of absolute brute power that is alogos, because “creation and providence do so far 
manifest the goodness, wisdom, and power of God” (WCF 1.1). Creation is anti-nominalistic 
because what God creates reflects him in some dissimilar qualitative way, i.e., creation reflects 
him who is perfect intelligibility (analogia entis) in a limited manner. Hence, we can have a non-
quidditative27 knowledge of God’s essence (analogia revelationis). This reflection means that 
creation participates ectypally in his intelligibility because God is the archetypal reality. The 
ectypal nature of creation is against nominalism because this is not an empty naming devoid of 
reality; it is the opposite because it is the gift of esse and essentia that is creaturely-ectypal 
participation in the highest reality.28   

 
unintelligible, they have a mute existence and are the metaphysical preconditions for univocity, nominalism, and 
voluntarism. Van Til explains how brute facts deny the doctrine of creation: “The assumption of brute fact is itself 
the most basic denial of the creation doctrine. And the assumption that man can of himself interpret brute facts is 
itself the denial of God as creator. We need therefore to challenge the very idea of brute fact. We need to 
challenge man's ability to interpret any fact unless that fact be created by God and unless man himself is created 
by God” (1978:88).  
27 Quidditative existence is being existing in the mind in an intentional mode.  
28 Nominalism is the view that things do not have objective essences, but these essences are subjectively 
constructed by humans by autonomously naming reality as they desire. Nominalism is contrary to Genesis chapter 
two in which Adam obediently named the animals according to their God endowed essences under the submission 
and guidance of God, i.e., knowing reality by thinking the Creator’s thoughts after him. But in Genesis chapter 
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1.6.2.2 Covenant  
 
Every covenant established between God and man testifies to God’s condescending goodness: 
“Thus by means of a covenant God communicates with man in love and friendship, and also 
thereby the promised blessings of the covenant are secured since by fulfilling the demands of 
the covenant, the blessings of the covenant are righteously awarded to man” (Kersten, 
2009:195). Covenant is a personal arrangement and act, and the covenant is how God brings his 
presence to his people in word and sacrament. The two major covenants are the covenant of 
works (creation or Adamic covenant) and the covenant of grace. “The first covenant made with 
man was a covenant of works,29 wherein life was promised to Adam, and in him to his posterity 
upon the condition of perfect and personal obedience” (WCF, 7.2). The covenant of grace is the 
“gracious bond between the offended God and the offending sinner in which God promises 
salvation in the way of faith in Christ and the sinner receives this salvation by believing” 
(Venema, 2019:380). The covenant of grace has inevitable epistemological implications. 
 

God adorned the new covenant—the restored and enlarged revelation of the covenant 
of grace—with amazing promises, at the core of which is his promise that “[I] will be 
their God, and they shall be my people” and “they shall all know me, from the last of 
them unto the greatest of them” (Jer. 31:33-34). When Jeremiah recorded these words, 
Israel was corrupted by covetousness and deceit “from the least of them even unto the 
greatest of them” (6:13). The Lord would reverse this situation. The gift of knowing the 
Lord makes people into true covenant members and covenant keepers. At the core of 
the covenant is the promise of a new heart, a “heart to know me, that I am the LORD: 
and they shall return unto me with their whole heart” (24:7) (Beeke & Smalley, 
2019:510).   

         
Points made by Beeke and Smalley:  
 

1. The new covenant enlarged revelation. 
2. The new covenant gift was to know the Lord and to be known by the Lord.   

 
The enlargement of revelation is done by means of the Word and sacrament. The Eucharist is a 
unique intelligible meal that brings the presence of Christ and points to Christ. The Eucharist is a 
visible word that when eaten by faith in the bond of the Holy Spirit is transformative.30 This 
transformation moves the believer towards being transformed into the image of Christ. The 

 
three Adam, Eve, and the serpent are by their autonomous volition naming reality according to their own desires. 
They were determining reality apart from the authority of God and his prerogative to define and name reality. The 
events in the garden are the first acts of autonomous voluntarism and nominalism. “Did God actually say . . .?” 
(Genesis 3:1, ESV) (all Bible quotes in this work come from the English Standard Version) . . . “For God knows that 
when you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5.).  
29 “God gave to Adam a law, as a covenant of works, by which He bound him and all his posterity, to personal, 
entire, exact, and perpetual obedience, promised life upon the fulfilling, and threatened death upon the breach of 
it, and endued him with power and ability to keep it” (WCF 19.1).  
30 John Calvin on the bond of the Holy Spirit uniting us to Christ: “To sum up, the Holy Spirit is the bond by which 
Christ effectually unites us to himself” (Calvin, 1973:537: Institutes, 3.1.1.). 
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doctrine of covenants is crucial in understanding the doctrines of participation and intelligibility 
because it is the personal way God condescends to his image bearers. 
 
1.6.2.3 Intelligibility 
 
Intelligibility is grounded in the analogia participationis (analogy of participation) which is the 
basis for the gifted order of being (ordo essendi) and the revelational31 order of knowing (ordo 
cognoscendi) which is based on the doctrine of creatio ex-nihilo. Intelligibility assumes the 
existence of two “minds,” i.e., the infinite archetypal “mind” of God and the finite ectypal mind 
of created beings. Intelligibility starts with the assumption of archetypal Trinitarian knowledge 
ad intra within the very being of God. The knowledge God has of himself is coterminous with 
his being, so God does not have to look “outside” himself to know his own being or creation 
comprehensively. The Simplicity of God entails that there is no distinction between his knowing 
and being, therefore, he is the most intelligible being that exists, but he is only comprehensible 
to himself in one eternal-internal act of knowing. God is his own reason for being, and in this 
sense, God fulfills and is the very basis for the principle of sufficient reason (PSR). The PSR holds 
that everything has a reason or explanation for its existence either within itself by virtue of its 
own nature or by another being’s nature. The PSR may be stated as everything that exists is 
intelligible by virtue of its own being or by virtue of another being.  
 
God is incomprehensible to the finite mind because he transcends man’s mode of being and 
knowing. Creation is revelational of God’s archetypal knowledge on a finite ectypal mode of 
existence and knowledge so, he makes himself apprehensible. The ectypal mode of knowledge 
entails that there is an irreducible mystery in created reality because this ectypal knowledge is 
always grounded in the Infinite archetype(s) which the finite mind cannot directly know. 
 
Moreover, intelligibility is based on the analogia participationis and the analogia participationis 
will be used in two broad senses for this project. First, participation by creatio ex-nihilo with 
esse and essentia being a gift from the Simple Triune God. Second, union with Christ based on 
our participation in his life, death, resurrection, ascension, and his sending of the Holy Spirit to 
unite us to him. When we are united to Christ, we begin to icon his perfect and intelligible 
image. Moreover, this intelligibility is seen in the liturgy of the Church in general and the 
Eucharist in particular. The Eucharist brings about God’s intelligibility by participating in the 
drama of redemption regularly via the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. Participation in 
the Eucharist focuses on the importance of faith as a means to know reality and grasp the 
fullness of intelligibility to understand redemption.  

 
31 Revelation assumes communication of being, the self-manifestation of being to the other. As stated above the 
ratio of revelation is grounded in the doctrine of the Trinity in which the persons of the Trinity participate in a 
perichoretic communication. The Father eternally generates the Son, and the Holy Spirit eternally proceeds from 
the Father and the Son to communicate his love and mercy.  
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Intelligibility is grasped on a precognitive insita level, 32 cognitive insita level33 and aquisita 
level34 of knowing. Precognitive insita knowledge is non-discursive and takes place on a tacit 
level of knowing and this knowledge is the most formative of the heart and its desires.  
 
The church as a whole becomes more intelligible when she participates in the story and mission 
God has ordained for her. “The mission of God’s people must be understood in terms of 
participation, at God’s calling and command, in God’s mission to bring renewal to the world, all 
peoples, and every part of human life. Mission is about an identity and a vocation that is given 
to God’s people and are fulfilled by the role they play in God’s story” (Goheen & Wright, 
2016:173).  
 
1.6.2.4 Mystery 
 
Theological mystery falls on a spectrum depending on the amount that has been revealed and 
the amount that can be revealed and understood given the Creator/creature distinction and 
relationship. The mystery of the gospel is revealed in the person and work of Jesus Christ 
“formally hidden in God, was then made known in the gospel, and is now understood by 
believers” (Bavinck, 2003: 620). The mystery of the Gospel is of the Word incarnate and his 
accomplished work, and he is now seated in the heavens reigning and revealing himself in the 
church by word and sacrament.  
 
The gospel mystery is what is apprehended but not fully comprehended, and the gospel 
mystery is based in the irreducible, incomprehensible mystery of God. The relationship of the 
created mind to the infinite mind of God (God’s archetypal incomprehensibility) and the 
relationship of the mind to reality which reveals the infinite God (created ectypal 
incomprehensibility) is the basis for mystery. For example, the Trinity is a mystery that can be 
defended by reason but not proved by reason, i.e., the Trinity is above reason but not against 
reason. 35 This may be called a strict mystery, “a truth so far exceeding the capacities of human 

 
32 Herman Bavinck in Beginselen der Psychologie represents precognitive knowledge this way: “Through feeling, we 
indicate, as Schopenhauer rightly said, all immediate and direct knowing that precedes thinking and reflection, 
which is in contrast to knowledge in abstract concepts and in the state of reasoning. Just as when something is 
told, we feel instinctively whether [that which is said] is true or untrue. From here it is decisively that feeling in this 
sense is not a special [separated] faculty, but a special activity within the knowing faculty” (Sutanto, 2018). 
Herman Bavinck makes clear this kind of knowledge is mediated by creation and does not entail any direct 
knowledge of God’s essence resulting in ontologism.   
33Cognitio insita knowledge is “ingrafted or implanted knowledge; especially cognitio Dei insita, ingrafted or 
implanted knowledge of God . . . the Protestant scholastics generally prefer the term cognitio insita to the 
Platonizing language of cognitio innata, innate or inborn knowledge . . . the concept of ingrafted or implanted 
knowledge, like the idea of a seed of religion (semen religionis, q.v.), assumes the beginning of knowledge to be in 
the intellect’s most rudimentary apprehension of God’s work in creation and providence or, conversely, in the 
rudimentary knowledge of God implanted in the intellect by God’s active presence upholding the created order” 
(Muller, 2017:67). 
34 “Cognitio acquisita or cognitio adquisita: acquired knowledge; i.e., knowledge that is not innate or implanted but 
gained through the use of the faculties” (Ibid.: 66). Cognitio acquisita includes all of the elements of reasoning 
(define terms, defend statements, and give arguments) to gain knowledge through argument.   
35 The doctrine of ontological or strict mystery is explained by Edward Feser. “When Trinitarian theologians refer to 
the doctrine of the Trinity as a ‘mystery,’ they do not mean that it is self-contradictory or unintelligible. Nor do 
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reason that its full meaning cannot be comprehended by us nor a natural proof of its truth be 
discovered even after God has revealed that to men” (Wuellner, 1956:78). Dogmatic 
explanations inevitably deal with mystery at all levels of existence and all levels of revelatory 
manifestations. 
 
1.6.2.5 Participation 
 
The doctrine of participation (analogia participationis) is in general about the relationship of 
God to all of creation and in particular about his relationship to the redeemed. Participation 
covers both the order of being (analogia entis) and the order of knowing (analogia 
revelationis), and the two of them cannot be divorced. Because God is Simple, it is his very 
essence to exist, and because God is Triune, it is his nature to reveal and communicate. The 
analogia participationis for this work will include both an analogia entis and an analogia 
revelationis. The doctrines of Simplicity and the Trinity are grounds for the analogia entis (order 
of being) and the analogia revelationis (order of knowing). Because God exists essentially (ens 
per essentiam) he is able to freely gift esse and essentia to creation (ens per participationem), 
i.e., he creates out of nothing by his Logos and he gives the most primal gift of esse (actus 
essendi).36 The analogia entis means that the terms esse and essentia, when used of God and 
creatures, are being used analogously and not univocally. The analogia entis entails that 
ontologically there is no general category of being that encompasses both God and creatures, 
i.e., God and creatures do not fall under the genus of being. God is the archetype; hence esse 
and essentia are one in his being, which means God is un-composed. In the creature, esse and 
essentia are metaphysically distinct, and it is esse that grounds essentia hence created beings 
are composed by a Composer that is un-composed.  
 
In the order of knowing; God grants the gift of revelation to rational and intelligent created 
beings who can apprehend his communication. “In the unchangeable light of truth, our minds 
see and make judgements about all things . . . so neither can we see any truth except in the 
light of God, which is the sun of our knowledge. God is the light of reason in which, by which, 
and through which all things that shine so as to be intelligible, shine” (Bavinck, 2011:52).  
 
 

 
they mean that there are no rational grounds for believing it. What they mean is that while it is perfectly 
consistent and intelligible in itself, our minds are too limited fully to comprehend it. And while, for that reason, the 
doctrine cannot be arrived at ‘from scratch’ by purely philosophical arguments, we can be rationally justified in 
believing it on the basis of testimony, viz. the testimony of Jesus Christ, whose reliability is demonstrated by His 
resurrection, and where His resurrection is (so traditional theology claims) something that can be known to have 
occurred through purely rational arguments . . . Furthermore, while human reason cannot fully grasp the Trinity 
even after it has been revealed, it can show that no attempts to prove the doctrine self-contradictory are 
successful, and it can also attain an imperfect understanding of the doctrine via analogies (such as Aquinas’s 
exposition of the doctrine in terms of a comparison to the intellect, the intellect’s idea of itself, and the will’s being 
drawn to this idea)” (Feser, 2008).  
36 Aquinas on participation: “Everything, furthermore, exists because it has being. A thing whose essence is not its 
being, consequently, is not through its essence, by participation in something, namely, being itself. But that which 
is through participation in something cannot be first being, because prior to it is the being in which it participates 
in order to be. But God is the first being, with nothing prior to Him. The essence of God therefore is his own being” 
(Oliver, 2017:47).  

http://www.newadvent.org/summa/1.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/1.htm
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The analogia participationis is grounded in:  
 

a twofold communication of God—one within and the other outside the divine being; 
one to the Son who was in the beginning with God and was himself God, and another by 
the will of God. The former is called generation and the latter, creation. By generation, 
from all eternity, the full image of God is communicated to the Son; by creation, only a 
weak and pale image of God is communicated to the creature (Bavinck, 2004:420).  

 
For the purpose of this thesis Herman Bavinck’s doctrine of communication can be used 
synonymously with the idea of participation as it relates to analogia revelationis found in 
creation. Participation covers the order of being and the order of knowing while 
communication focuses more on the order of knowing (analogia revelationis). It is perfectly 
consistent to use an analogy of communication along with an analogy of participation for this 
work.37 The analogia entis (order of being) would mean that God communicates the gift of esse 
and essentia; the ratio for this is the eternal generation of the Son and the analogia revelationis 
(order of knowing) in which God communicates his Triune archetypal knowledge on an ectypal 
level. 38   
             
The analogia entis, presupposed in this work, does not assume an autonomous natural 
theology (theologia gloriae) that assumes a possible general salvific revelation. 39 Salvation is 

 
37 Bernard Wuellner gives the definition of participation below and sees participation as being defined as sharing 
and communication; applicable to persons and intelligibility.  “participation, n. 1. sharing; communication 2. 
partial, imperfect, and analogous possession of the nature, attributes, or functions of another. 3. an analogical 
likeness in the copy or the secondary analogue to the original and cause. participated being, 1. One whose being, 
and perfections imperfectly imitate the perfection of its cause. 2. hence, a member of a class of beings none of 
which is pure act” (Wuellner, 1956:88).  
38 Here are Franciscus Junius theological theses 5-10 found in his work on true theology which expresses the 
archetypal/ectypal distinction (numbers have been left out) which help understand the archetypal/ectypal 
distinction. “[True] theology is wisdom (sapientia) concerning divine things. This [true] is either archetypal, i.e., the 
wisdom of God himself or ectypal, i.e., wisdom informed by God. Archetypal theology is divine wisdom concerning 
divine things it can only be worshipped, not investigated into. Ectypal theology or theology considered simply 
(simpliciter) (as they say) or relatively (secundum quid) is wisdom concerning divine things informed by God from 
the archetype through the communication of grace in order to glorify God. The former (theologia simpliciter dicta) 
is the whole wisdom concerning divine things communicable to creatures in respect of the communicator (pro 
modo communicantis). The latter (theologia secundum quid) is wisdom concerning divine things communicated to 
creatures in respect of themselves. It is communicated by union, vision or revelation” (1594; cited in Van Asselt, 
2002:327).  
39The natural theology assumed in this work is the natural theology of the regenerate, i.e., that theology that 
assumes and relies upon special revelation by one who has been regenerated. Richard Muller explains the 
Reformer’s view of natural theology. “The Protestant orthodox assume a distinction between theologia naturalis 
and theologia supernaturalis and do not view natural revelation, human reason, or the light of nature (lumen 
naturae, q.v.) considered in its corrupt state apart from supernatural revelation, or natural theology as a 
foundation on which sacred theology can build but rather as instruments for use in exposition. Nonetheless, they 
assume that there can be a Christian natural theology, developed as a form of philosophy with positive, apologetic, 
propaedeutic, and doxological uses” (Muller, 2017:363). Any understanding of natural theology from within the 
Reformed tradition would be a “theologia naturalis regenitorum: natural theology of the regenerate; in the context 
of the universal Protestant assumption that fallen natural reason and/or pagan philosophy could produce no 
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not possible apart from the particular special revelation of Jesus Christ along with his work on 
the cross. Given the noetic effects of sin, fallen human beings take the good gifts of God, found 
in the analogia entis, and use them for their own glory, even attempting to become their own 
messiahs. This fallen theologia gloriae attempts to “write a new script for God based on human 
observation about the world around them. Human reason must penetrate nature and history to 
perceive the invisible things of God. From observation and experience, human beings can draw 
universal conclusions about God, thereby putting human epistemology in charge of divine 
revelation” (Kolb & Arand, 2008:81). This kind of fallen theologia gloriae is mitigated if one 
understands that revelation in creation is a gift and not a human production and that this 
revelation is an occasion of accountability and not salvation. The analogia entis defended here 
is revelatory and authoritative so it “leaves men inexcusable” (WCF, 1.1). The doctrine of 
analogia participationis means that the analogia entis cannot be divorced from the analogia 
revelationis; this avoids the charge of being a human-constructed epistemology and/ 
or metaphysics (onto-theology) in which God is categorized into finite concepts. Christ is the 
penultimate revelation of God; this revelation cannot be reasoned to or found apart from the 
mystery of the gospel revealed by the Holy Spirit. The analogia entis is the metaphysical basis 
for the epistemological analogia revelationis which is unified in Christ; therefore, revelation is 
not arbitrary but grounded in created reality by means of the Logos.  
 
Another area the analogia participationis is found is in the doctrine of the covenants:  
 

The distance between God and the creature is so great, that although reasonable 
creatures do owe obedience unto him as their Creator, yet they could never have any 
fruition of him as their blessedness and reward, but by some voluntary condescension 
on God’s part which he hath been pleased to express by way of covenant (WCF, 7.1). 
 

This work will presuppose the covenant of works and the covenant of grace. The 
covenant of works is the basis for humans participating in Adam’s federal headship 
along with his disobedience and death. The covenant of grace is the basis for the 
believer’s participation in the work of Christ and the benefits of his obedience.  
 
For this thesis participation in Christ and union with Christ may be used synonymously. This 
union is the communication of Christ’s person and work on behalf of the sinner in God’s act of 
redemption. Christ becomes what the sinner could not be, and Christ did what the sinner could 
not accomplish. The incarnate Christ participated in human nature (became man) and by the 
covenant of grace participated in the penalty of sin. It is necessary that the church in this 
present age participate in Christ by word and sacrament via the presence and power of the 

 
saving knowledge of God, the connection between natural and revealed theology was necessarily severed, raising 
the question of the possibility finding truths about God in the created order. Beza is usually credited with the 
formal statement of a natural theology of the regenerate, a sense of the divine work in creation, useful to Christian 
theology, but possible only in the context of a prior saving knowledge of God” (Ibid.:364). A regenerate natural 
theology (theologia naturalis regenitorum) has been part of the reformed tradition from the beginning, i.e., a 
regenerated consciousness in obedience to God formulating arguments (process of reasoning) by means of 
Eucharistically embracing revealed insita knowledge under the authority of the scriptures. But the theological 
nihilist suppresses insita knowledge and out of this suppression engages in a project of a-theology.  
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Holy Spirit. In the Eucharist, the believers are renewed into the image of Christ and reflect his 
intelligible image and glory. This redemptive work after the fall is the analogia participationis 
applied to sinners to save them from sin. Participation assumes the duplex gratia (justification 
and sanctification) where the believer participates in the work of Christ.40   
 
Mary Baker, in her work on the Eucharist, helps summarize the theological nature of the 
Eucharist and its relationship to participation in Christ that flows from union with Christ.  
          

Calvin . . . understood Christ’s presence in the Eucharist covenantally, 
pneumatologically, and eschatologically. Covenantally, because by virtue of God’s 
covenant, believers are adopted into God’s family and brought into union with Christ 
and thus are qualified as God’s own children to commune with Christ’s flesh and blood 
in the Lord’s Supper as a covenantal meal of fellowship and sacrificial praise. 
Pneumatologically, because this true communion is understood inside a framework in 
which the Holy Spirit is the agent that joins together the symbols of bread and wine and 
the reality of Jesus Christ, so that communicants receive the substance of Christ in the 
Eucharist. And, eschatologically, because in the Eucharist believers proclaim the final 
hoped for consummation of the Kingdom of God. In this proclamation, we are re-
oriented towards the future we will enjoy a heavenly banquet in the new heavens and 
the new earth. In these three aspects, John Calvin’s understanding of the Eucharist is 
woven together with his doctrine of the believer’s participation in Christ that flows from 
union with Christ (2015:36).    

 
Mary Baker lists three ways of understanding participation in Christ, i.e., covenantally, 
pneumatologically, and eschatologically: 
 

1. Covenantally, because by virtue of God’s covenant, believers are adopted into God’s 
family and brought into union with Christ and thus are qualified as God’s own 
children to commune with Christ’s flesh and blood in the Lord’s Supper as a 
covenantal meal of fellowship and sacrificial praise. 

2. Pneumatologically, because this true communion is understood inside a framework 
in which the Holy Spirit is the agent that joins together the symbols of bread and 
wine and the reality of Jesus Christ, so that communicants receive the substance of 
Christ in the Eucharist. 

3. Eschatologically, because in the Eucharist believers proclaim the final hoped for 
consummation of the Kingdom of God. In this proclamation, we are re-oriented 
towards the future we will enjoy a heavenly banquet I the new heavens and the new 
earth. 
 

These three areas will be presupposed and resourced throughout this work.  
 

40 See Todd Billing’s Calvin, Participation, and the Gift: The Activity of Believers in Union with Christ: “In this 
chapter, I will argue that the place of the human illuminated in Calvin’s theology of participation by seeing a 
Trinitarian account of duplex gratia as the framework for participation. For Calvin, participation in Christ must 
emphasize the legal and the transformative language in the ‘double grace’ of justification and sanctification” 
(2007:106).  
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The analogia entis is based on the doctrines of Simplicity, the Trinity, and the incarnation. 
Simplicity because God is uncomposed, i.e., his existence and essence are the same—he is the 
reason for all composed beings. Simplicity assumes that created beings have an analogical 
relationship to the Creator in that they have esse and this finite esse ectypally reflects the 
Creator. The analogia entis is grounded in the Trinity because creation’s ratio is found in the 
eternal relations of the persons of the Trinity. The incarnation assumes the analogia entis 
because the Father creates through his Logos by the power of the Holy Spirit and this is the 
creational setting for the incarnation. The Logos asarkos is the ground of all creation and sets 
the metaphysical stage for the incarnation (Logos ensarkos) which is the perfect, personal, 
ectypal fulfillment of the analogia entis. The Logos is the basis for analogia entis, and the Logos 
is the basis for the analogia revelationis.  
              
The analogia participationis means that all created beings (analogia entis) and all creaturely 
knowing (analogia revelationis) is a gift from God.  In God, being and knowing are coterminous 
but, in the creature, this is not the case, and this is why it must be a gift. Created reality is not 
only an irreducible mystery because it reflects an infinite creator, it is also an irreducible gift 
because it is contingent and must be given esse at every moment.   
 
1.6.2.6 Presence 
 
God’s presence is manifest in the world and the church by means of his intelligibility that is 
ectypally reflected in creation in general and Eucharist in specific. The concept of presence for 
this work focuses on intelligibility that is embraced Eucharistically. The ground of intelligibility is 
based in the Simplicity of God, his Triunity, incarnation of his Son, and the presence of the Holy 
Spirit found in the Eucharist. This work will focus on the doctrines of creation and redemption 
as it relates to God’s intelligibility found in the world and the church. The Eucharist displays 
God’s glory by means of revealing his intelligibility found in the word, sacrament, and 
transformation of his people into the image of the Son. God is present in a general manner by 
sustaining his creation at every moment by gifting esse. God is present in a special covenantal 
manner in his act of redemption expressed in the Eucharist. Because God upholds the esse of 
every created being at every moment, he is present in the most primal metaphysical manner. 
After the fall this presence is either resisted or embraced, i.e., the gift of existence is either 
embraced as a gift in a Eucharistic manner or rejected. If reality is Eucharistically embraced, 
then creation will show forth the intelligibility of the Creator in the imago dei.  
            
God’s intelligible presence is contrasted to theological nihilism (analogia nihilationis) 41  
because it does not shine forth the intelligibility; rather, the presence and glory of God is 

 
41 Privation in this sense is not primal nothing, but it is analogous to primal nothing; hence a privation 
“participates” in an analogia nihilationis. To explore the analogia nihilationis helps one understand the irrationality 
of privations and reveals their subdoxy “nature.” Analogies assume a likeness between things, but privations 
assume a likeness to nothing, which brings about only the appearance of a likeness. That is because privations are 
the lack of something and this lack of something is like nothing. The analogia nihilationis fits the motif of nihilism 
by appearing to be something when it is nothing; privations appear to be something when they are related to 
nothing. The relationship exists only in the mind as a being of reason and not in reality on a metaphysical level. 
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obfuscated,42 denied, and suppressed. This takes place on the most basic level of consciousness 
and effects how one views reality and how one reasons.  
 
1.6.2.7 Rational   
 
Rationality in this thesis will focus on theological and philosophical realism and the 
presupposed rational faculties of human beings entailed by realism. This thesis will focus on the 
rational faculties expressed in the concepts, propositions, and arguments and the precognitive 
knowledge that grounds these three acts of the intellect. The first act of the intellect is 
conceiving reality, the second act is making judgments about reality, and the third act of the 
intellect is reasoning. Conceiving participates in essences revealed in reality, judgments deal 
with existence claims about reality and arguments deal with causes found in reality.  
 
Rationality assumes that concepts participate in a real adequation of reality in which the nature 
of the thing understood is united to the knower in a new way. The object known now takes on a 
new existence within the mind of the knower, i.e., the nature of the thing known takes on a 
new intentional existence. Rationality assumes that propositions are the accurate combination 
of subjects and predicates that are veridical with what exists in the real world. Rationality 
assumes that propositions can be united into an argument in order to determine real causes in 
the world. This view of reality assumes that language can be used to communicate the 
objective nature and mystery of reality.  
 
Theological nihilism is an act of mal-conceiving, mal-judging, and mal-reasoning based on 
rejecting revelation found in reality. Theological nihilism assumes that the objective revelation 
of reality is rejected and replaced with subjective projection onto reality. These projections 
produce analogia nihilationis of true reasoning: a false imitation of the real thing. Vittorio 
Possenti states the crises of reason in a nihilistic age. “The crisis came about by changing the 
notion of reason, which, once it has lost its unity, becomes fragmented into practical reason, 
technical reason, hermeneutical reason, utilitarian reason, etc. Man struggles to survive and to 
take advantage of the world in which he finds himself and dominating it. Such a world remains 
obscure to the human subject and incomprehensible to him—and with such a world, so does 
man himself” (2014:10). Theological nihilism cuts the mind off from reality so humans can no 
longer participate in God’s intelligible creation in a Eucharistic manner but use creation in the 
act of vainglory. This is the mal-use of reason to dominate and decreate the world into a false 
image.  
 
1.6.2.8 Liturgy  
 
This project will use a very broad definition of liturgy, via James K.A. Smith, and a more 
traditional definition, i.e., the work of the people participating in word and sacrament that 
focuses on the cognitive intellgiblity of the Eucharist (9.2.2.3). In a broad sense, liturgy means 

 
This mental existence participating in nothing real is the subdoxy “nature” of privations and fits the analogia 
nihilationis.   
42 The general presence of God in upholding the esse is always present, or nothing would exist. The presence of 
God in a redeeming covenantal sense is found only by being in union with Christ.  
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“a pedagogy that teaches us, in all sorts of precognitive ways, to be a certain kind of person” 
(Smith, 2009:25). This project will focus on the category of precognitive knowledge that applies 
to liturgy on the primal level of knowing . “An education, then, is a constellation of practices, 
rituals, and routines that inculcates a particular vision of the good life by inscribing or infusing 
that practice into the heart (the gut) by means of material, embodied practices” (Ibid:26). 
Liturgy is concerned with rituals and practice that form a person on a precognitive level of 
knowledge and flow out of person’s most primal heart affections and desire. This means that 
that all true liturgies thankfully embrace God’s revelation on a primal level of consciousness and 
all false liturgies suppress God’s revelation on a primal level of consciousness.  
 
An important aspect of liturgy is the rituals, practices, and realities these liturgies present to 
believers and these realities are to be received in thankfullness. Liturgy, when practiced in the 
church, becomes formative when the heart receives God’s gifts in a Eucharistic manner. It is just 
at this pre-cognitive (non-discursive) level of knowledge that the knower has a primal feeling of 
dependence upon God. The Holy Spirit works in the believer’s heart at this level of knowledge 
and this level of knowledge is important within the reformed tradition (3:10). 
 
The pre-cognitive level is where theological nihilism starts by rejecting the feeling of 
dependence and lusting for God’s aseity. In this rebellion, nothingness is chosen instead of the 
reality of God’s glory exemplified in the Logos (8:5,6).  
  
The liturgical language of the Eucharist is such that it accords with reality. The proper use of 
words is to communicate what is known about reality in order to edify others and glorify God. 
The language of liturgy redeems the perverted language of the fall (i.e., the reversal of Babel) 
and sets language right again. The opposite of this is to corrupt language and misrepresent or 
mal-represent reality in order to dominate others in order to create them into the corrupted 
image of a fabricated idol.  
 
1.7      Expanded concept clarification of theological nihilism 
1.7.1   Introduction  
   
Theological nihilism43 is both a reaction to and a suppression of God’s revelation found in reality 
that is mediated through creation. This suppression is an exchange of something for “nothing” 
which then fabricates this nothing as if it is something.44 Theological nihilism is theological 
because it assumes that in God’s “eternal power and deity he exerts revelatory pressure upon 
humans both from without and from within” (Bavinck, 2004:73); it rejects this revelation in 

 
43 To state another assumption of this project: human beings are unavoidably religious and theological creatures; 
therefore, sinful act of privating and nihilising reality presupposes the original meaningful, rich reality of God’s 
creation, which is the backdrop against which this nihilisation takes place. The act of nihilising may be better stated 
as “a-theology” rather than a theology.  
44 This is similar to the exchange Paul expresses in Romans 1: 25-- exchanging the truth for a lie; the exchange of 
theological nihilism is exchanging something for nothing. “Therefore, God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts 
to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God 
for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen” (Romans 
1:24-25). bold and italics added  
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exchange for nothing.45  The rejection of God’s revelation results in the act of imitating creatio 
ex-nihilo along with imitation of some of God’s attributes and actions. This creatio ex-nihilo 
imitation is done by assuming an autonomous univocism of being,46 nominalism,47 and 
voluntarism,48 and this creatio ex-nihilo imitation claims to be an act of creation while, in fact, it 
is an act of decreation. That is, nihilism is the rejection of the God’s primal gift of existence and 
intelligibility49 along with the revelatory pressure found in creation’s self-dependence upon God 
for existence and identity is rejected. God’s revelation is replaced with the assumption of 
nothingness and brute fact50 in order to create reality into man’s fallen image rather than the 
image of God’s Son. This act is done out of imitating God’s attributes and his act of creation in a 
disposition of ungratefulness, pride, and a false sense of independence in a defiant act of 
forgetting the Creator.  
 
1.7.2 Theological nihilism and revelatory pressure  

 
Theological Nihilism is the rejection and suppression of God’s revelatory pressure found in 
creation. The most basic rejection and suppression of the gift of general revelation is a rejection 
of the most primal gift of actus essendi, i.e., created esse and essentia composed by God. This 
rejection takes place on the pre-cognitive insita, cognitive insita, and aquisita levels of knowing. 
Pre-cognitive knowledge, as understood by Herman Bavinck, in the nature of the case is not 
easy to describe. Pre-cognitive knowledge is certain but obscure, and this obscurity can with 
reflection be developed into philosophical distinctions (e.g., esse and essentia distinction) and 

 
45 The exact denotation of persons who are consistently theological nihilists, or close to it, will not be determined 
in this work; all that will be defended is that some people are attempting to hold to theological nihilism 
consistently. The scriptures teach theological nihilism. “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as 
God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 
Claiming to be wise, they became fools” (Romans 1:21-22). “Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no 
longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated 
from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart” (Ephesians 4:17-18). 
This work will focus on extreme examples of theological nihilism in order to avoid the burden of proof to delineate 
clearly who are most consistently theological nihilists. A consistent theological nihilist does not exist in the real 
world during this eschaton because for evil to exist at all it exists as a privation of the good and God restrains sin by 
common grace. But to the extent that people engage in the activity of nihilising reality, the consistent end results 
are satanically de-creating reality, e.g., murdering, lying, stealing, killing, and destroying (John 8:44; John 10:10a). 
Theological nihilism results in a culture of death which is the antithesis of the culture of Christ, who came that we 
may “have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10b).  
46 Univocity of being is the position that there is only one mode of existence and everything falls under the genera 
of being, hence no analogy of being.  
47 Nominalism rejects objective essentia and holds that only particulars exist, so reality must be arbitrarily defined 
by the individual or the collection of individuals and forms are imposed upon existence as human constructs.  
48 Voluntarism can and will be defined in a few different ways. First, voluntarism may see the will as primary in 
reality; contra intellectualism or voluntarism is the view that what is primal in reality is the will to power, i.e., 
power without reason. This latter view of voluntarism can come in the form of theological voluntarism as well as 
an immanent kind of voluntarism.  
49 In reference to the theological nihilism, this does not mean all intelligibility is or can be rejected, but the primal 
revelatory-intelligibility that reveals reality as a gift from God is rejected.  
50 Brute fact in reference to theological nihilism in this work means ontological brute fact, i.e., no cause, 
explanation, or intelligibility for humans. The assumption of theological nihilism is that there is only one mind in 
reality, i.e., humans.  
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these distinctions can be used to build arguments. Pre-cognitive knowledge is non-discursive 
and is an immediate knowledge mediated via creation (Bavinck, 2018). 
 
This work will resource and presuppose the “feeling of dependency” found within the 
consciousness as developed by Herman Bavinck (via Schleiermacher). As stated above the 
feeling of dependency can be philosophically reflected upon in order to discover the real 
distinction between esse and essentia which can be built into a demonstratio quia or 
transcendental argument for God’s existence.51  
 
The most basic rejection of revelation includes the rejection of the revelation found in Jesus 
Christ, i.e., denying his person and/or work as found in word and sacrament. The incarnate 
Logos is the concentrated epicenter of God’s revelation in the world. This is why nihilistic 
unbelief focuses on deconstructing the revelation of God found in Jesus Christ. This is normally 
done by creating Jesus into the image of the ideology propounded by the one doing the 
deconstruction. The Eucharist is deconstructed by nihilistic false ideologies that cut off sign 
(signa) from reality (res). The reality of Christ is cut off from the sign which means his intelligible 
presence will be absent and liturgy will not be used as a means of grace to transform people 
into the image of Christ. Univocity of being is assumed in this nihilistic deconstruction because 
it assumes that rational creatures have as much metaphysical gravitas as God because rational 
creatures have the ability and authority to define his Son. This is an act of autonomous 
nominalism because one can name reality and call into existence the person and work of Christ 
into the image of the creature and it is voluntarism52 because it is a reversal of the Lord's 
prayer, i.e., “our kingdom come, our will be done from earth and projected into the heavens.” 
This means nihilising Christ away from his full revelation found in his person and work. Jesus 
exegetes the Father and the Holy Spirit that exegetes the Son so if the person and work of 
Christ is diminished then so is the revelation of the Trinity.  
 
Moreover, to nihilise the incarnate Logos means that the doctrine of Simplicity is done away 
with because the Simple (uncomposed) God is the basis for the esse and essentia composition. 
Simplicity presupposes the uncomposed-composer defines reality and determines the essentia 
of everything that exists. The Son is the perfect revelation of the Father, as well as the perfect 
revelation of a man. It is the Logos that defines what a man is, and it is the Logos ensarkos that 
perfectly lived out this divine definition of a man. It is the Logos ensarkos that perfectly 
exegetes what it is to be a man. So, in nihilising the Logos ensarkos, one nihilises the Logos 
asarkos who is the perfect image of Father and the perfect definer of created reality.  

 
51 “The sense of dependence is the core of self-consciousness and the essence of religion, but it is not a mere de 
facto dependence, as the unconscious and the irrational creation is dependent on God; in man it is a feeling of 
dependence; the dependence in him attains to a cognizance, to a testimony of his self-consciousness, and thus 
certainly does not cease to exist but yet assumes a different form. It becomes a felt, conscious, voluntary 
dependence, a dependence of man as rational and moral being, and for this very reason it becomes a sense of 
absolute, schlechthinninge dependence” (Bavinck, 2018:65). Revelation is located in the outside world and 
internally, directly, in consciousness: “Not evolution, but revelation, is the secret of the mind; in our-self-
consciousness, independently of our co-operation and apart from our will, the reality of our ego and of the world is 
revealed to us” (Ibid.:59). 
52 the theological/philosophical position that the will (absoluta potentia), not the intellect, is primary or the only 
constituent of conscious reality 
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Intelligibility is lost because the most intelligible person is suppressed and denied. The cosmic 
irony is that reality was created from nothing by God who is the fullness of being, and 
theological nihilists want to reduce God away from the fullness of being to the privation of 
being. Theological nihilism is the metaphysically and epistemologically absurd act of trying to 
corrupt the incorruptible, reduce the irreducible, and define the undefinable.  
 
The rejection and suppression of revelation is done by assuming univocity of being, nominalism, 
and voluntarism. The reason this is called theological nihilism is that it will presuppose that 
what is rejected is divine revelation; hence the rejection is theological. What is accepted in its 
place of this revelation is “nothing”; hence it is a kind of nihilism. In theological nihilism 
“nothing” is always a privation of the good (i.e., privatio boni). The deceptive nature of 
theological nihilism is that this “nothing” must be grounded in something to make the 
“nothing” appears as something and to make something appear as “nothing.”  
 
Theological nihilism always happens in the context of revelation: an encounter that is always an 
analogous qualitatively asymmetrical relationship of the creature to the Creator (duos 
intellectus constituta). The divine mind (archetypa) revealed in creation (ectypal revelation), 
and the human mind is always reacting to this revelation. Joseph Pieper explains Aquinas’ 
understanding that created things “exist between the intellectus divinus and the intellectus 
humans, between the Divine and human minds . . . existing things between the absolutely 
creative knowledge of God and the non-creative, reality-conformed knowledge of man is found 
the structure of all reality as a system in which the archetypes and the copies are both 
embraced” (1999:54b). The created thing existing between two minds is supposed to be 
received in an act of gratitude. The created mind is to allow the created thing to radiate God’s 
glory and intelligibility. When believers participate in this glory and intelligibility, it will be 
resonated in the imago dei. The theological nihilist confesses only one mind. Therefore, the 
human mind, out of reaction to this revelatory pressure, suppresses the truth of God’s 
revelation and then autonomously defines the created thing according to the human mind.   
 
Theological nihilism is different from modern philosophical nihilism. Philosophical nihilism 
presupposes that reality is such that there is only one mind in reality; hence, no revelatory 
pressure is involved. This one mind is the human mind, which is the result of, or epiphenomena 
of, impersonal brute fact grounded in non-being.53 Philosophical nihilism precludes any 
revelatory pressure for the following reasons:  
 

1. In philosophical nihilism what is ontologically primal is brute fact and non-being.  
2. If brute fact and non-being are primal then there is nothing in reality to be 

revelational.  
3. If non-being and brute fact “reveals” anything it reveals a chaotic and essentially 

violent primal reality (Oliver, 2009:7).54    
 

53 Non-being is pure nothingness.  
54 Non-being and brute fact have a subdoxy “nature” because non-being and brute fact cannot reveal anything but 
appear to reveal “something” as a fabrication of the mind. A subdoxy has no possible resolution even with more 
information because, unlike a paradox or hyperdox, the “nature” of a subdoxy is that it appears to be a paradox 
because it appears to relate to “something,” while in reality it “relates” to nothing. The term subdoxy is a play-off 
of H.G. Stoker’s term hyperdoxy. “’Paradox’ is a term that belongs to rationalism and irrationalism. Christians 
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In general revelation, God’s “revelatory pressure” is manifested in common notions55and this 
manifestation is either accepted in humility and thankfulness or reacted to by suppressing this 
revelation and then fabricating false idols and ideologies along with accompanying false 
liturgies. As will be often stated the rejection of revelation is a kind of nihilistic participation in 
“nothing.” Nothing will be used in two senses for this project: 
 

1. That is, non-being (no-thing), the complete absence of esse or essentia. 
2. The term nothing can be used in a manner analogous to primal nothing, i.e., a privation 

(analogia nihilationis) of something (e.g., blindness, deafness, chaos, sin, or evil).  
 

This thesis will focus on the transcendental presuppositions of false, idolatrous ideological 
systems and liturgies by examining their most basic false, theological assumptions.  
 

1.7.3 Epistemological Self-Consciousness and Theological Nihilism  

 
Theological nihilism as defined and investigated in this thesis has two components. First, the 
presupposed primal ontology of theological nihilism is non-being, and brute fact, which entails 
an epistemologically fabricated primordial violence and chaos. Secondly, in theological nihilism 
there is an epistemological component that presupposes the noetic effects of sin. The 
theological nihilist is never epistemologically consistent with his nihilistic ontology because the 
noetic effects of sin are restrained by common grace and the structures of reality. Van Til below 
explains the epistemological self-consciousness of unbelief along with the presuppositions of 
unbelief and the limits of this unbelief. This work focuses on what may be considered extreme 
examples of nihilistic “archetypes”, i.e., unbelief that attempts to be most epistemologically 
self-consistent and self-conscious with the analogia nihilationis.  
 

 
should recognize only ‘hyperdoxes.’ A hyperdox is a truth that surpasses human understanding (for instance that 
of the trinity of God or of the two ‘natures’ or of the connection of God’s sovereign will land human 
responsibility)” (1971: 454, ff. 16). A subdoxy does not surpass human understanding; it bypasses it because it is 
irreducibly unintelligible.  
55 Common notions are those notions that all human beings have by virtue of being created in the image of God. 
Some of the common notions are that God exists (Romans 1:18-20) and there is an objective moral law manifest in 
the human conscience and that judges human actions (Romans 2:14-15). Moreover, the desire to work and attain 
a right standing before the Creator seems to be woven within the telos of the conscience hence can be considered 
a common notion. Common notions presuppose an analogia participationis in which human beings participate in 
God’s gift of existence and humans feel convicted about rejecting this gift because this gift is personal. If all human 
beings have a self-conscious knowledge of dependency on the divine and being created in the imago dei, humans 
will worship something. For what can be known about God is plain to them because God has shown it to them. 
“For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since 
the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So, they are without excuse. For although they knew 
God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their 
foolish hearts were darkened.  Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal 
God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things.  Therefore, God gave them up 
in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because they 
exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is 
blessed forever! Amen” (Romans 1:19-25).  
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Thus, we have the “relative good” in the “absolutely evil” and the “relatively evil” in the 
“absolutely good.” Neither the “absolutely evil” nor the “absolutely good” are 
epistemologically as self-conscious as they will be in the future. God’s favor rests upon 
the reprobate, and God’s disfavor rests upon the elect to the extent that each lacks 
epistemological self-consciousness. In neither case is it God’s ultimate or final attitude, 
but in both cases, it is a real attitude. As there is an “old man” in the believer, so there 
is an “old man” in the unbeliever. As there are the remnants of sin in the believer, so 
there are the remnants of the image of God in the unbeliever. And as the “old man” in 
the believer does not, in the least, detract from his status as a believer, so the “old man” 
in the unbeliever does not, in the least, detract from his status as an unbeliever. Each 
man is on the move (Van Til, 2015:109). 
 

The assumption is that reality is created and is a revelational gift, but this revelational gift is 
suppressed in unrighteousness (Romans 1:18) and rejected in an anti-Eucharistic act of 
ungratefulness (Romans 1:21). For the unbeliever, the “old man” still “receives” this gift, 
although not in a Eucharistic manner, but begrudgingly receives and suppresses the gift for 
domination and use of the gift. The kind of analysis that Van Til makes above, i.e., of “relative 
good” and “absolutely evil” or the “relatively evil” and the “absolutely good” makes sense only 
if one assumes a privatio boni in order to contextualize these terms as a false goal of unbelief 
and not a reality that could ever be reached. If one assumes a privatio boni, it is not possible to 
have “absolute evil” because to exist is to have goodness, i.e., to be is to be good because 
goodness and being are ontologically identical.  
 
Donald  De Marco and Benjamin Wiker deal with this topic when writing about Arthur 
Schopenhauer who tries to reverse the privatio boni: 
 

For Judaism and Christianity, creation is essentially good, and evil is a privation of the 
good. Goodness and being are identical, as Aquinas argues. From this understanding of 
nature, a Culture of Life may flower. But when this metaphysics is inverted, when evil 
and being are considered synonymous, it is apparent that a Culture of Death will ensue. 
Thus, a Culture of Death, for Schopenhauer, is merely the natural acting out of his 
Metaphysics of Death (De Marco & Wiker, 2004).  

 
“Absolute evil” is not possible because “absolute evil” is equivalent to primal nothingness; 
absolute evil can only be referenced to as a mental construct or being of reason,56 i.e., a “wish 
image.” The fact that fallen, rebellious humans can posit “absolute evil,” even when such a 
state is not metaphysically possible, shows the noetic effects of sin. The wish for “absolute evil” 
is similar to the wish for the annihilation of reality. Joseph Pieper explains the wish for 
annihilation of reality below: 
 

The wish image of a reduction into nothingness, of an “an-nihil-ation” in the most 
extreme sense, was, within the area of the Western tradition, probably first formulated 
by Nietzsche. For him nihilism is not just an intellectual position, not merely the 

 
56 A “being of reason, a being that can exist only as an object of thought, but lacks potency for real existence; 
logical being; being of the mind” (Wuellner, 1956:13).  
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theoretical “conviction of the absolute inability of existence to endure,” “not only the 
result of contemplating the in vain, and not only the belief that everything is worthy to 
go to destruction.” Nietzsche speaks explicitly or “destruction by the hand,” seeing it, 
therefore, according to the pattern of a human operation, or at least of human wishing 
or longing. From that point (or in train of the same impulse which induced Nietzsche to 
speak in these terms), the notion of an end in the absolute sense, as something possible 
or even desirable, has penetrated the collective consciousness of the modern world, 
which in this respect is more nihilistic than might be supposed (Pieper, 1999a:60).57  

 

However, assuming a privatio boni, then the term “absolute evil” can be helpful. Assuming the 
privatio boni  then the term “absolute evil” can properly refer to a person who becomes more 
epistemologicaly self-aware and consistent. Therefore, this person is moving towards “absolute 
evil” or “non-being” and this fits the analogia nihilationis.  
 
It is important to understand that this movement happens in degrees and, within the Reformed 
tradition, the restraining factor from plunging into “absolute evil” is God’s common grace and 
common notions.58 When God restrains humans and allows them to live most consistently with 
the light of nature and common notions, then this movement will be retarded. As stated earlier, 
this thesis will focus on the extremes of theological nihilism without concern for the nuances of 
the different degrees of the movement towards “absolute evil.” However, to some extent, 
every act of sin is a movement towards “absolute evil” and has different degrees within 
believers and non-believers, as Van Til states above. 
 
This work assumes the biblical antithesis of belief and unbelief and will look at the extreme 

examples of consistent belief and unbelief.59 This project will focus on the epistemological self-

consciousness of covenant breakers and covenant keepers. Van Til explains:  

There are only two kinds of people in the world, covenant-breakers and covenant-

keepers. Covenant-breakers are such in all that they do, and covenant-keepers are such 

in all that they do. Covenant-breakers make God in man’s image, and covenant-keepers 

make man in God’s image. This distinction, thus badly stated, indicates the antithesis 

between the believer and the unbeliever in principle, of course, this principle does not 

come to full expression in this life . . . [The unbeliever] will try to make himself believe 

that he can explain to himself, the nature of the world and himself without God. Taking 

to himself the place ascribed to God in a true Christian theology, he assumes that reality 

must be of such a nature as he says it is. Using the gift of logical manipulation given to 

him for the purpose of thinking God’s thoughts after him on a created scale (in order 

 
57 Schopenhauer’s primal existence of “absolute evil” fits well with Nietzsche’s drive for annihilation. If reality is 
not a gift and it is “essentially” evil, then it is seen as worthless and should be destroyed.    
58 “When we speak of common grace we have in mind either (a) those general operations of the Holy Spirit 
whereby He, without renewing the heart, exercises such amoral influence on man that sin is restrained, order is 
maintained in social life, and civil righteousness is promoted; or (b) those general blessings which God imparts to 
all men indiscriminately is whatever measure it seems good to Him” (Berkhof, 1998:224). 
59 For a helpful discussion on Van Til’s view of antithesis, see John Frame’s, Cornelius Van Til: An Analysis of His 
Thought, pp. 187-214.   
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thus to form an analogical system that in some measure reflects the plan of God), he 

absolutizes himself and compels the nature of reality to be equal to the reach of his 

logical thought. (Van Til, 1971, cited in Bahnsen, 1998: 250-251)  

These extremes never take place practically60 in this present age, i.e., in this already not yet age 

because God’s common grace restrains sin.61 However, for apologetic purposes, it is helpful to 

analyze in extremes in order to get a grasp of theological nihilism and where these ideologies 

are moving. This fits the general definition of nihilism in this project as it is the rejection of the 

gifts of God and the setting up of “nothing” in the place of something. Van Til makes it clear 

that the covenant-breaker does not recognize reality (esse/essentia) as a gift. He rejects esse by 

pretending that esse is a brute fact and that the world is an artifact that can be defined 

however one desires. Moreover, in this scheme, logic is not a tool to know and participate in 

reality (analogically thinking God’s thoughts after him) but a tool to conform reality to our 

thoughts.  

The covenant-breaker uses univocal reasoning to be the final reference point of reality.62 That is 

the rationalistic assumption that the only intelligibility that is found in the world is found in our 

minds. When one starts with brute fact, then univocity of meaning and univocity of reasoning 

are the results; on this worldview, analogical reasoning and meaning are not even possibilities. 

Things are what we say they are because things exist as brute esse “waiting” to be formed and 

defined by us, i.e., univocity of reality and terms, auto-creation, and self-definition are the heart 

of the Adamic consciousness.   

 

 

 
60 “There are, to be sure, many gradations of self-consciousness with which men fall into either of these two 
classes. Not all those who are at heart covenant keepers are such self-consciously. So also, not all those who are at 
heart covenant breakers are such self-consciously. It is a part of the task of Christian apologetics to make men self-
consciously either covenant keepers or covenant breakers” (Van Til, 2003:62-63). 
61 Common Grace (non-salvific grace, i.e., civic righteousness) 

1. Universal mercy and God’s good gifts to all people, at all places, and at all times: “For he makes his sun to 
rise on the evil and the good and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45). 

2. Restraint of sin and depravity within and by means of the individual, church, and state: The Holy Spirit 
striving (Genesis 6:3) and appealing to the conscience of the unbeliever via “the work of the law is written 
on their hearts” (Romans 2:15).  

3. Restraint of God’s final judgment for the purpose of the church to fulfill her commission until the final 
differentiation of human beings takes place.   

Common grace acts as a restraint on sin and the fallen movement towards nihilisation, i.e., restraining sin from 
extreme acts of de-creation.  
62 It is beyond the purpose and scope of this work to go into what Scotus meant by univocity and how the Radical 
Orthodox critique his work. However, it is clear that for Van Til, false philosophies and/or univocal predication is 
not just a historical or philosophical error(s) (i.e., intellectual faux pas) but a result of the fall. Though I am not sure 
about Radical Orthodoxies’ historical genealogy, I do agree with their main theological/philosophical concerns, i.e., 
nominalism, voluntarism, and univocity. Some dispute Radical Orthodoxies’ villainous interpretation of Scotus see: 
Postmodernity and Univocity: A Critical Account of Radical Orthodoxy and John Duns Scotus by Daniel P. Horan. 
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1.7.4 Theological Nihilism and Univocity of Being, Nominalism, and Voluntarism 
 

Theological nihilism is anti-Eucharist and anti-realism; the assumption is that reality is not a gift 
from God and the mind was not created to know reality and reality was not created to be 
known by the mind. In this work, univocity of being, nominalism, and voluntarism will be 
defined theologically and by these nihilistic philosophies “constructed” from deconstructed 
reality. Moreover, the working assumption is that all three (univocity, nominalism, and 
voluntarism) are anti-Eucharistic reactions to God’s revelation because of the noetic effects of 
sin. Univocity of being is a reaction to and suppression of truth by reducing all of reality, 
including “god,” to the same level of existence; and this is possible because reality is grounded 
in nothingness and brute fact.  
 
Theological nominalism, like philosophical nominalism,63 assumes that universals do not 
objectively exist but only particulars. However, theological nominalism goes beyond just 
denying universals; it focuses on the rejection and suppression of reality as it is given or offered 
to the mind and then naming reality in order to dominate reality. Theological nominalism 
focuses on the autonomous arbitrary naming of concrete embodied particulars64 because these 
substances participate in the most primal gift of all, i.e., the actus essendi.   
 
Theological nominalism and Aquinas’s understanding of the actus essendi expose the irony of 
rejecting the act of being as a gift for the following reasons: 
 

1. The actus essendi is the gift of all gifts because it is the gift of allowing the particular 
being to stand out of nothingness and if “God were to withdraw this divine influx, all 
creatures would be reduced to nothingness” (Holloway, 1959:266-267). Theological 
nominalism rejects this as a gift and assumes ownership over being rather than 
accepting it as a gift in a thankfulness disposition.   

2. The actus essendi is the metaphysical basis for Herman Bavinck’s development (via 
Schleiermacher) of the pre-cognitive “feeling of dependence.” The suppression of this 
“feeling of dependence” is accompanied by the lust for aseity.  

3. The actus essendi is what actualizes the essence. It is the primal basis for truth and the 
font of intelligibility. “To ask what a being is, therefore, is simply to ask how it exists for 
its essence is nothing but the mode of existence” (Mascall, 1949:48). The essence flows 
from the act of being (esse), the gifting of particular existence of a certain kind, i.e., to 

 
63 Herman Bavinck’s insights on philosophical nominalism apply to the concept of theological nominalism as 
presented in this work. “If nominalism is correct, we can forget about science altogether. We have to make a 
choice: if we can sum up the corresponding features of a group of things in a concept or word, then either this is 
done groundlessly, and these concepts and words do not represent reality, or things do resemble each other in 
reality and have common Characteristics. But if the latter is true, concepts are not ‘empty thing of thought’ but the 
sum of the essential properties of things and therefore not names (nominal) but reality (res)” (2003:231). 
64 Theological nominalism, which is an act of naming reality in order to dominate it, can be seen in the mal-
tradition of Cain in that he named Abel as one not worthy of life. ”We should not be like Cain, who was of the evil 
one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s 
righteous” (I John 3:12). “By faith Abel offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, through which he 
commended as righteous, God commending him by accepting his gifts. And through faith, though he died he still 
speaks” (Hebrews 11:4).  
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stand out of nothingness. The theological nominalist has to presuppose the gift of esse 
while denying the gift of esse in order to commit the privated metaphysical fraud of 
autonomously naming reality.  
 

The metaphysics of the actus essendi best fit the importance of the particularity of the 
incarnation including its manifestation in the Eucharist because both are particular and 
concrete revelation of God. E. L. Mascall explains the importance of particular incommunicable 
existence for Aquinas: 
 

St. Thomas’s starting-point, then, is the ens, the actual concrete existent. The does not 
think of a realm of essences some of which achieve existence—that only comes later 
when, having proved the existence of God, he explains how all possible beings (even 
those that never exist in actuality) have ideal subsistence in the divine mind. He begins 
with the realm of diversified finite beings, entia, which are apprehended by our senses, 
and he sees each of them as the subject and the superject of an existential act. Now 
every finite existential act must be an act of determinate kind, it must be the existential 
act and does not precede it. What is given to us in the finite world is not a realm of 
essences, some of which exist, but a realm of existent acts, each of which, in the view of 
its determinate character gives rise to a particular essence (Ibid.).  
 

Theological voluntarism is the assumption that the human will is the highest authority either 
individually or corporately (Vox Populi, Vox Dei). Theological voluntarism assumes reality is a 
gift-less brute fact(s) and philosophical realism is not even possible. 65 Because reality is 
univocally brute, then nominalism necessarily follows because humans are left to form or name 
reality in the shape and desires of the fallen heart (voluntarism). Voluntarism loses the light of 
faith, and in the darkness is not be able to see the generosity of being so it approaches reality 
with unbelief and mistrust (the hermeneutic of metaphysical suspicion).   
 
Theological nihilism starts with the metaphysical assumption that what is primal is irreducible-
primordial-violent66 formlessness and void (tohu wa-bohu; הּו הּו ּ֙ וָב ֹ֔  LXX ἀόρατοςּ֙καὶ ;ת ֹ֙
ἀκατασκεύαστος), which is the metaphysical setting for creatures to imitate creatio ex-nihilo. 
This tohu wa-bohu state is the autonomous creature’s wish dream because it gives the creature 
the same primordial state of original creation found in Genesis so reality can be formed into its 
desired image. This is the desire to be as the ultimate reality is the Triune God who forms and 
beautifies the created tohu wa-bohu instead of ultimate reality being an irreducible 
formlessness and void. Herman Bavinck, when speaking about certain manifestations of 

 
65 Theological realism assumes that finite reality is created according to and reflective of God’s archetypal 
knowledge via the Logos which makes reality intelligible in the first place. Philosophical realism assumes that 
man’s mind can know reality and truth is adequation of mind to reality; this is contra nominalism, which holds to 
the autonomous naming of reality so it must conform to the mind of man.  
66 Bernard Wuellner defines violence as an action contrary to the nature of a thing. If God has not defined reality 
and has given specific natures to his creation, i.e., formed and predefined reality, then violence is inevitable. 
“violence, n. 1. action contrary to the nature of a thing. 2. specifically. Force externally applied to a moral agent 
and tending to compel him to act against his choice or his inclination to choose in a certain way.” (Wuellner, 1955, 
p. 133).  
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philosophical idealism, applies this same theme of “formlessness and void” critique to their 
assumptions.  
 

Epistemological idealism (erkenntnistheoretische idealism) furnishes the most forcible 
demonstration of this. For according to this theory, reality is itself a ὕλη (“matter”), a 
chaos, and order is first introduced into it by the knowledge and activity of the human 
mind . . . It takes its position in the second verse of the first chapter of Genesis, placing 
itself not after but before the preparation of the earth, by God’s omnipotent hand. The 
earth in itself, apart from man, is a waste and empty chaos, unformed, without 
ordinances and laws, without light and color . . . The thoroughgoing idealists dispense 
even with the ὕλη (“matter”) and regard the entire world as a product of the human 
mind, and man not merely as the order, but also as the creator of the world. It was in 
this sense that Fichte affirmed that the ego posits the non-ego, and Paulsen, along with 
many kindred spirits in our own day, declares that the objects of the external world are 
“a creation of the subject” (Schopfung des Subjektes) (Bavinck, 2018:59-60).  
 

Hence, the rejection of a pre-defined creation gives an intellectual and metaphysical 
justification for de-creating created reality (while denying that this is being done) to create 
reality into the image of the creature. One way to understand creation is to see it as God’s act 
of bringing about order, distinction, and placement out of nothing, while theological nihilism is 
fallen man’s act of bringing about disorder, blending, and displacement out of something. This 
action of de-creating always involves a level of deception about what is being done: “claiming 

to be wise, they became fools” (Romans 1:22). In reality, the creature is de-creating creation 
in “creating” disorder, blending, and displacement while claiming to be creating something with 
order, proper distinctions, and placement.   
 
1.7.5 Theological Nihilism as an Act of Imitating Creatio Ex-Nihlo 

 
Theological nihilism is a privated67 mimesis of creatio ex-nihilo while engaging in a corrupted act 
of de-creation68 (Gregory of Nyssa’s idea found in Mosshammer, 1990). Theological nihilising is  

 
67 Steven Jensen expounds upon the concept of privation stating: “Negation is the lack of something, while evil is a 
particular kind of negation, namely, the absence of something that should be there. The difference might also be 
expressed as a difference in meaning of the word “privation,” which has both a loose meaning and strict meaning. 
Privation in the loose sense refers to the lack of some completion. Privation in the strict sense, which is the same 
as evil, adds the notion that the completion is required for the perfection of the subject. Human beings lack the 
completion of wings, but this absence is not evil; it is a mere privation, for wings are not necessary for the 
perfection for human beings” (2018:221).  
68 For an exegetical example of the theme of decreation as portrayed in the book of Revelation, see Sean M. 
McDonough’s article “Being, and Nothingness in the Book of Revelation”, found in Creation ex-nihilo: Origins, 
Development, Contemporary Challenges, edited by Anderson and Bockmuehl. “God’s response to Babylon’s 
blasphemous attempt at counter-creation is (to borrow another phrase or Ellul’s) ‘decreation.’ Throughout 
Revelation, God oversees the systematic dismantling of the world. One might equally regard this as the destruction 
of the idolatrous counter-creation or as the exposure of the essential nothingness of the Satanic enterprise. In 
either case, this decreation is set in antithetical parallelism with the creation accounts elsewhere in scripture. God 
in a sense brings the world to nothing, both as a sign of judgment against the forces of evil and as a prelude to re-
creation” (McDonough, 2018:82). McDonough references Jacques Ellul,ּ֙L’Apocalypse:ּ֙Architectureּ֙enּ֙Mouvementּ֙
(Paris: Desclee, 1975) for the motif of de-creation.  
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an act of moving away from God’s created reality, that is, “something” towards “nothing.” 
Additionally, nihilising includes replacing this “nothing” with an idolatrous “something,” (i.e., 
phantasmal69 creation(s), that participates in “nothing” but represents itself as “something.” 70 
Connor Cunningham states it this way: “This leads me to define the logic of nihilism as a 
sundering of the something, rendering it nothing, and then having the nothing be after all as 
something” (2002: xiii).  
 
This movement from something to nothing and back to “something” must include a 
conversation about the noetic effects of sin. Epistemology is affected by sin (post-lapsarian-
meta-noetics); that is, a purposeful suppression of truth distorts the relationship between 
consciousness and being (post-lapsarian-meta-ontics). It has been common in Reformed 
thought to give theological explanations about the nature of unbelief with a special focus on 
the noetic effects of sin. Reformed thought has done little resourcing of the Patristics,71 and 
Aquinas especially as it relates to the noetic effects of sin in the context of the privatio boni. 
This work will assume the position of Gregory of Nyssa that sin is an imitation of creatio ex 

 
69 John Behr uses the term “phantasmagorical” to explain Athanasius’ view of sin and idolatry. “Ignorance, evil, and 
death, are therefore not part of God’s creation, but are brought into some kind of phantasmagorical existence 
when human beings turn from what is truly real to that which is not, that which has no real existence but is 
conjured up by our own invention” (2011:27).  
70 Sin is an ethical fall, but it is based on the metaphysical truth that given, the essence of human beings they ought 
to act and exist in a certain way; when they do not, they are privated of the fullness of reality. This is why ontology 
and ethics in the Christian worldview cannot be divorced, especially given the nature of reality, i.e., the 
transcendentals (truth, goodness, and beauty) are what reality participates in by the act of creation. There exists 
no is/ought divide for the Christian because creation is God’s gift of esse and he defines the essentia that 
determines how the creature ought to live. This divide is unbridgeable for those who hold to some form of 
materialistic naturalism.  
71 The problem, as stated above, is that there has been little in the way of modern resourcing of the Patristics in 
modern Reformed thought for use in the area of apologetics and missions, especially, in the area of theology of 
religions and critiques of secularism. This may partially be due to the fear of imbibing some forms of unbiblical 
Neo-Platonism and/or getting trapped into a strict nature/grace dichotomy (e.g., Dooyeweerd, 1960 and Frame, 
2015). The Reformed doctrine of the covenants can act as a panacea against imbibing foreign or harmful Greek 
concepts by tethering one’s thought to the structures found in the scriptures, which can lead to a fruitful use of the 
Patristics’ theology and philosophy. This research will investigate how these Patristic and medieval insights can be 
accommodated within a Reformed covenant theology of the Eucharist while maintaining the helpful metaphysical 
and philosophical assumptions of the church fathers, Aquinas, and Magisterial Reformers. 
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nihilo and the positions of Athanasius, Augustine, and Aquinas72 and many of the Reformers 
that evil is a privatio boni. 73     
 
1.7.6 Theological Nihilism's Denial of Simplicity and the Trinity  

 
Theological nihilism, along with its theological form of nominalism, denies the Simplicity of God 
and the gift of actus essendi. Theological nihilism denies the perichoretic communication 
between the persons of the Trinity (ad intra) and this ectypal manifestation (ad extra) 
communicated in and to created reality. Theological nihilism assumes that communication 
between the persons of the Trinity is not ultimate reality; hence there is no Trinitarian basis for 
creation, the incarnation, or the Eucharist.74 The incarnation is God’s perfect ectypal 
communication to fallen humanity, and without this Word manifest in creation, man cannot be 
brought back to the proper liturgical use of language, i.e., praise and thankfulness and being 
transformed in the image of the incarnate Logos. The act of creation has its ratio in the eternal 
generation of the Son which is seen in the economy of the Father sending the Son and the Holy 
Spirit empowering the Son for his work of redemption and then transforming believers into the 
image of the Son. The eternal spiration of the Holy Spirit is the ratio for the sending of the Spirit 
at Pentecost to reverse the curse of the tower of Babel. The tyranny of Babel was to use one 
language in order to control reality so humans could become as God and tap into endless 
possibilities in order to de-create a new reality. The one language was a means to control 
others in order to create others into one image as well as the basis to control the rest of 
reality.75 At Pentecost, the Spirit brought the Logos to inhabit all the languages by the gospel in 

 
72 As will be mentioned below, this is a constructive work, so it is important that this work is critiqued based on its 
own merit rather than discounting the developed constructions with the fallacy of guilt by association. E.g., it is too 
easy to throw off Aquinas within some reformed circles with pejoratives like “Aristotelianism” or “Neo-Platonism” 
and miss where he can be helpful. Three responses to this kind of predisposition towards Aquinas: First, Aquinas 
cannot be so easily shrugged off as a compromising synthesizer. Aquinas, like the Patristics and Reformers, was 
philosophically eclectic in his theological work so he cannot be boxed into one philosophical camp, but it is well 
beyond the scope of this thesis to prove this point. Secondly, the early and Magisterial Reformers who engaged 
and accommodated Aquinas did not consider Aquinas such an unredeemable synthesizer that he could not be 
fruitfully used in their theological work. Thirdly, because this is a constructive work interacting with Aquinas and 
other historical figures, Aquinas is accommodated for the purpose of resourcement and not to defend all of his 
views. Aquinas is germane to this project because he has been and can be accommodated to the Reformed 
tradition.   
73 Evil is a mystery because it is unintelligible and irrational (devoid of intellectual light) unlike God who is a 
mystery because he is too intelligible for our minds (too much light). As St. Augustine explains, trying to 
understand evil is like trying “to see darkness and hear silence.” This privation view of evil helps explain why evil is 
inexplicable.  
74 This is contra Athanasius, Aquinas, Herman Bavinck, and Van Til. They all affirm the Trinity as the basis for the 
creation, the incarnation, and indirectly the Eucharist.  
75 To play off J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the ring.  
“Inּ֙theּ֙Landּ֙ofּ֙Babelּ֙whereּ֙theּ֙Shadowsּ֙lie. 
One Language to rule them all, One Language to find them, 
One Language to bring them all, and in the darkness bind them 
In the Land of Babel where the Shadows lie” 
The original by Tolkien: 
“In the land of Mordor where the Shadows lie. 
One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them,  
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order to set men free and to redeem a people “from every nation, from all tribes and peoples 
and languages” (Revelation 1:9) and reverses Babel.76 So, the language would be used 
intelligibly in a liturgical manner by giving God praise and shining forth his glory by fulfilling the 
proper nature of the imago dei. When the church participates in the Eucharist, it participates in 
the anti-nominalist thanksgiving of Christ77 to his Father by the power of the Spirit.   
 
1.7.7 Theological Nihilism is a False Theology  

 
This project assumes that nihilism is a false theology that started with the Fall. Theological 
nihilism started with the denial of God’s revelation found in creation and the covenant of works 
expressed in his word, along with the sacrament of the trees. Adam and Eve brought in the 
false theological assumptions of the univocity of all being, nominalism, and voluntarism by 
questioning God’s authority78 and the nature of reality as being an ectypal reflection of his 
archetypal glory. Adam and Eve assumed univocity of being by putting themselves and the 
serpent on the same metaphysical plane of existence as God and assuming that esse and 
essentia were not a gift from a transcendent God to reflect his glory. Nominalism was assumed 
because God did not pre-define reality and Adam and Eve could name reality after their desires, 
i.e., name good and evil. Adam and Eve expressed voluntarism because their autonomous wills 
became the highest authority in the garden. Theological nihilism in general and univocity of 
being, nominalism, and voluntarism in particular are what may be classified under false 
theologies.  
 

But according to human opinion, something which we have arrived at by our debased 
and bewildered judgment is also named theology by equivocation. This we name false 
theology, subject to opinion, it is false, because it is removed “by the whole sky” (as 

 
One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them  
In the land of Mordor where the Shadows lie” (1994:i).  
76 “After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes 
and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm 
branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud voice, ‘Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, 
and to the Lamb!” (Revelation 1:9-10). It should be added that it is also the reversal of the judgement God brought 
on the Israelites with the Babylonian captivity. “And he will put a yoke of iron on your neck until he has destroyed 
you. The LORD will bring a nation against you from far away, from the end of the earth, swooping down like the 
eagle, a nation whose language you do not understand, a hard-faced nation who shall not respect the old or show 
mercy to the young” (Deuteronomy 28:49-50).    
77 The Eucharistic act of Christ’s thanksgiving for the bread and wine is part of what is imputed to his people. This is 
part of the active obedience that the redeemed sinner receives. So, when the church participates in the Eucharist, 
is seen in the perfection of Christ’s person and work including in his Eucharistic act. The revelation of Christ, along 
with his revelational-sacramental act of naming the bread and wine to unite sign with reality (i.e., his person and 
work), opens new vistas of intelligibility in the world. This sacramental ex-nihilo naming of the bread and wine for 
this new purpose is done out of the perfect obedience to his Father and is part of the new creation. “For I received 
from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and 
when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, ‘This is my body, which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ 
In the same way, also he took the cup, after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as 
often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.’ For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim 
the Lord’s death until he comes” (I Corinthians 11:17-22).   
78 Adam and Eve followed the hermeneutic of skepticism and applied skepticism to the Word of God with the 
serpent’s guidance. “Did God actually say, ‘you shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” (Genesis 3:1).  
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they say) from the truth of the subject that belongs properly to theology. It is subject to 
opinion, because it rests on opinion alone (if indeed such is properly “resting”) in our 
mind and imagination, fashioning unalloyed dreams and games in place of the truth and 
idols and tragelaphs in place of the true God (Junius, 2014: 95). 

 
Junius lists the following characteristics of a false theology: 

 
1. False theologies are founded on debased and bewildered judgments.  
2. False theologies are de-created by opinions of the mind by fashioning 

dreams. 
3. False theologies are de-created to replace truth with games and idols in place 

of the true God.  
 

Theological nihilism is a false theology in its movement towards “nothing” (i.e., a privation of 
reality replaced with creations of the imagination) in the act of imitating creatio ex-nihilo while 
actually de-creating. The noetic effects of sin reduce reality away from its full creational and 
redemptive meaning as found in the covenantal presence of God and then sets this reduced 
reality up as the “real” (idolatry).  
 
Contrast this to Joseph Pieper’s understanding of St. Thomas’ view of knowledge.  
 

The creative knowledge of God gives measure but receives none (mensurans non 
mensuratum). Natural reality is at once measured and itself measuring (mensuratum et 
mensurans). But human knowledge is measured and does not give measure 
(mensuratum non mensurans); at least it is not what gives measure with respect to 
natural things, though it does so with regard to res artificiales, artificial things (This is 
the point at which for St. Thomas the distinction between created and artificially 
constructed things come into bearing) (Pieper, 1999b:54b).   
 

Given what Pieper mentions about Aquinas, those who engage in theological nihilism make all 
of reality an artifact to be shaped into the image of the human mind. Theological nihilism’s 
ultimate metaphysical and epistemological outworking is the denial of God as the sustainer and 
definer of reality along with denying that the intelligibility of the world is grounded in God’s 
revelation.            
 

1.8       The Eucharist and Liturgy for Dogmatic Explanations 
 
1.8.1    Major Themes of the Eucharist  
 
The major Eucharistic themes that will be developed are participation, 79 intelligibility, and gift. 
The doctrine of Participation will be developed by exploring the doctrine of God’s Simplicity, 

 
79 Participation is, first, the gift God gives in creation, in that he creates beings composed of esse and essentia 
which is grounded in the doctrine of Simplicity and the Trinity. Second, participation can refer to the believer’s 
finite existence in the life of the infinite Trinity because of his union with Christ: “that they may all be one, just as 
you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent 
me” (John 17:21). Third, participation refers to the believer’s union with Christ exemplified in the duplex gratia 
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Triunity, and incarnation along with the doctrines of the analogia entis and revelationis. 
Participation is based on participatory analogies found within creation and found within 
creation’s analogia participationis relationship to the Creator. The analogia participationis will 
include a special focus on how these three key doctrines of Simplicity, the Trinity, and 
incarnation relate to creation (i.e., Creator/creature distinction and Creator/creature 
relationship). Creation is a gift that reflects God’s goodness, beauty, and intelligibility. The 
doctrine of Simplicity accounts for why creation participates in the intelligible gifts of esse and 
essentia. The Trinity helps explain creation by appealing to God’s act of communicating his 
goodness and intelligibility on an ectypal mode of existence and revelation (i.e., creation finds 
its ratio in the ad extra mission of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit that reflects the ad intra 
relationships). Some theologians (e.g., Aquinas and Herman Bavinck) hold that creation, to 
some extent, finds its origin and rationale (ad intra ratio) from the eternal generation of the 
Son by the Father. The incarnation helps explain the personal mediation of God in creation and 
redemption. Christ as the mediator of creation and redemption focuses the nature of reality 
upon the hypostatic union. The personal union is what unites heaven and earth and is the 
concentrated epicenter of God’s revelation and after the ascension this personal union is 
expressed in word and sacrament. The Eucharist plays a unique role in this revelation, and 
theological nihilism is an attempt to take away from this personal revelation found in the 
Eucharist by assuming reality is metaphysically reducible to impersonal brute fact.     
          
The idea of a gift theology will play a role in this work.80 Gift theology has recently become more 
common in dogmatics because of the theological richness of this concept. The Eucharist and 
actus essendi are gifts that are to be received with thankfulness. Contrastively, to assume that 
reality is not a gift to be received with thankfulness leads to ingratitude and a de-creation of 
reality by constructing idols. Moreover, the idea of gift theology comes with the idea of the 
irreducibly personal nature of reality; Van Til grounds the irreducible personal nature of created 
reality in the doctrine of an absolute personal God.81 The doctrine of the absolute personality 

 
(justification and sanctification) in that he receives Christ’s external imputed righteousness and his internal 
renovative principle of life administered by the Holy Spirit. Fourth, participation means receiving the means of 
grace (the written word and the visible words, i.e., the sacraments). Participation in this work will not refer to any 
theology that would deny justification by faith alone and/or conflate the Creator with his creation and/or assume 
we can know God apart from the person of Jesus Christ and his particular salvific work. All of these participations 
are analogies and cannot be defined univocally; these participations can be helpful in developing other 
metaphysical and epistemological analogies.  
80 Some of the theologians in the Radical Orthodox movement, as well as theologians within the Roman Catholic 
tradition, have developed gift theology. Radical Orthodox theologian John Milbank expresses how essential the 
theme of gift is: “The suggestion would seem to be that it is the revelation of the Trinity through the divine 
economy of time that alone allows us to complete our obscure philosophical intuitions as the priority of God for 
both being and human social existence” (2014: xiv). These “obscure philosophical intuitions” are similar to Herman 
Bavinck's development of the “feeling of dependence;” both of these concepts fit this work well. These obscure 
intuitions and feelings can be developed philosophically and theologically. For Milbank, the primal gift is found in 
the Trinitarian relationship of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This project will draw out gift theology from a Reformed 
tradition in light of the Eucharist and the theological nihilism that ensues when these intuitions and feelings are 
suppressed.  
81 “Absolute personality: Van Til’s basic characterization of God. Unlike any non-Christian view, the biblical God is 
both absolute (self-existent (a se), self-sufficient, and self-contained) and personal (thinking, speaking, acting, 
loving, judging)” (Frame, 2015: 289). The best way to understand Absolute personality is not to do what Frame and 
Van Til seem to do at times, that is to anthropomorphize the attributes of God to fit human characteristics. Rather 
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helps to understand the Eucharist particularly in a context of covenant theology. Creation 
reflects the Triune personal God on a created level especially via the imago dei, so all levels of 
reality are personal in the sense that creation is composed either of persons or created for 
persons to know and reflect the glory of a personal God. The idea of a person entails a 
movement towards the other which ectypally reflects the Trinity; it means absolute relationship 
is the basis for a dialogical nature of reality. The dialogical means the analogical participationis 
is one of communication and enrichment in which reality reaches higher creational potentials in 
order to bring glory to God. The dialogical relationship is seen penultimately in persons. In God, 
person means an absolute relationship. “Relation, being related, is not something superadded 
to persons, but it is person itself. In its nature, the person exists only as a relation . . . The 
person is identical with the act of self-donation” (Ratzinger, 1990:444). Van Til’s teaching on 
absolute personality makes sense if it is seen as the eternal relationship between Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.  
 
1.8.2 The Reason for the Eucharist as the Foil for Theological Nihilism 
 
The reason the Eucharist is a doctrine that can be used to develop theological explanations 
about the nature of unbelief is that the Eucharist is a rich resource of God’s revelation in 
creation. The Eucharist is a manifestation of God’s presence wherein exists an abundance of 
reality. This abundance of presence and reality includes the Eucharist proper, i.e., the actual 
liturgy and meal, as well as all the Eucharist presupposes, i.e., creation and the proper 
disposition of thankfulness to properly receive this creation. Unbelief engenders denials and 
false imitations of reality that attack this very abundance of reality found in the Eucharist. 
These denials and false deconstructed imitations of reality reveal the nature of unbelief which 
nihilistically imitates how the Eucharist reveals the nature of God.  Much can be learned about 
the nature of unbelief by what it denies about reality and what unbelief attempts to set up in 
place of reality while trying to imitate reality (actio sequitur esse).82  
 
Another reason the Eucharist is a rich resource is that the Eucharist is a God-given gift on the 
pilgrim’s journey (theologia viatorum)83 that reflects God’s mercy. It is the visible means of 
grace, composed of the substance of bread and wine, which signifies the person and work of 
Christ. The Eucharist brings the mystery and intelligible presence of Christ to his people through 
the revelation of the Holy Spirit. The focus of this project will be on the intelligible nature and 
substance of reality in general and on the Eucharist in particular, contra truth suppressing 
theological nihilism that leads to idolatry and irrationality.  
 
The term “Eucharist” (εὐχαριστία) will be used in a general sense to mean the act of 
thankfulness in the receiving of God’s gifts found in creation and redemption, and it can refer to 

 
it is to see Absolute personality as the cause for creaturely persons and, to see that in some mysterious way, the 
creature reflects the Creator. It is important to keep the direction moving from God to man without reversing this 
direction, i.e., we are created in God’s image; He is not in our image. 
82 Action follows from being. 
83Theologia viatorum “theology of the pilgrims, i.e., theology of church temporal in its search for the heavenly city . 
. . theologia viatorum post lapsum human theology has been affected by the fall and is further affected by the 
limits of human intelligence . . . theologia viatorum ante lapsum human theology before the fall such as Adam and 
Eve knew in their intimate fellowship with God in the garden“ (Muller, 2017). 
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the of giving thanks for the Lord’s Supper in particular. This is contrasted to what Paul writes 
about in Romans (e.g., 1:18-32) in which God’s revelation is suppressed and the Creator is 
rejected out of an unthankful heart (Rom. 1:21). This project will use the term Eucharist in a 
broader sense, i.e., to embrace God’s revelation in nature as a gift. This broad definition has 
epistemological as well as metaphysical implications because it sees intelligibility as a 
revelation, gift, and manifestation of God’s presence. The Eucharist with its emphasis on 
thankfulness and reception develops a disposition to receive the intelligibility of creation. This is 
contrasted to theological nihilism which presupposes that reality is not a gift to be received but 
instead a brute fact to be controlled. 
 
1.9 Expanded concept clarification of the Eucharist 
 
1.9.1 The Eucharist in a Creational Sense          
 
Thankful reception found in the liturgy of the Eucharist is dialogical in nature. The people of 
God receive the gift of the perfect sacrifice and presence of Christ in the meal and then offer a 
sacrifice of praise. This dialogical84 thankfulness found in the Eucharistic liturgy is analogous to 
the dialogical nature of knowing God’s intelligible mystery85 in creation. Like the Eucharist all of 
creation is a self-donation of God to his creatures. 
 
H.G. Stoker explains knowing in a similar dialogical-Eucharistic manner: 
 

Man, however, meets knowingly the knowable by trusting it. In order to know, faith in 
the knowable (as met by knowing perceiving) is an indispensable necessity. (“Faith” is 
taken here in a wide sense, as, for instance, is also done by Bavinck.) Faith, too, is an act 
of knowing, without which man, the knower, does not really meet the knowable. Faith 
is, in a specific sense, a surrender; only by surrendering himself to the knowable, i.e., by 
accepting it, can man responsibly fulfill his task of knowing (1971:28). Knowing does not 
stop at thinking. It requires—with the use of the construction of thinking—a renewed 
meeting, a renewed involvement, with the knowable. This renewed meeting is more 
than a mere verification (taken in a wide sense). Even more so, it establishes a unison 
between the knower and the knowable—comparable (to borrow the term from 
Blondel’s) to a symbiosis of man (as the knower) and the knowable, whereby the 

 
84 The dialogical focuses on the ‘we’ּ֙of reality and not a crass I-thou atomistic relationship. When the I and the 
thou are in proper Eucharistic communion, the higher harmony is a ‘we’ּ֙A ‘we’ּ֙that does not eradicate the I and 
the thou but brings them to fulfillment; this fulfillment always happens in the context of thankfulness for the 
other. Joseph Ratzinger brings this out when properly defining a person who finds his grounding in the Trinity. “In 
God, person is the pure relativity of being toward the other; it does not lie on the level of substance—the 
substance is one—but on the level of dialogical reality, of relativity toward the other” (1990:444).   
85 Irreducible theological mysteries elude being able to be defined because they participate in a higher 
intelligibility. For example, it is not possible to de-fine God because he is not finite and it is not possible to know 
(i.e., we do not have a concept (quiddity) of his essence) an infinite being in his essence because he transcends our 
mode of being and knowing (i.e., he is Simple and Incomprehensible). Kreeft helpfully explains that the term 
‘definition’ “comes from de-fino, which means to set limits around a thing” (2004:124). God’s simplicity means that 
he is unrestricted and unconditioned in his being; hence he cannot be restricted to any finite categories.  
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renewed meeting ever and anon yields a deeper as well as a more extensive penetration 
into the knowable and at the same time ever and again a discovery of new tasks. Here 
too faith (taken in a wide sense) must play a role (Ibid:29).  

 
H.G. Stoker’s presentation of epistemology fits the broad definition of the Eucharist in the 
following areas:    
 

1. Knowledge is an act of trust which has faith in the intelligibility of the world that 
should be embraced in the act of thankfulness because this intelligibility is a gift 
from God.  

2. Knowing is a going out and meeting reality and surrendering to reality that has 
objective intelligibility.   

3. There is unison between the knower and the known (symbiosis) analogous to the 
Eucharistic participation in Christ (see below), i.e., the how and what the believer 
participates in, the revelation of the Logos in creation is analogous to the how and 
what the believer participates in, the revelation of the Logos in redemption.  

4. The idea of meeting and knowing reality in an extensive penetration fits the dialogic 
nature of this work. Creation, when known, grasps and is grasped at the same time. 
Therefore, affirming such a rich philosophical realism is so important, in order to 
affirm a dialogic understanding of the mind to reality relationship. “So that every act 
of knowing a worldly object or event is, literally, a re-cognition a thinking again of 
what has already been thought by a primordial divine knower” (Barron, 2018:230).86  

 
On the revelational nature of knowledge in reference to Van Til’s thought, H.G. Stoker writes: 
 

Ultimately man’s knowledge answers (responds to) God’s call (revelational of himself) 
and the unity established in this case between call and answer is that of the covenant 
which God has made with man—as you so profoundly and penetratingly stress (Stoker, 
1971:32).87  

 
Covenant can be used in a general sense to refer to the relationship of the knower to what is 
known or to be known. The knower, in order to know reality and experience the intelligible 
presence of God must embrace it, in thankfulness, humility, and dependence, as a covenantal 
gift. Where intelligibility in the world is embraced as a gift in a Eucharistic manner, God is 

 
86 Robert Barron’s remarks are similar to Herman Bavinck’s statement that the responsibility of dogmaticians is “to 
think God’s thoughts after him.” “The imperative task of the dogmatician is to think God’s thoughts after him and 
to trace their unity. His work is not finished until he has mentally absorbed this unity and set it forth in a 
dogmatics. Accordingly, he does not come to God’s revelation with a ready-made system in order, as best he can, 
to force its content into it. On the contrary, even in his system a theologian’s sole responsibility is to think God’s 
thoughts after him and to reproduce the unity that is objectively present in the thoughts of God and has been 
recorded for the eye of faith in Scripture” (Bavinck, 2003:44). 
87 H.G. Stoker focuses on the covenantal nature of the mind to reality, which fits this project, but all of reality was 
covenantal in character for Van Til. “Natural revelation, we are virtually told, was from the outset incorporated 
into the idea of a covenantal relationship of God with man. Thus, every dimension of created existence, even the 
lowers, was enveloped in a form of exhaustively personal relationship between God and man. The ‘ateleological’ 
no less than the ‘teleological,’ the ‘mechanical’ no less than the ‘spiritual’ was covenantal in character” (1946:257). 
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present in a blessed covenant state. The Eucharistic embrace of creation can only happen when 
the imago dei bearer is reconciled to God by the work of Christ. This is opposed to 
(a)theological nihilism which rejects the concept of a gift when it comes to primal ontological 
reality and denies God as the originating, sustaining, and exemplar cause of reality.    
 
1.9.2 The Eucharist in a redemptive sense  
 
In a narrow sense, the Eucharist can be defined as the act of thankfulness expressed in the 
participation of the Lord’s Supper. The focus of this work will look at the intelligible presence of 
God found in the Eucharist and the intelligible transformative presence of Christ found in the 
believers as they are transformed into his image. The Eucharist includes the finite embodied 
movement of the believers within the church in celebration of God’s work of redemption by 
receiving the bread and the wine and the presence of Christ by the Holy Spirit. This is also a 
dialogic movement in this pilgrim’s journey that moves the believers towards the meal of the 
consummated eschaton.88 This means receiving, proclaiming, and participating in the drama of 
liturgy in all of its movements in order to participate in the Eucharist. That is, receiving the 
accomplished work of Christ on the cross and in return offering a sacrifice of thanksgiving.  
       
Theological nihilism results in false worship done out of an attitude of unthankfulness, which 
results in conforming the worshiper into the unintelligible image of the idols that are 
worshiped. Theological nihilism cuts the person off from participating in the dialogical nature of 
reality, e.g., it cuts off the Creator from the creature, the mind from reality, and one person 
from another person. Theological nihilism replaces the dialogical relationship of a Logos-laden 
universe along with its donative existence with an alogos universe that is drained of meaning. 
 
1.9.3     Christ’s Presence Found in the Eucharist 
               
Christ’s presence found in the Eucharist assumes his unique redemptive presence and 
presupposes his all-encompassing creational presence. Christ is present in creation by giving 
and upholding the gift of existence, and he is present in redemptive by giving the gift of his 
person and work on behalf of the sinner.89 The gift of creation and redemption bring about a 
unique covenant presence and intelligibility when embraced, in thankfulness, humility and 

 
88  The liturgy of the Eucharist is a microcosmic movement that reflects the whole kingdom of God as it is moving 
towards the final eschaton, and this movement is an ectypal dialogical image of the Triune God. Theological 
nihilism is the opposite of this in its privation; it images nothing while claiming to become something. 
“Furthermore, our historical existence, precisely as existence in time, images the unmoving movement of the 
eternal being. Rather than an arc stretching from nothingness to the unknown void, corporeal and historical 
existence is a movement towards the original giver that contains the hope that our finite ‘be-ing’ may be 
confirmed in the relation with that giver” (Lopez, 2014:2-3). 
89 Athanasius speaking about the incarnate Word of God working redemption on our behalf. “For being above all, 
the Word of God consequently by offering his own temple and his bodily instrument as a substitute for all, fulfilled 
in death that which was required, and, and being with all through the like [body], the incorruptible Son of God 
consequently clothed all with incorruption in the promise concerning the resurrection” (2011:69). Athanasius 
brings out the themes of offering, substitute, death, and resurrection in order to save sinners from their corruption 
so they may be transformed into the image of the incorruptible; all of these themes fit the Eucharist.   
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awareness of utter self-dependence upon these gifts.90 This intelligible-presence91 is 
exemplified in the church when believers are transformed into the image of the incarnate Son 
of God. The word intelligibility means in a broad sense to be known by the Divine mind in its 
archetypal fullness (i.e., God’s knowledge and his being are conterminous) and its ectypal 
manifestation to the created mind. This ectypal image is to be received in thankfulness, 
humility, and in utter dependence. Eucharistic presence is synonymous with intelligibility and 
when intelligibility is received as a gift then this gift further transforms the receiver into the 
image of the gift Giver by faith in the power of the Holy Spirit.  
 
1.9.4    Christ’s Presence Brings About Intellectual and Rational Transformation.   
 
To restate and emphasize what has been stated above in this thesis, the intellectual and 
rational transformation is a reception of intelligibility, as a gift from God, in thankfulness, 
humility, and remembrance92 of dependence.93 Only the Holy Spirit can bring about a shema 
attention and awareness (Eucharistic awareness) in knowing reality and having communion 
with the Creator.94 When the believer is united to Christ the believer participates in the 
incarnate Son’s thankfulness to the Father and this participation transforms the believer into 
the intelligible image of the Son and allows the believer to see reality in new way in order to 
see creation as a gift.95  
 
1.10 The Link between the two senses (Creational and Redemptive) of the Eucharist 

 
1.10.1 The Trinity the basis for metaphysics and epistemology 
 
Creation is based on the self-donated gift of being to finite reality by the Triune God. The ratio 
for creation’s existence and intelligibility is grounded in the Trinitarian relationships. Thomas 

 
90 Just like unbelief and theological nihilism has degrees of corruption so does sanctification have degrees of 
thankfulness, humility, and awareness of dependence. This project will represent extreme manifestations of 
nihilism as well as “full” manifestation of sanctification.  
91 This can be understood synonymously with God’s glory found in humans who reflect his glory in faith and love.  
92 Remembrance in the context of the Eucharist is thicker than just looking back. Remembrance is to presently 
participate in what has been accomplished by God, is being accomplished, and will be accomplished. The Holy 
Spirit brings the plenitude of redemptive time to the believers in the now when they corporately participate in the 
Eucharist.  
93 Thankfulness is the proper response to Paul’s rhetorical questions to the Corinthians, while boasting is to be 
most out of touch with reality. “For who sees anything different in you? What do you have that you did not 
receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?” (I Corinthians 4:7). 
94 By the power of the Holy Spirit having the epistemological attention and vision to see the gifts of God in their 
redemptive reality. This is similar to the experience of the disciples on the road to Emmaus. “When he was at table 
with them, he took the bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. And their eyes were opened, and they 
recognized him” (Luke 24:30-31a). 
95 This work will presuppose the doctrine of Justification by faith alone, i.e., all of the active obedience of the Son is 
imputed to the sinner (all of the disobedience of the sinner is imputed to the Son), including the thankfulness the 
Son offered to the Father. This is the Eucharistic life of the Son offered to the Father on behalf of the sinner. 
Thankfulness at the last supper was given in the context of the Son humbling “himself by becoming obedient to the 
point of death, even death on a cross” (Philippians 2:8). Moreover, this has implications for sanctification because 
the believers are being transformed into the image of the incarnate Logos.  
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Aquinas held this position. “For Aquinas, the self-differentiation of God, his internal emanation, 
which is the return of the divine being upon itself in knowledge and love, is the origin and ratio 
of the divine emanation ad extra, creation. However, in Thomas’ view, for creation to be free, 
to be a genuine act of love, gift, the process of the divine life must be complete in itself” 
(Hankey, 1999:407). Robert Barron’s epistemological and metaphysical language is like H.G. 
Stoker’s language. Barron helps link the creational and redemptive understandings of the 
Eucharist as it relates to metaphysics and epistemology. 
 

In the language of John’s prologue, the ground of the world’s intelligibility is a Word 
spoken by a speaker. Further, it is an utterance that bears the full power of the one who 
utters it: “The Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). This Word 
cannot be identical to the one who speaks it, for then there would be no real speech. At 
the same time, there must be an unsurpassable closeness between the two, even to the 
point of oneness of essence, since the communication is so complete. This implies that 
the primordial intelligibility is a being-with-the-other, or better, a being-in-the-other, a 
coinherence. Now it is through this Word that the entire world is made, and hence it is 
by this Word that all things are intelligibly marked. Therefore relationality, being-for-
the-other, must be the form that, at the deepest level, conditions whatever is and the 
truth that satisfies the hunger of the mind” (Barron, 2018:231).  

 
Barron uses terms that fit the motif of this thesis, i.e., communication, relationality, and 
coinherence, and all of these terms apply to intelligibility and presence. The metaphysical and 
epistemological motif of communication is based in the Father-Son relationship in the bond of 
the Holy Spirit, which is the archetype of communication because of their closeness (or 
presence) in that they are one in essence. This archetypal relationship is the basis for ectypal 
intelligibility; intelligibility means presence or communication of the other (being-for-the-
other). Bavinck understands communication in a Trinitarian sense as well.  
 

The doctrine of the Trinity, accordingly, speaks of the generation of the Son and the 
procession of the Sprit . . . Athanasius correctly noted, if the divine being were not 
productive and could not communicate himself inwardly (ad intra), then neither could 
there be any revelation of God ad extra, that is, any communication of God in and to his 
creatures . . . The dogma of the Trinity, by contrast, tells us that God can reveal himself 
in an absolute sense to the Son and the Spirit, and hence, in relative sense also to the 
world. For, as Augustine teaches us, that self-communication that takes place within the 
divine being is archetypal for God’s work in creation . . . The names Father, Son (Word, 
Wisdom), and Spirit most certainly denote immanent relationships, but they are also 
mirrored in the interpersonal relations present in the works of God ad extra . . . 
Generation and Procession in the divine being are the immanent acts of God, which 
make possible the outward works of creation and revelation. Finally, this also explains 
why all the works of God ad extra are only adequately known when their trinitarian 
existence is recognized (Bavinck, 2004:332-333).   

 
For Bavinck, the ratio for creation is the relationship found in the Trinity, i.e., paternity, 
generation, and procession. Like Barron, this formulation by Bavinck has epistemological 
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and metaphysical implications that are inextricably linked. God created (metaphysics) 
because he is Triune, and God communicates and reveals (epistemology) because he is 
Triune. These archetypal realities are “mirrored” ectypally on the created level when 
intelligibility is participated in, and Eucharistically received.   
 
1.10.2 The Incarnation the basis for Metaphysics and Epistemology 
 
Just as the doctrine of the Trinity is instrumental to metaphysics and epistemology so is the 
doctrine of the incarnation which is inextricably linked to the Trinity “the incarnation has its 
presupposition and foundation in the trinitarian being of God” (Bavinck, 2006:274). The 
incarnation has the highest revelatory (epistemological) implications. “All revelation tends 
towards and groups itself around the incarnation as the highest, richest, and most perfect act of 
self-revelation. Generation, creation, and incarnation are closely related, even if the latter ones 
do not necessarily flow the preceding” (Ibid.). The epistemological condition stated above by 
H.G. Stoker was that man “meets knowingly the knowable by trusting it” (1971:28). God could 
not put forward a more self-revealing-giving-donating act than the person and work of Jesus 
Christ; what greater evidence for trust could be put forward than Christ crucified on behalf of 
sinners?  
 
Barron again: 
              

Through the incarnation, the coinherence of the Father and the Logos seeks to provoke 
a coinherence of creation with God and of creatures with one another. In light of the 
entire Gospel, we know that the momentum of this enfleshment is toward the total self-
gift of the cross: “When I am lifted up from the earth, [I] will draw all people to myself” 
(John 12:32). In the Colossians hymn, we find that the final unification of all things will 
take place through Jesus, but the description is made precise; “through the blood of his 
cross” (Col. 1:20). Consistently, therefore, Christian revelation insists that the most 
radical sort of being-for-other—self-donation—is the nature of the Logos that has 
marked all created reality. Invoking Marshall’s negative formulation of the epistemic 
priority of Christ we must say then that any philosophy, science, or worldview that does 
not see relationality, being-for-the-other, as ontologically fundamental must be false. To 
state it more positively, we can assert that what the mind correctly seeks as it goes out 
to meet the intelligibility of the real is always a form of the coinherence (Barron, 
2018:231).  

 
Several points that Barron makes that help develop this work:  
  

1. The incarnation establishes the coinherence of creation by Christ dying for the 
incoherence of sin.  

2. The act of self-giving is the most distilled and concentrated act of revelation 
(intelligibility) that expresses “being-for-the-other” and makes intelligibility possible. 
This concentrated act echoes the rest of the epistemological being-for-the-other 
encounters that take place in creation.  

3. Any ontology or epistemology that does not understand the intelligible nature in 
terms of coinherence or “being-for-the-other” is false.  
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The above material by mainly Bavinck, Barron, and H.G. Stoker fits the Eucharistic nature of this 
thesis because the act of the Eucharist is to live in an expectant epistemological disposition in 
order to receive reality as “being-for-the-other” in thankfulness and gratitude. This gratitude is 
an expression of thankfulness which receives and, in the words of H.G. Stoker, “establishes a 
unison between the knower and the knowable—comparable (to borrow the term from 
Blondel’s) to a symbiosis of man (as the knower) and the knowable, whereby the renewed 
meeting ever and anon yields a deeper as well as a more extensive penetration into the 
knowable and at the same time ever and again a discovery of new tasks” (Stoker, 1971:28). 
What H.G. Stoker says about epistemology in general fits the Eucharist in particular in that by 
being united to Christ we receive his visible gift of the broken body and shed blood in the bond 
of the Holy Spirit so we may know and be known. Theological nihilism suppresses these realities 
in all of their creational and redemptive manifestations.   
 
1.11 Excursus on defense of the writing style 

This project may be accused of repetition because the major themes get repeated often. The 

goal was not to repeat certain themes (e.g., Eucharist, Simplicity, Trinity, theological nihilism, 

esse/essentia distinction, and participation . . .) for the sake of repetition alone. The goal was to 

expand the same point from a different angle in order to show how broad the ripple of these 

themes extend and to illustrate the different ways these themes can be emphasized within 

different contexts and reformulations of philosophy and dogmatics. This is done by re-

contextualizing these themes within different philosophical or dogmatic loci in order to make 

new points or show that previous points can be developed within other contexts or 

reformulations. This means sometimes using the same quote in a different context to expand 

its meaning. This re-contextualization is done in order to enhance or buttress previous points in 

order to develop new material or display how the same points can be developed or found 

within other philosophers and dogmaticians. Certain key terms will often be defined, or 

previous definitions expanded upon in new contexts in order to bring more clarity and insight. 

The attempt was to avoid needless repetition, but I am sure I have failed in some places. In a 

certain sense this method is similar to Athanasius’ method with the exception that this project’s 

method, unlike Athanasius’ method and genius (see below), does have a single central point 

based in the thesis statement.   

Bebawi explains:  

For in Athanasios, we find a writer who constantly repeats himself, and even apologizes 

for doing so. When we read his writings we realize that he has his own method, which is 

particularly clear in the three books know by their Latin title as Contra Gentes, De 

Incarnatione Verbi and Contra Arianos. His method is first to trace a circle of ideas in 

reply to a question or in defense of a particular point of doctrine. Then he enlarges the 

circle, possibly repeating what he has already said, but adding new points, and he may 

go on to construct a third circle where the early ideas recur once more. We might call it 

concentric style of writing, and the result is that Athanasios’ writings are far from 
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systematic in the Western sense of the word, and always lack a single central point. To 

discover his essential meaning we need to study the circles, not to search for the center, 

and this is true above all in the De Incarnatione Verbi (Bebawi, 1986, p. 25).  
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CHAPTER TWO 

METHOD         

2.1  Method of dogma historical examination regulated by the Reformed tradition and its use                               

in missions and apologetics               

2.1.1 Dogma defined within the Reformed tradition          

Below are some “modern” reformed theologians explaining the nature of dogmatics.96 Dogmas 

are “divine truths, clearly revealed in the word of God, formulated by some competent church 

body, and regarded as authoritative because they are derived from the word of God” (Berkhof, 

1996:17).  “We define ‘dogma’ as doctrine that the church, under appeal to the Word of God, 

holds to be normative” (van Genderen & Velema, 2008:1). “The material for constructing a 

dogmatic theology comes from Holy Scripture, church teaching, and Christian experience” 

(Bavinck, 2011:11). The scriptures are “the rule of faith (regula fidei) to which the church’s 

confession and dogma were subordinate” (Ibid.). “Dogma expresses succinctly what the church 

views as central and essential in the biblical message. Dogmatics analyzes, present arguments, 

and elucidates” (van Genderen & Velema, 2008:5). “In general, one might say that dogmatics 

has a creative and constructive relationship with three other disciplines: biblical theology, the 

history of theology, and contemporary philosophy” (van der Kooi & van den Brink, 2017:16).  

What can be derived from the above quotes by these modern dogmaticians: 
 

1.  Scriptures are normative97 for the development of dogma.98 
2. Creeds and confessions have authority to the extent they are derived from the 

scriptures. 
 

96 Cornelis van der Kooi and Gijsbert van den Brink help explain the negative connotation that dogmatics or dogma 
has today. “In our daily speech, it often has a negative connotation, being associated with inflexibility and 
abstraction. The same applies even more so to words like ‘dogmatist’ or ‘dogmatic.’ A dogmatist is usually seen as 
a rather inflexible person with a limited view of things; his or her attitude is often labeled dogmatic. The underlying 
term ‘dogma’ (i.e., doctrine) also suffers from inflation of meaning. In our postmodern era dogmas are not much 
appreciated. Most people regard dogma as something you cannot understand but simply have to believe because 
the church (or some other institution) tells you so and is not willing to reconsider its traditional position” 
(2017:11).   
97 In the early modern Reformed doctrine, individuals based their epistemological convictions upon Deus dixit of 
scripture and the regula fidei, the historic teaching of scripture as taught by the church; through confessional 
documents, individuals were part of larger corporate readings of Scripture (Fesko, 2016).  
98 “Dogma cannot be avoided in religion; one who clings to the truth of religion cannot do without dogma and will 
always recognize unchanging and permanent elements in it. A religion without dogma, however vague and general 
it may be, does not exist, and a non-dogmatic Christianity, in the strict sense of the word, is an illusion and devoid 
of meaning. Without faith in the existence, the revelation, and knowability of God, no religion is possible. Those 
who claim to be non-dogmatic simply indicate their disagreement with specific dogmas; rejection of orthodox 
Christina dogma is itself most dogmatic. The disagreement, then, is on about whether religion requires dogma. It is 
about which dogmas one affirms and rejects" (Bavinck, 2011:6). When it comes to dogma, it may be the case that 
one claims to be non-dogmatic but uses this cover for being very “dogmatic” about his dogma. This work will 
approach secularism as irreducibly theological; hence secular dogmas cannot be avoided any more than “religious” 
dogmas.  
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3. Dogmatics focus on what are the central and essential doctrines that have been 
confessed and developed within the church.  

4. Dogmatics should present arguments and elucidate central dogmas.  
5. Dogmatics should be creative and constructive in relation to biblical theology, the 

history of theology, and contemporary philosophy.  
 

In reference to number (1.) this work will heavily rely upon the exegetical work that has been 
done by the dogmaticians that will be resourced within this work. So, (2.) will be presumed 
when referencing certain dogmas and the development of these dogmas by certain 
dogmaticians. The justification for (3.) as it relates to this work will be done by showing the long 
history of the certain dogmas that will be referenced and developed. Most of the work of this 
project will be about (4.), especially as it relates to elucidation. The idea is to elucidate the 
dogmas utilized to develop dogmatic explanation especially about a certain kind of unbelief, 
i.e., theological nihilism. In reference to (5.), this work will engage all three areas listed above, 
i.e., biblical theology, history of theology, and contemporary philosophy. There will be a special 
focus on philosophy, but not just contemporary philosophy. This work will focus on philosophy 
as it relates to specific dogmas (e.g., Simplicity, Trinity, incarnation, extra-calvinisticum, and 
privatio boni) that are pro-theology.99 A good philosophy is a “pro-theology philosophy” that 
can accommodate dogmatics in order to develop theology but also challenges many of the 
assumptions of unbelieving philosophy (Schumacher, 2016).  
 
2.1.2 Dogmatic explanations presupposing creeds, councils, and the Reformed    
tradition 
 
The discipline of apologetics often focuses on answering objections raised against Christianity; 
however, another fruitful area for apologetics to develop is dogmatic explanations about the 
nature of unbelief and the ideological systems developed out of this unbelief. Dogmatic 
explanations presuppose100 the dogmas of Christianity and then explore how and why unbelief 
denies certain truths about reality and in what manner do these unbelieving systems falsely 
imitate Christian dogma (e.g., theological, metaphysical, epistemological, anthropological 

 
99  Lydia Schumacher considers any philosophy that helps understand and enrich theology as a “pro-theology 
philosophy” (2016:2). This project is similar to Lydia Schumacher’s work on theological-philosophy in which she 
argues “that belief in God of the Christian faith—a God whose nature and ways are treated by Christian theology—
provides an exceptionally profound explanation of rationale for moral virtue, or human rationality, and is rational 
in that sense” (Ibid.:16). The development of this work is to provide an “explanation or rationale” for the nature of 
unbelief.  
100 The purpose of this project is to develop explanations about the nature of unbelief; so, whether one is in the 
presuppositionalist, classical, or evidential camp of apologetics, it will be applicable. Dogmatic explanations can 
help believers better understand the nature of unbelief or any area of reality. Developing dogmatic explanations is 
similar to Presuppositionalism and could be considered a type of a transcendental method (i.e., it presupposes 
Christian dogmas in its developments of explanations), but this work does not assume the only way to prove 
Christianity is presuppositionally, (i.e., only with a transcendental argument). This project will assume that natural 
theology is a legitimate project, so other types of arguments are legitimate, e.g., a demonstratio quia argument 
(argument from effect to cause). This project presupposes certain dogmas of Christianity in order to develop 
explanations about the nature of unbelief; it does not presuppose the dogmas of Christianity in order to prove 
Christianity. 
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and/or linguistic truths). The goal of this project is to develop dogmatic explanations about the 
nature of unbelief101 by examining theological nihilism in light of the Eucharist. Dogmatic 
explanations will be developed by resourcing a broader catholic tradition102 in general and by 
working out of the Reformed tradition in particular. The goal of this research is to aid the 
church missiologically and apologetically. As a result, this project aims to develop an 
understanding of Christ’s mysterious and intelligible presence103 discoverable in the world, 
scripture, and the Eucharist.  

 
101 The non-believer is and has been developing explanations about why Christians believe what they believe in 
order to deconstruct belief. Because Marx understood that the first job of criticism is to deconstruct theology, i.e., 
is to critique theology in order to unmask the self-estrangement of man, he attempted to deconstruct the nature 
of religion by criticizing and reducing religion to the “opiate of the people.” “For Germany, the criticism of religion 
has been essentially completed, and the criticism of religion is the prerequisite of all criticism. The profane 
existence of error is compromised as soon as its heavenly oratio pro aris et focis [“speech for the altars and 
hearths,” i.e., for God and country] has been refuted. Man, who has found only the reflection of himself in the 
fantastic reality of heaven, where he sought a superman, will no longer feel disposed to find the mere appearance 
of himself, the non-man [Unmensch], where he seeks and must seek his true reality. The foundation of irreligious 
criticism is: Man makes religion, religion does not make man. Religion is, indeed, the self-consciousness and self-
esteem of man who has either not yet won through to himself, or has already lost himself again. But man is no 
abstract being squatting outside the world. Man is the world of man – state, society. This state and this society 
produce religion, which is an inverted consciousness of the world, because they are an inverted world. Religion is 
the general theory of this world, its encyclopedic compendium, its logic in popular form, its spiritual point 
d’honneur, its enthusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, and its universal basis of consolation and 
justification. It is the fantastic realization of the human essence since the human essence has not acquired any true 
reality. The struggle against religion is, therefore, indirectly the struggle against that world whose spiritual aroma 
is religion. Religious suffering is, at one and the same time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against 
real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless 
conditions. It is the opium of the people. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the 
demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions about their condition is to call on them 
to give up a condition that requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo, the criticism of that 
vale of tears of which religion is the halo. Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers on the chain not in order that 
man shall continue to bear that chain without fantasy or consolation, but so that he shall throw off the chain and 
pluck the living flower. The criticism of religion disillusions man, so that he will think, act, and fashion his reality 
like a man who has discarded his illusions and regained his senses so that he will move around himself as his own 
true Sun. Religion is only the illusory Sun which revolves around man as long as he does not revolve around 
himself. It is, therefore, the task of history, once the other-world of truth has vanished, to establish the truth of this 
world. It is the immediate task of philosophy, which is in the service of history, to unmask self-estrangement in its 
unholy forms once the holy form of human self-estrangement has been unmasked. Thus, the criticism of Heaven 
turns into the criticism of Earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of law, and the criticism of theology into 
the criticismּ֙ofּ֙politics” (Marx, 2007). 
102 This approach attempts to implement some of the suggestions found in the manifesto Reformed Catholicity by 
Michael Allen and Scott Swain. “Our thesis is that there are Reformed Theological and ecclesiological warrants for 
pursuing a program of retrieval, that we can and should pursue catholicity on Protestant principle, and that 
perusing this path holds promise for theological and spiritual renewal” (2015:13). 
103 Theological mystery and reason are not opposed to one another; rather, when it comes to the Mystery of God, 
it is the foundation for rationality, i.e., his archetypal knowledge is the basis for our ectypal knowledge. In the 
liturgy of the Eucharist, we participate in a higher light that has more intelligibility then we can grasp which forms 
us into the intelligible image of Christ. Boyer and Hall, in their book on mystery, give a helpful definition of 
theological mystery. “When we speak of ‘mystery’ from now on, we are speaking of a revelation mystery that is 
dimensional in character—that is, a mystery that is impenetrable even after it is revealed, not by virtue of its 
quantitative magnitude, nor by virtue of its existential uniqueness, but by virtue of an unimaginable depth of 
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Dogmatic explanations presuppose the truth of Christianity found in the scriptures and the 
creedal-council-confessional traditions (i.e., the creeds and confessions are normed/norms in 
that the creeds and confessions are normed104 by the Bible) and their important philosophical 
assumptions. Apologetical explanations can be broader than dogmatic explanations in that 
apologetics may resource other areas of knowledge (e.g., sociology, psychology, biology . . .) to 
explain the world and better defend the Christian faith. This research will assume (like some of 
the Magisterial Reformers) that there were certain legitimate theological acculturations of 
philosophical ideas and terms during the Patristic and medieval period; some of these 
philosophical acculturations will be used to aid this work. Francis Turretin uses a similar method 
when it comes to the concept of God and the acculturation of philosophy (especially 
metaphysics). 105 “The concept of God is, therefore, one of the places at which philosophy and 
theology converge (cf.I.ix.10), and thus Turretin conceives a harmonious relation between 
philosophy and theology: ‘Metaphysics is the highest of the sciences in the natural order, but 
acknowledge the superiority of theology in the supernatural order’ (I.ii.4) . . . Therefore, he is 
highly engaged in metaphysics, for example, on the relationship of the divine attributes and the 
divine essence (III.v)” (Rehnman, 2002: 172). So, this project assumes that there should be no 
outright rejection of the use of philosophy when it aids and helps defend biblical orthodoxy, 

 
density that transcends our rational capacities and all of other capacities as well” (2012:13). Theologically, mystery 
is the natural epistemological condition of rational creatures. Mystery is based on the Incomprehensibility of God; 
that is, given the ontological (qualitative) distance/difference between the “mind” of an Infinite God and a finite 
creature’s mind, it is not possible to know the essence of God, only his finite accommodations. For the unbeliever 
mystery, is as Shakespeare describes; the inexplicable “sound and fury signifying nothing” because it is grounded in 
brute fact (i.e., unintelligible and meaningless is-ness or that-ness).  
104 Michael Horton, when talking about the creeds and confessions in relationship to the Reformation, states it this 
way: “The results of this era were the Nicene Creed (technically known as the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed, 
focusing on the dogma of the Trinity); the Chalcedonian Definition (concentrating on the person of Christ); and the 
Athanasian Creed (summarizing the catholic faith). Despite continued eruptions of discord through the centuries 
and widespread criticism on the modern era, these conclusions reached in the first five centuries created a 
consensus that has remained the touchstone of Christian confession to this present day. It was precisely because 
of the enormous vitality and richness of its fresh encounter with Scripture (especially its translation from the 
original languages into the vernacular of the people) that the Reformation produced confessions and catechisms 
for building up the body of Christ in its common faith and practice. Far from proposing an alternative to either the 
Bible or the ecumenical creeds, the Reformers saw their confessions and catechisms as ways of reviving the 
significance of the Bible and creeds in the life of the church” (Horton, 2011:217). Horton wrote about the 
ministerial authority of the creeds: “In commissioning his disciples with the keys that are properly his own, Jesus 
explicitly announced a union of the sign (ministerial binding and loosing ‘on’ earth) and this signifies (magisterial 
binding and loosing ‘in heaven’). God’s sanctification of ordinary, creaturely actions for divine, heavenly purposes 
means, on the one hand, that the church’s juridical authority is ministerial rather than magisterial and on the other 
hand that it is more than witness” (Ibid.: 897). To the extent that the creeds are found in the scriptures explicitly or 
by good and necessary consequences, they are authoritative. Sebastian Rehnman wrote about Francis Turretin on 
this topic: “Although classical Protestant theology emphasized special revelation, it never claimed that revelation 
constituted a complete Christian theistic system. The slogan was sola Scriptura, not nuda Scriptura. For the 
perfection of tradition does not, according to Francis Turretin exclude, all human tradition and is inclusive of 
inferences (I.xii.2, 8)” (2002:170). 
105 “Christian theology must resist those who turn their backs on all metaphysics, dogma, and dogmatic theology 
and think of religion in terms of subjective moods of the mind” (Bavinck, 2011:7). 
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especially when it is a “pro-theology philosophy” (Schumacher, 2016).106 In the most basic 
sense, to explain something is to give a reason(s) or a cause(s) for some 
phenomena/phenomenon, i.e., to explain the why of something.  
 
2.1.3 Dogma relationship to apologetics and missions  
 
The Reformed tradition107 has closely linked dogmatics and apologetics. The reason for this has 
been to make sure that the central dogmas of the faith inform the apologetic task and, in turn, 
apologetics defends the central dogmas. Berkhof makes this general comment about Kuyper, 
Herman Bavinck, and Hepp and their understanding of apologetics:  
 

These theologians assign to it a place in connection with the study of Dogmatics, and 
ascribe to it the task of vindicating the Christian system of the truth over against the 
attacks of false philosophy and science. They try to avoid overrating Apologetics on the 
one hand, and underrating it on the other hand. They do not want to neglect it, nor to 
consider it as a study of purely practical significance, but assign to it that modest and yet 
important task of defending the dogma of the Church against all attacks, and of doing 
this in a constructive and principal manner, and not merely in an occasional way as 
determined by current controversies (Berkhof, 1996:50). 

 
Because this work focuses on dogmatic explanations of unbelief for use in apologetics and 
missions, these dogmatic explanations will not be used to vindicate Christian dogma but rather 
to explain the “nature” of unbelief by assuming Christian dogma. That is, presupposing 
Christian dogma from the outset in order to answer the question of how nihilism can be 
defined and explained dogmatically in relationship to the reformed doctrine of the Eucharist in 
its broad and narrow sense. This thesis will attempt to answer this question.   
 
Cornelis van der Kooi and Gijsbert van den Brink, like Berkhof, explain the importance of 
apologetics and keeping apologetics and dogmatics together: 
 

There is ample evidence that the Christian community continues to need a voice with an 
apologetic orientation. As society becomes increasingly secular, and as the Christian 
faith is increasingly subjected to a wide range of criticisms, there is a heightened sense 
that Christians need to know how they can best respond with good arguments when 
they receive all kinds of reproaches. Rather than elevating apologetics into a separate 
discipline, however, we think it better to integrate it into dogmatics. This gives it a place 
in a positive, comprehensive elucidation of the content of the Christian faith, rather 
than a discourse with inevitably defensive undertones. Moreover, because of a constant 

 
106 This work is based on mixed articles (articuli mixti) drawn from philosophy and theology in order to build 
dogmatic explanations.  
107 The Magisterial Reformers altered comparatively few of the major loci of theology proper they had received: 
“the doctrines of justification, the sacraments, and the church received the greatest emphasis, while the doctrines 
of God, the Trinity, creation, providence, predestination, and the things were taken over by the magisterial 
Reformation virtually without alteration” (Muller, 2000). 
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orientation toward the sources of the faith, apologetics will shift less easily to very 
dissimilar philosophical models. And finally, in its turn, dogmatics will be protected 
against fuzziness when it has to seriously assume its responsibility of giving an account 
of the Christian faith to secular religious forms of criticism. In short, good dogmatics will 
certainly in our culture, have an apologetic nature (van der Kooi & van den Brink, 
2017:21-22).  
 

Dogmatics and apologetics108 are separate, but they should never be distinct. This above insight 
is very helpful and fits this project. The philosophy that best fits the task of apologetics is the 
same philosophy that best fits the task of dogmatics. The philosophy that finds its fulfillment in 
dogmatics protects the apologist from shifting into “dissimilar models” of philosophy that 
undermine the Christian faith rather than giving the faith a robust apologetic. This is why the 
dogma of Simplicity is such an important test case for acculturating philosophy to serve 
dogmatics. Simplicity can be defended scripturally, as well as by natural theology, and when 
both tasks are done, this brings philosophy and dogmatics into harmony.109 The natural 
theology developed out of the dogma of Simplicity entails certain philosophical (especially 
metaphysical) assumptions that can be used apologetically. Simplicity fits this project because 
the most basic created gift that God gives is esse, which is one of the dogmatic grounds for the 
analogia participationis. Esse is the most primal creational gift for the analogia participationis 
that is presupposed in the Eucharist.   
 
Herman Bavinck helps to express the use of philosophy in dogmatics: 
  

The validity and justification of theology arises from the essence of the Christian faith 
itself as divine revelation addresses humanity in its totality and in all its life 
relationships. Revelation has the whole world as its object. In all areas of life, it joins the 
battle against deception. It offers material for the profoundest thought processes, and 
in the field of science plants the knowledge of God alongside and in organic connection 
with that of humanity and the world. This is also the reason for theology’s close 
relationship with philosophy. From the beginning, Christian theology has used the 
insights of the philosophic tradition to understand and explain the faith. Christian 
theology did not simply adopt one philosophic system wholesale but borrowed from 
many, though always testing philosophies by revelation. Theology thus arises from the 
church as believers think through the precepts of the faith, making selective use of 
philosophy as its servant. The early church only utilized the philosophy that was most 
suited for thinking through and defending the truth of God. They went to work 
eclectically and did not take over any single philosophical system, be it either Plato or 

 
108 In general, the evidentialists focus on history and reliability of the biblical text while classical apologetics often 
focuses on philosophy and history; the pressupositionalists normally focus on a philosophy that presupposes 
dogmatics.  
109 James Dolezal’s assessment of the doctrine of Simplicity as it relates to the scriptures is helpful in understanding 
the exegetical basis for Simplicity: “There is no single proof text for this doctrine. It follows rather, by way of good 
and necessary consequences from a number of other doctrines that are clearly taught in Scripture . . . All that is 
explicitly stated in Scripture and all that must necessarily follow must equally be regarded as the Bible’s teaching. 
Simplicity, much like the Trinity, makes the best sense of the revealed data on God considered altogether” 
(Dolezal, 2017:44).  
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from Aristotle, but with the aid of Greek philosophy produced a Christian philosophy of 
their own. The church was at all times alert against the misuse of philosophy; it not only 
rejected Gnosticism but also condemned Origenism. After initially being wary of 
Scholasticism and philosophy, the Reformers soon realized that if they were to avoid 
becoming a sect, their theological work needed philosophy and recognized its 
usefulness. Calvin assumed this high position form the start, saw in philosophy “an 
outstanding gift of God,” and was followed in this assessment by all Reformed 
theologians. Theology only works with philosophy in a proper manner when it brings 
along its own criteria, tests all philosophy by them, and takes over what it deems true 
and useful. No single philosophical system serves here; what theology needs is 
philosophy in general (Bavinck, 2011:139-140).   
 

Philosophy can aid apologetics and dogmatics in fulfilling their respective tasks and dogmatics 
“only works with philosophy in a proper manner when it brings along its own criteria, tests all 
philosophy by them” (Ibid.). Dogmatics should be apologetic in its presentation, and apologetics 
should be informed by dogmatics in its defense and presentation. Dogmatic explanations aid 
apologetics especially where apologetics has the most ramifications for dogma which seems to 
be primarily in the arena of philosophy in general and metaphysics in particular. Dogmatic 
explanations help the apologist to give theological reasons for the existence and nature of 
unbelief.    
 
2.1.4 Dogma-historical examination and specific dogmas 
              
As stated above, the dogma-historical aspect of this work will focus on teachings found within 
the early creeds and councils (e.g., Nicene-Constantinople creed and the councils preceding, 
following, and including the Chalcedonian definition) in general and the Reformed tradition and 
confessions in particular. Within the Reformed tradition it is assumed that dogmas should be 
“either expressly set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence may be 
deduced from scripture” (WCF. 1:6)110 and that dogmas are articles of faith that are to 
confessed liturgically within the church. The dogmas of Simplicity, Trinity, Creatio ex-nihilo, 
incarnation, and the Eucharist, are to be confessed and are to play a major role in the liturgy of 
the church. There are dogmas that are related to or flow from the above listed dogmas, e.g., 
evil as a privatio boni, and the esse-essentia111 distinction which is a real distinction and not 

 
110 Ryan M. McGraw, in his helpful book on the topic of “good and necessary consequence”: “Exegesis and biblical 
theology tell us what the words of Scripture mean or what distinguishes a particular biblical author from other, yet 
both often stop short of drawing theological conclusions from Scripture that show us what the Bible teaches as a 
whole. This is the task of systematic theology, which depends heavily on deducing divinely intended consequences 
from the text of Scripture. Without such deductions and the conclusions that are based upon them, we lose the 
ability to ask important questions of the Bible, such as what it teaches about the relationship between the persons 
of the Trinity” (2012:xii). This thesis will rely upon the doctrine of God’s Simplicity as a doctrine rich in dogmatic 
explanatory power. 
111 Esse (that-ness) is the act of being, i.e., to be standing out over and against nothing. Essentia (what-ness) is the 
nature of something that differentiates kinds of things (quiddity is essence existing in thought). Logically speaking, 
an essence is defined by its genus, species, and specific difference. Another way to state this is that creaturely esse 
is God’s gift of existence that reveals his beauty, intelligibility, and goodness. Essentia focuses on God’s gift of 
intelligibility by divinely designed creaturely forms (ειδος) found in reality. It will not be defended at length in this 
project, but the working assumption is that the esse/essentia distinction is a metaphysically real distinction found 
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merely a conceptual distinction. There are other doctrines that have a distinctively Reformed 
development, e.g., autopistos112 of the scriptures, justification by faith alone, the noetic effects 
of sin and the distinctives of the Reformed doctrine of the Eucharist. Some of these dogmas are 
examples of applying the “good and necessary consequences” principle. The “good and 
necessary consequences” principle can be expanded to include loci to loci113 relationships.114 
These loci to loci development can produce what may be called a transcendent criticism  
 

. . . that proceeds from one’s own presuppositions (or standpoint) and (a). demonstrates 
the implication of these presuppositions for the understanding of knowledge or (b). 
criticizes some theory of knowledge (or of science) or other. This method is necessary; it 
may in a certain sense be called dogmatic; but it need not be dogmatistic in so far as 
one is willing to give a responsible account for one’s presuppositions (Stoker, 1971:35).  

 
in created, composed beings and not just a conceptual distinction. The relationship between a Simple God and 
composed creation is the basis for an analogia participationis which includes both an analogia entis (analogy of 
being) and analogia revelationis (analogy of revelation) mediated by the Logos. Kerr describes the need for a 
Simple God in this way: “Creatures do not possess esse essentially—that is, it is not natural for a creature to exist, 
it must receive its esse from another. If left to themselves, creatures would not exist, because esse is not 
something identical to the nature of any creature, rather, esse is identical only with the nature of the creator” 
(Kerr, 2015:184). The terms esse and essentia will be used throughout this work to represent existence (isness) and 
essence (whatness). This distinction fits the doctrine of creation and is philosophically sound and is found on all 
levels of knowing precognitive insita, cognitive insita, and aquisita knowledge. Moreover, another term closely 
related to esse needs to be introduced—actus essendi (act of being). The actus essendi (act of being) “is the most 
profound perfection of a thing; it is an internal incommunicable metaphysical principle inseparable from the thing 
itself, from the ‘essence’ of the thing, and from anything that exists in the thing. No ‘essence’ actually present in 
nature makes itself known to the intellect without simultaneously making known its proper participation in the ‘act 
of being” (Gonzalez, 2009). Actus essendi would not include beings of reason but only extramental reality of 
subsistent things, i.e., beings of reason have esse but not actus essendi. Moreover, it is the case that we can know 
God has esse but we do not know God’s essentia or his actus essendi.  
112 Autopistos is the self-evidencing or “self-truthing” of the scripture and can only be seen by the “inward work of 
the Holy Spirit bearing witness by and with the Word in our hearts” (WCF 1.5). “We receive all these, books and 
these only, as holy and canonical, for the regulation, foundation, and confirmation of our faith; believing without 
any doubt, all things contained in them, not so much because the Church receives and approves them as such, but 
more especially because the Holy Ghost witnesseth in our hearts they are from God, whereof they carry the 
evidence in themselves. For the very blind are able to perceive that thing foretold in them are fulfilling (Belgic 
Confession article 5).” The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, 
dependeth not upon the testimony of any man, or Church; but wholly upon God (who is truth itself) the author 
thereof; and therefore, it is to be received, because it is the Word of God (WCF 1.4) (bold and italics added).   
113 Definition for “loci communes: common places; the collections of basic topics or loci, in any field of study; in 
theology, specifically scriptural loci, their interpretations, traditional topics, and debates into an ordered body of 
Christian doctrine; a standard title for such systems of doctrine” (Muller, 2017:204).  
114Anna Williams contrasts two types of theology and what she classifies as “Type 2” fits the expansion of the 
“good and necessary consequences” principle found in the Westminster Confession of faith and fits developing 
theology on a loci to loci relationships: “designates theological writing in which the treatment of any one locus 
indicated, at least on some measure, how it is formed by other loci or how it will itself determine and shape others 
. . . implicitly assumes an oikonomia, a providentially ordered creation intended for harmony within itself. It 
assumes equally a notion of ratio: of divine determination reflected in order and the discernment of this ordering” 
(Williams, 2011). “Type 2” theology is similar to the approach that will be taken here in that the doctrines of 
theological nihilism and the Eucharist will be developed by relating each dogma to the other. The difference is that 
this project will not be tethered to just theology, but it will move freely between theology and philosophy to 
develop a dogmatic explanatory ratio. 
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H.G. Stoker mentions that this is a transcendent criticism because it is concerned with 
demonstrating the implications of the one’s presuppositions and criticizes another theory with 
these implications. Transcendent criticism is dogmatic in the sense that it presupposes certain 
dogmas in the inquiry into explanation(s) and criticism.  

 
2.2 Athanasius’ Insight for this Thesis  
 
The general overall apologetic task for Athanasius was to prove the Christian faith is not alogos 
(without reason), but to the contrary, the Christian faith cannot be without logos (reason) 
because it is grounded in the Logos. The Logos is the perfect image of the Father; therefore, 
because we are created in the image of the Logos, we will be more rational115 if we image the 
Logos. This insight by Athanasius is important in understanding rationality or intelligibility116 as 
it relates to humans imaging the Word. This imaging of the Word is important to this thesis and 
will be presupposed and developed throughout this thesis — the Father gifts existence, 
rationality, and intelligibility to his image bearers.  
 

For God is good, or rather the source of all goodness, and one who is good grudges 
nothing, so that grudging nothing its existence, he made all things through his own 
Word, our Lord Jesus Christ. Among these things, of all things upon earth he had mercy 
upon the human race, and seeing that by the principle of its own coming into being it 
would not be able to endure eternally, he granted them a further gift, creating human 
beings not simply like all the irrational animals upon the earth but making them 
according to his own image (cf. Gen 1.27), giving them a share of power of his own 
Word, so that having it we are shadows of the Word and being made rational, they 
might be able to abide in blessedness, living the true life which is really that of the holy 
ones in paradise (Athanasius, 2011:57).  

 
Below are key points and general subpoints (that are liberally and anachronistically expanded 
upon here and will be developed later for this thesis) from this section of Athanasius’ writings 
that apply to the rest of this work. 
 
I. God is the source of goodness and gives the primal gift of existence to creation through 

his Word.  
 

115 Does this mean that believers will be the best mathematicians or scientists because they participate in the 
Eucharist? The answer, of course, is no, but scientism along with its reductive quantification of all reality (i.e., the 
belief that math and the “sciences” are the only way to know reality) nihilises the full plenitude of the nature of 
rationality. The transformation of intellect that takes place by being united to Christ and by participating in the 
means of grace takes place on a personal mode of existence which includes but also transcends math and science. 
When the believer, by faith, participates in the Eucharist, the believer will be a better image of the Logos, and by 
better imaging the Logos, the believer will be able to objectively display a more rational person after the image of 
the Creator.  
116 To be rational in a broad sense via Athanasius means to have logos; in a narrow sense it can mean to clearly 
define terms (properly adequate the nature of the thing being defined), defend propositions, and give valid 
arguments. To be intelligible means to be knowable, i.e., to be able to be grasped by a mind, either Divine and/or 
human. God knowing things makes them intelligible, i.e., he is the originator of intelligibility, and our minds receive 
intelligibility he creates.  
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A. God is the source of all goodness which is the basis for a demonstratio quia argument, 
i.e., effect to cause argument. Epistemologically we know goodness via creation and 
from that argue to the metaphysical ground of goodness. The same kind of argument 
works for existence; epistemologically we know finite composed beings, and from that, 
we can argue to a metaphysically Simple (non-compound) Being.117  

B. Existence is a gift given out of God’s goodness and because existence is the most primal 
gift therefore existence is to be received Eucharistically and is the basis for the liturgy of 
the Eucharist.   

1. The primary philosophical example of the giftedness of reality will be based on the esse 
and essentia distinction found in reality. This distinction was not developed by 
Athanasius, but it is found in its nascent form given his affirmation (in the above quote) 
that existence is a gift. This notion of existence as a gift is developed by Aquinas into the 
esse and essentia distinction and this distinction is received by some of the Reformers 
(especially in the Reformers affirmation of Simplicity). This distinction accounts for the 
precognitive primal feeling of dependence and this distinction can be developed into an 
argument for God’s existence (the Word exists on all levels of being and knowing).118 

2. Moreover, this distinction can be used to argue for the Simplicity of God which helps 
account for the Creator/creature distinction and relationship along with the doctrines of 
the incarnation and the presence of Christ in the Eucharist.    
 

II. The Word is the perfectly rational119 (intelligible) being in the perfect image of the 
Father, and he is the one that properly reveals the Father (John 1:18). To the extent 
humans participate in that rationality (intelligibility) in a creaturely (shadows of the 
Word) manner, God’s presence is revealed.  

 
117 The term being is used analogously when referenced to God and creation.  
118 The Word is the basis for the originating cause of creation and the sustaining cause of creation. “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with 
God. All things were made through him, and without him was not anything made that was made. In him was 
life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it” 
(John 1:1-5). “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by him all things were 
created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—
all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all things, and in him all things hold 
together” (Colossians 1:15-17). “Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the 
prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, 
through whom also he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his 
nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power” (Hebrews 1:1-3a). italics and bold added     
119 If one uses the word rational to mean ratiocination, then the Word is not rational but supra-rational. The Word 
(Logos asarkos) knows all things in one divine “intuition” and does not have to go through a process of reasoning in 
order to know something. The Word’s knowledge is what makes things what they are and does not receive 
knowledge from outside his nature. John Behr comments on translating the Greek word logikos to mean rational. 
Athanasius describes God as creating human beings in his image through his own Word (Logos) our Savior Jesus 
Christ. “To be in the image of God is to be logikos, a term which can only be translated into English, but very 
unsatisfactorily, as ‘rational.’ For whole the term ‘rational’ brings to mind notions of rationality, and often gets cast 
into an opposition between body and mind, the logikos must be understood in terms of image human beings have 
been created and after whose pattern of life they should live if they wish to live ‘rationally” (Behr, 2011:27-28).   
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A. Intelligibility comes perfectly through the Word who is in the perfect image of the 
Father and humbled himself in perfect obedience to the Father (Philippians 2:6-11). The 
act of condescension and perfect obedience to the Father’s will brought forth the 
intelligibility of God through a human nature in a concentrated manner.  

B. Intelligibility is revelatory of God, but it takes a Eucharistic reception having “the mind of 
Christ” (I Cor. 2:16; Phil 2:5) to participate in this intelligibility properly.  

C. Humans are made intelligible as they properly image the Word because humans are 
created in the Word’s image. However, after the fall this intelligibility has been 
fragmented and distorted. Intelligibility or revelation is one of the ways to explain and 
know the presence of God.  

D. The Eucharist and its liturgies are a means of grace to make the understanding of 
creation in general and his people, in particular, more intelligible. The liturgical 
formation takes place on the precognitive level of knowledge and forms the other areas 
of knowledge, i.e., concepts, propositions, and reasoning.  
 

 2.3 Historical Approach and Method 
 
Because this is a creative work of dogmatics grounded in the history of dogma for use in 
apologetics and missions, it will be highly constructive. Therefore, this work will not trace the 
historical origin, context, or detail of each dogmatician or their thought at great length. Given 
the constructive nature of this project, it will rely upon secondary sources to give any 
contextual or historical background while engaging the primary sources as often as possible—
sometimes with lengthy quotes. This project will not be bogged down with linguistic or 
philological analysis because the primary goal is to develop dogmatic explanations about the 
“nature” of unbelief.  
         
Ryan McGraw, in his review of the book Christian Dogmatics by Allen and Swain (2017:151-
152), states:  
 

Historical figures lived and wrote in historical contexts. Contemporary theologians write 
in their own contexts, which partly direct the nature of their interest and concerns. To 
complicate matters further, while biblical books possess authority that demands 
application to the church in every age, each biblical author writes in their own historical 
context with historically grounded concerns. This means that theologians using historical 
sources are always liable to anachronism imposing present terms and debates on 
historical figures and moments . . . The difficult task of systematic theologians is to 
preserve historical contexts without treating historical ideas as universally valid 
concepts and to bring them subsequently to bear on current questions . . . The primary 
benefit of historical contextualization is theological clarity . . . The contemporary 
authority and application of Scripture should then serve as the conceptual tool by which 
we evaluate historical formulations in relation to their receptive contexts. Context and 
Scripture are the necessary links that enable us to draw ideas from the past and 
incorporate them into the present.  

 
The above admonition is helpful when working in the areas of historical theology or history of 
philosophy, but not always within in dogmatics especially if it has a strong apologetical and 
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missional approach to its subject matter. Because of the nature of this work, this project will 
not be tied down to such strictures.  
 
Moreover, some historical ideas found in dogmatics and philosophy can be considered 
“universally valid concepts.” Because this work is concerned with broader themes and ideas of 
dogma and the philosophical ideas presupposed by these dogmas, “universally valid concepts” 
will be especially applicable. Obvious examples are the doctrines of Simplicity, the Trinity, and 
the incarnation, along with theological/philosophical metaphysics related to these dogmas. 
These dogmas find application today while meaning the same thing or something very similar 
as they did in previous use in history.120 McGraw’s stringent tethering of meaning to the 
historical context can obviate the universal application of meaning.  
              
Lydia Schumacher, when discussing her use of Thomas Aquinas’ view of faith and reason, notes:  
 

Although I follow Aquinas closely on certain matters, the very fact that he operated in a 
context that is so far removed from our own renders it impossible or at least 
unprofitable simply to reiterate his thoughts on say, the nature of reason or of faith. 
Thus, the conceptual framework outlined in this context does not entail a reformulation 
or even an interpretation of Aquinas but a constructive effort to resolve the current 
question of faith’s rationality, which appropriates, sometimes quite extensively, and 
sometimes adopts quite heavily, principles Aquinas articulated, insofar as these are still 
relevant in contemporary circumstances (Aquinas, 2016:2).  
 

This project will be more in line with Schumacher’s approach rather than McGraw’s approach. 
The working assumption will be that we can know some of the past ideas and some of those 
past ideas are “universally valid” for today and can be apprehended but never fully 
comprehended. The goal of this work is a “constructive effort to resolve the questions of faith’s 
rationality” by giving dogmatic explanations with the aid and help of philosophy (Ibid.) 
 
Van der Kooi and van der Brink seem to offer a position in line with Schumacher that fits the 
spirit of this project:  
 

As important as the past may, therefore, be for the dogmatician, he or she must never 
be a prisoner of the past. Unlike the historian of religion, the dogmatician should not 
reduce his or her work to description, to simply report the positions of other people. 

 
120 The Apostle Paul quotes Greek philosophers and poets in a very accommodating manner in order to incorporate 
them into his theology without exact concern for context and historical nuances (e.g., Acts 17). “In Acts 17:28, Paul 
quotes one of their philosophers and then one of their poets in reference to Zeus: ‘For in him we live and move 
and have our being,’ and ‘We are his offspring.’ Even though both statements were written in reference to Zeus, 
Paul sees that there is truth in them only if they are applied to the true God, who is the creator and sustainer of all 
humankind” (Chatraw & Allen, 2018:190). Paul incorporates these thinkers into his “system” without much 
concern for their intellectual sitz in lieben. That is because there are common notions that exist by the light of 
nature are revealed in all human beings by the fact that they are created in God’s image. “Paul appealed to the 
pagan audience in terms of common notions, but he removed the erroneous elements that were obscuring their 
view of truth. In the terms of the earlier Reformed tradition, Paul appealed to the principle of common notions but 
challenged his audience erroneous conclusions” (Fesko, 2019:125).  
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Dogmatics is confronted with the challenge of telling us what, in today’s context, is the 
core of our faith—and to do so in an intelligible and authoritative manner” (van der Kooi 
& van den Brink, 2017:17).  

  
These developed explanations are always incomplete because of the revelatory depths of the 
nature of reality yet to be explored. There is always more to be revealed, and this revelation 
always comes with a mystery because it is a revelation of the Transcendent God. There are 
always new intelligible-mysteries to be discovered. These new intelligible-mysteries include 
applying and understanding established dogmas in new ways as the church moves towards the 
eschaton. Some mysteries are irreducible and cannot be understood by a finite mind, e.g., 
God’s nature. “In other words, things in so far as they are creatively thought by God possess 
these two properties; on the one hand, their ontological clarity and self-revelation and, on the 
other hand, their inexhaustibleness; their knowability as well as their ‘unknowability’” (Pieper, 
1999b:69). 121   
            
This project will not be concerned about debates that revolve around the theological positions 
chosen even within the Reformed tradition (e.g., Simplicity or extra calvinisticum122). The main 
justification for the doctrines chosen will be the long and fruitful use of this doctrine in the 
history of the church in general and the Reformed tradition in particular.123 For example, some 

 
121 W. Norris Clarke is helpful when dealing with the topic of metaphysics as it relates to history and context in 
reference to universal truth. “Hence although metaphysicians can indeed discover universal metaphysical truths 
transcending all times and cultures, the conceptual-linguistic expression of what they have discovered will always 
have to resign itself to being incomplete, falling short of the fullness of the real, in a word, perspectival, seen from 
within the resources of thinking, speaking, imagining, and feeling of the metaphysician’s own culture in its 
situation in human history, Hence no finite, exhaustively adequate expression of metaphysics for all times and 
cultures is humanly possible. But metaphysicians are not locked into their own cultures and languages; they can 
learn from each other, especially in an age of universal communication like our own, and develop more sensitive 
and sophisticated conceptual and linguistic tools as they go along if they have the humility to learn from others . . . 
A metaphysics, therefore, done by human beings like ourselves must be humble” (Clarke, 2001:8).  
122 The extra calvinisticum: “The reformed argued that the Word is fully united to but never totally contained 
within the human nature and therefore, even in the incarnation, is to be conceived of as beyond or outside of 
(extra) the human nature… the reformed emphasized the transcendence of the divine and the heavenly location of 
Christ’s body . . . Finitum non capax infiniti (q.v.), the finite is incapable of the infinite. In other words, the finite 
humanity of Christ is incapable of receiving or grasping infinite attributes such as omnipresence, omnipotence, or 
omniscience” (Muller, 2017:116-117). The extra calvinisticum is another dogma that protects the Creator/creature 
distinction and is faithful to the Chalcedonian Creed. The extra calvinisticum was found in the early church fathers, 
Aquinas, and the Reformers; the extra calvinisticum protects the theological language about Christ, as the 
creational mediator, from falling prey to some form of subordinationism. The Logos is fully divine. Hence, the 
Logos is Simple (unrestricted) in his being (Logos asarkos), and he took on human nature (Logos ensarkos).    
123The long and fruitful use of a particular doctrine, of course, can be disputed, e.g., the doctrine of justification by 
faith alone. This thesis will give the benefit of the doubt to the Reformed position when it comes to the bar of 
history. That is the doctrine of justification by faith alone has a long track record in the history of the church at 
least in a nascent sense; See Michael Horton’s Justification (volume 1): New Studies in Dogmatics and Gerald Bray’s 
Reformation Invention or Historic Orthodoxy? Justification in the Fathers found in The Doctrine on Which the 
Church Stands or Falls. Moreover, the long and fruitful use will be narrowed down to some reformed theologians. 
“Justification is an act of God’s free grace unto the sinner, in which he pardoneth all their sins, accepteth and 
accounteth their person righteous in this sight; not for anything wrought in them, but only for the perfect 
obedience and full satisfaction of Christ, by God imputed to them, and received by faith alone” (WLC Q.70). 
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form of the analogia participationis, along with the attending analogia entis and analogia 
revelationis is based on the doctrines of Simplicity and the Trinity and these dogmas will be 
chosen and assumed without going into the nuanced details of the historical debates 
surrounding these topics. The main criterion of this project is coherence via developing 
established dogmas that find precedence in the history of the church for use in missions and 
apologetics. The development of the thesis will be progressing toward the understanding of 
Christ’s intelligible presence found in the Eucharist and how that forms the believers into his 
image; this is the antithesis of theological nihilism.  
 
2.4 Goodness, truth, and privation in apologetics  

This project assumes that evil is a privation of the good (privatio boni) and that falsity is a 

privation of the true, i.e., ontological truth124 (privatio veri). So, everything that exists, post-Fall, 

will exemplify (however distorted and privated) truth and goodness to some extent. So, every 

false philosophy has the borrowed capital125 of truth and goodness along with the privation(s) 

of evil and falsity. As a point of contact, the apologists may appeal to what is true in someone’s 

philosophy or to what is false and corrupted. That is, one may use a reductio argument in order 

to show that what is being presupposed that is false or corrupted leads to absurdity, internal 

incoherence, or lack of explanatory power (e.g., naturalism).126 Alternatively, one may start 

 
124 Ontological truth can be roughly defined as a being properly reflecting and acting according to the nature with 
which God created it, i.e., reflecting God’s exemplar, formal, and final cause. A privated being does not live 
according to the nature God gave it but tries to define its own nature by determining its own exemplar, formal, 
and final cause. “Metaphysical or ontological truth consists of an object, person, or cause, being all that belongs to 
its nature. In that sense gold that is gold not only in appearance but in reality, is true gold. The antonyms of truth 
in that sense are falsehood, spuriousness, vanity, and nonbeing. In this sense truth is a property of all being; it is 
identical with substance. Especially Augustine often spoke of truth in that sense. All being or essence as such is 
true and a beautiful and good. Grant, there is immense diversity in degrees of creaturely being: yet all things have 
received from God a unique being of their own and as such participate in the divine being. From the consideration 
of this creaturely being, Augustine moves to the consideration of God. In Scripture God is called the true God in 
distinction from idols, which are vanities. Thus, in Augustine, God is the true, unique, simple, immutable and 
terminal being. By comparison to his being, the supreme truth, and the supreme good. He is pure being. He does 
not possess but is the truth. ‘O Truth, which you truly are!’” (Bavinck, 2004:208-210) 
125 “No Christian can escape facing the fact that many non-Christian scientists have discovered much truth about 
nature. If he does not explain this fact with Calvin by virtually saying that this is true in spite of their immanentistic 
view of life and because of the fact that they cannot help but work with the ”borrowed” capital of Christianity then 
he must grant that the naturalist is partially right” (Van Til, 2007:153). Van Til grants that the unbeliever does 
discover truth about reality, in spite of, not because of their false philosophy of naturalism. For discovery to be 
possible the world must be objectively intelligible (true) and objectively desirable to know (good). God is the 
metaphysical precondition for goodness and truth (not naturalism a privation of reality) so the unbeliever has to 
borrow from God’s creation in order to reason and know reality.  
126 E.g., David Bentley Hart shows the absurdity of assuming that consciousness is just a material phenomenon. “If, 
moreover, naturalism is correct (however implausible that is), and if consciousness is then an essentially material 
phenomenon, then there is no reason to believe that our minds, having evolved purely through natural selection, 
could possibly be capable of knowing what is or is not true about reality as a whole. Our brains may necessarily 
have equipped us to recognize certain sorts of physical objects around us and enabled us to react to them; but, 
beyond that, we can assume only that nature will have selected just those behaviors in us most conducive to  our 
survival, along with whatever structures of thought and belief might be essentially or accidentally associate with 
them, and there is no reason to suppose that such structures—even those that provide us with notions of what 
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with the goodness, and the truth that is agreed upon (e.g., objective morality or the 

intelligibility of world) and then show this truth makes sense within a Christian worldview and 

leads one to a transcendent God.127    

2.5 Reformed Tradition and the Eclectic use of Philosophy 
 
An eclectic approach to philosophy (and theology) is found in the Reformers and has 
precedence in the Patristics. Clement of Alexandria (2016:17) wrote about philosophy and its 
eclectic accomodation by believers and usefullness: “And philosophy—I do not mean the Stoic, 
or the Platonic, or the Epicurean, or the Aristotelian, but whatever has been well said by each 
of those sects, which teach righteousness along with a science pervaded by piety,—this eclectic 
whole I call philosophy”.128 This eclectic approach allowed the Reformers to appeal to a vast 

 
constitutes a sound rational argument—have access to any abstract ‘truth’ about the totality of things. This yields 
a delightful paradox, if naturalism is true as a picture of reality, it is necessarily false as a philosophical precept; for 
no one’s belief in the truth of naturalism correspond to reality except through a shocking coincident (or, better, a 
miracle)” (Hart, 2013:17-18).  
127 E.g., Baggett and Walls, along with the non-believer, presupposes objective morality and then moves from that 
to the existence of God. “In the present volume, we engage this battle on the side of the transcendentalist view, 
and argue that there is much more to be ‘found’ than ourselves so far as morality is concerned, indeed something 
infinitely more ‘attractive and final’ (as Leff put it) than we. In keeping with the recognition that the debate about 
the nature of morality ultimately hinges on which world view is correct our primary aim is to defend a moral 
argument for God’s existence. We shall advance the case that moral considerations provide us with substantial 
reasons to believe not only in God, but a particular kind of God. This argument will dovetail with our primary aim, 
which is to rebut objections to theistic ethics. In the process, we shall argue not only that morality points to God, 
but that morality ultimately needs God to make full rational sense” (Baggett & Walls, 2011:4).  
128 This project is done in the same eclectic spirit both in dogma and philosophy by resourcing the Patristics and 
Aquinas along with some modern Thomists in order to buttress the main concerns of the dogmatic explanations 
developed. A few examples of the eclectic use of thought in this project are: 1.) The use of Aquinas and his 
metaphysical defense of the doctrine of Simplicity and the metaphysics that grow out of the defense of this 
doctrine, i.e., esse and essentia as a real distinction. This distinction can be seen as the most basic gift God gives 
and can be used as a fruitful way to defend the intelligibility of reality contra any notion of existence founded on 
brute fact. 2.) Some form of the analogia participationis and analogia entis/revelationis that grows out of the 
doctrine of Simplicity and the esse/essentia distinction that best defends intelligibility and mystery on the created 
level of existence and best accounts for the intelligibility and mystery of the Eucharist. The Patristics and Aquinas 
had no problem in using metaphysics to help aid their theology especially as it relates to the doctrine of Simplicity 
and the Trinity, and these developments were incorporated by some of the Reformers, if not explicitly then at least 
implicitly. The Reformers that incorporated these developments did not assume that the Patristics and Aquinas 
had fallen prey to the Babylonian captivity of Greek thought and therefore could not be used for philosophical and 
theological development. The Patristics (Athanasius, Hillary, Augustine, and Cyril) and Aquinas had acculturated 
some Greek metaphysical assumptions into their theologizing, and some incorporations were good. This project 
assumes that every system, no matter how antithetical to the Christian faith, has to rely upon goodness and truth 
(privatio boni or veri) at some level even in an attempt to repudiate the Christian faith. Depending on how corrupt 
those systems or set of beliefs are will determine how helpful that system is in developing the Christian faith. 
However, this project will focus narrowly on the philosophical assumptions that were used in the development of 
the doctrines of Simplicity, the Trinity, Creatio ex-nihilo (i.e., Nicene-Constantinople creed) and Christology (i.e., 
Chalcedonian definition), e.g., the hypostatic union of Christ and the privatio boni. Moreover, the accommodation 
of Schleiermacher by Herman and J.H. Bavinck will be used to develop the concept of pre-cognitive insita 
knowledge and the use of this kind of knowledge to understand the Eucharist and theological nihilism. 
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array of philosophical sources to develop and synthesize for use in dogmatics. Eclecticism129 fits 
the method of many of the Magisterial Reformers. When speaking about the early Reformed 
approach to philosophy, Richard Muller states:  
 

The simplest and best description of the philosophical perspective (or perspectives) 
found among the Reformed thinkers of both the Reformation and the early orthodox 
eras is ‘eclectic’ (2003:67). Beyond this, in the subtle eclecticism of the seventeenth-
century reception of the past, the nominally orthodox theologians and philosophers 
among the Protestants tended to choose for philosophical foundation some form of the 
perennial Christian philosophy—most typically in the form of a modified Christian 
Aristotelianism or, less frequently a somewhat more Platonizing pattern of thought 
(Muller, 144-145).   

 
The method of philosophical eclecticism can be found in Herman Bavinck’s dogmatics in his act 
of ressourcement in which he accommodated diverse dogmatic and philosophical thought, e.g., 
Patristics, Aquinas, and Schleiermacher:  
 

For Bavinck, the triune God is an archetypal unity-in-diversity qualitatively distinct from 
creation, which is made up of interconnected unities-in-diversities in becoming. Bavinck 
uses the organic motif to negotiate the tensions within different ideologies and systems 
into a coherent whole, thus providing him with the conceptual apparatus to deploy 
various thinkers in an eclectic yet theologically principled manner. With these 
observations in view, it is not surprising that in current discussions concerning Reformed 
catholicity and theological retrieval, Bavinck is often invoked as a paradigmatic model to 
follow. Retrieval, it is argued, is a fruitful means of engaging present theological 
concerns in an act of ressourcement. We are called back to the past, and to revisit the 
treasures of wisdom in the ancient, medieval and post-Reformation divines as a way 
forward in contemporary dialogues (Brock & Sutanto, 2017:311). 

 

 
129 “Citation of older theological and philosophical materials by the Reformed thinkers of the early orthodox era 
manifests both broad interest in such thinkers as Aquinas, Durandus, Scotus, Gregory of Rimini, Thomas of 
Strasbourg, and William of Ockham and highly eclectic appropriation of materials . . . The eclectic character of the 
philosophical model identifies both positively and negatively a set of theological and philosophical assumptions 
that determined the contents and norms of what might be called ‘Reformed philosophy’ and conditioned its 
relation to theology” (Muller, 2003: 376-377).  
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Eclecticism130 and catholicity131 allow for a wide variety of sources to be accommodated to the 
dogmatic work of the theologian. Eclecticism allows for freedom of thought and lends itself to 
accommodating older dogmatics and philosophy to modern issues. This work will be eclectic in 
its approach to philosophical as well as its dogmatic sources guided by the Reformed tradition. 
This work will not focus on making new developments in dogma or philosophy but on 
combining them in a new manner by working out the previous eclectic work to develop 
dogmatic explanations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
130 Besides being eclectic in approach, this project falls under Reformed catholicity along with using dogmatic 
retrieval. The thesis will use a variety of theological sources that seem to enhance and help synthesize the major 
themes related to the thesis. The retrieval will include Roman Catholic theologians who have written in relevant 
areas. Allen & Swain convey the “theological sensibility” of Reformed catholicity in this manner. “We do believe 
that classical Reformed thought, both in the era of the Reformation and beyond in the era of Reformed Orthodoxy, 
provide numerous examples of thoughtful appropriation of the catholic tradition and, moreover, that the 
principles of classical Reformed orthodox prolegomena, as well as the principles of classically Reformed 
ecclesiology, provide a salutary framework within which a Reformed dogmatics of retrieval  is to be developed” 
(Allen & Swain, 2015:13).  
131 “The Reformation, in spite of its substantial contribution to the history of doctrine and the shock it delivered to 
theology and the church in the sixteenth century, was not an attack upon the whole of medieval theology or upon 
Christian tradition. The Reformation assaulted a limited spectrum of doctrinal and practical abuses with the 
intention of reaffirming the values of the historical church catholic. Thus, the mainstream Reformers reconstructed 
the doctrine of justification and the sacraments and then modified their ideas of the ordo salutis and of the church 
accordingly; but they did not alter the doctrines of God, creation, providence, and Christ, and they maintained the 
Augustinian tradition concerning predestination, human nature, and sin. The reform of individual doctrines, like 
justification and the sacraments, occurred within the bounds of a traditional, orthodox and catholic system which 
on the grand scale, remained substantively unaltered” (Muller, 2003:97).  
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CHAPTER THREE  
  
KEY ASSUMPTIONS: DOGMA AND PHILOSOPHY  
 
3.1 Assumptions related to dogmatic explanations, apologetics, and missiology                                            

3.1.1 Apologetics and missions as intermediate sciences  

Apologetics and missions should and can be creative disciplines, and these disciplines can be 

classified as intermediate sciences.132 Apologetics and missions have the freedom to move back 

and forth between different fields of knowledge while developing and accommodating these 

different fields for their purposes.133 These developments and accommodations should be 

grounded in the dogmas of the church. This project will focus on philosophy and dogma by 

moving between these two areas in a dialectic manner by seeing how philosophy and theology 

can enrich and develop one another without conflating dogma and philosophy (distinct but 

never separate).134  

 

 
132 Van Til envisions apologetics as an intermediate science and explains the reliance apologetics has upon the 
other disciplines in which he sees apologetics as fulfilling the humble task of a messenger boy. “So, the question is 
in the Christian encyclopedia, is there, no place for apologetics? It would seem so. Yet perhaps there may be the 
work of a messenger boy. Perhaps the messenger boy can bring the maps and plans of one general to another 
general. Perhaps the man who is engaged in biblical exegesis is in need of the maps of the whole front as they have 
been worked out by the man engaged in systematic theology. Perhaps there will be a more unified and better, 
organized defense of Christian theism as a whole because the apologist performs this humble service of a 
messenger boy. Then to the apologist may be something in the nature of a scout to detect in advance and by night 
the location and if possible, something of the movements of the enemy. We use these martial figures of speech 
because we believe that in the nature of the case the place of apologetics cannot be very closely defined. We have 
at the outset defined apologetics as the vindication of Christian theism. This is well enough, but we have seen that 
each discipline must make its own defense. The other disciplines cover the field and they offer defense along the 
whole front. Then too they use the only weapons available to the apologist; namely, philosophical, and factual 
argument.” (Van Til, 2003:21-22). 
133 The intermediate status of apologetics makes it hard to remain within exact disciplinary boundaries, but this 
should not mean the apologist should ignore these boundaries. To reduce theology to philosophy would be to 
reduce God to finite categories (ontotheology), but to turn philosophy into theology would be to ignore the 
general revelation given in the created order and philosophy would lose its important task of being a handmaiden 
to theology. Philosophy derived from general revelation helps theology do a better job at theology, e.g., the esse 
and essentia distinction is discoverable on the level of secondary causes or ectypal mode of existence, and this 
distinction when philosophically developed leads to a Simple God. 
134 Because, theology has an analogical relationship to philosophy theology can be used to help understand and 
develop philosophy in order to understand reality better. “We cannot take ourselves outside of the philosophical if 
for no other reason than that we cannot get outside of language . . . We can, however, think critically about where 
we stand and what we take for granted . . . We can all ‘learn to watch our language,’ so that ‘our metaphysical 
inclinations are laid bare,’ to quote Kerr again, and start to refine it where necessary. We will do that when our 
philosophy is prayed through and considered alongside the study of the Bible, alongside readings from the great 
theologians, mystics, and activists of Christian history. Theology can bend our philosophy into new shapes. This is 
part of taking ‘every thought captive to Christ’ (2 Cor. 10.5)” (Davison, 2013: x-xi).  
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3.1.2 Intermediate science  

H.G. Stoker explains intermediate sciences in a discussion on Van Til’s apologetic 

method: 

Intermediate sciences are possible and necessary, because the respective fields of the 
research of the special sciences proper cannot be isolated from one another; they of 
necessity cohere and are related in indefinite ways. Of paramount significance is the 
question—and this question especially concerns your theory of knowledge—whether 
we should recognize next to a theology-proper and a philosophy-proper also the 
intermediate special sciences of a philosophical-theology and a theological-philosophy 
(Stoker, 1971:43).  

 

The different fields of knowledge should not be isolated from one another because God created 

a uni-verse. Instead of isolation, the different sciences should enrich and enhance one another 

to open up new areas of science. The concept of intermediate sciences fits the theology of this 

work because the Logos inhibits and illuminates all of the creation in an ectypal manner. What 

H.G. Stoker expresses fits this project because if created reality is a unity and diversity, this 

means the different parts of reality illuminate other parts of reality and vice versa. The analogia 

participationis accounts for different relationships between the different sciences and explains 

why the different sciences cohere and are related. The analogia participationis allows for 

intermediate sciences such as philosophical-theology and theological-philosophy.135 A 

philosophical-theology helps defend theology against rational attacks and a good philosophy 

develops natural theology. A theological-philosophy helps philosophy develop specificity and 

gives philosophy an enriched grammar for metaphysics and epistemology in order to serve 

theology.  

3.1.3 Analogia participationis is the basis for intermediate sciences.  

Herman Bavinck in his Christelijke wetenschap gives an insight similar to H.G. Stoker’s insight on 

the created basis for an intermediate science. These insights fit Herman Bavinck’s theological 

and philosophical organic motif.136  

The world is one whole and yet endlessly varied. Matter and spirit, nature and history, 

man and animal, soul and body, church and state, family and society, trade and 

 
135 The entirety of this project on theological nihilism and the Eucharist will be making movements from theology 
to philosophy and philosophy to theology in a dialectic manner. John Milbank suggests jettisoning such labels as 
Philosophy of Religion and Philosophical-Theology altogether by proposing a creative work combining theology, 
philosophy, and literature: “By the agenda of ‘theology, philosophy, and literature,’ therefore, I propose in the first 
place a reflection on the theological origins of modern philosophy. In the second place a theological critique of 
modern philosophy. In the third place an attempt to further incorporate temporality into metaphysics. And in the 
fourth place, a realization that rationality informed by faith requires the imaginary perspective of literature as well 
as the imaginary perspectives of history” (Milbank, 2009:334). This project will follow some of Milbank’s proposals 
and will not be limited to any one area of study.  
136 See James Eglinton Trinityּ֙andּ֙Organism:ּ֙Towardsּ֙aּ֙Newּ֙Readingּ֙ofּ֙Hermanּ֙Bavinck’sּ֙Organicּ֙Motifּ֙(2012).  
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industry; they are interconnected together, and stand with each other in all sorts of 

connections. But they are also mutually distinguished, each has its own character 

nature, life, and law. This diversity in unity also has in view the special sciences. In the 

university, both unity of science [as a whole] along with the independence and 

particularity of all the special sciences must be given their rightful place (quote from 

Sutanto, 2017:87-88). 

Every science has its metaphysical and epistemological unity and multiplicity grounded in the 

Simplicity (the basis for esse and essentia) and Triunity (revelatory nature of being) of God. The 

Simplicity and Triunity are echoed on an ectypal mode of existence within the creation, and 

there is a concentrated echoing found within the imago dei. This concentrated echoing of the 

imago dei is best exemplified in the incarnation which is the ultimate personal uniting of 

archetypal and ectypal intelligibility.  

The extra-calvinisticum assumes the centrality of the incarnation in that the Logos “upholds the 

universe by the word of his power. And after making purification for sins, he sat down at the 

right hand of the Majesty on high” (Hebrews 1:3). The extra-calvinisticum teaches that the 

Logos is both the sustainer of all esse and he is the man who perfectly fulfilled the calling of a 

human being. The ascended Christ is the basis for analogia participationis in all of its 

metaphysical and epistemological outworking because in Christ “all things hold together” (Col. 

1:17) by the “by the word of his power” (Heb. 1:3) and in him “is hidden all the treasures of 

wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 2:3) and he is reconciling “to himself all things . . . by the 

blood of his cross” (Col. 1:19).  After the ascension of Christ, all intelligibility is moving towards 

the eschaton of his final return; even knowing that falls under the analogia nihilationis plays a 

role in this movement.137  

Every science, to some extent, reflects the glory of God because he is the cause of all that 

exists, and on an ectypal level, God is revealed in each particular field. The infinite, intelligible 

nature of God is the precondition for the intelligibility of creation in general and any science in 

particular, as well as the illumination that can come from movement between sciences.138         

A “philosophical-theology” that falls under the analogia nihilationis is always reductionistic and 

relies upon enough truth (privatio veri) to appear plausible but is “empty deceit according to 

human traditions” (Colossians 2:8). Empty deceit is most effective when it takes place within a 

sophisticated system in order to hide the irrationality of certain parts of the system. H.G. Stoker 

 
137 It is the Lamb who is worthy to open the scroll and the seals and fulfill the plan and purpose of God, which 
includes what God will and will not reveal in reality (Revelations 5). God will bring something even out of the 
analogia nihilationis that fallen humans produce.  
138 The reason we can talk about the illumination of the mind and the illumination of the room is that all of reality is 
related and each part contributes and relates to the understanding of the other parts of reality. God is the basis for 
the one and many relationships in the created order and accounts for all the metaphors and analogies that are 
grounded in reality and illuminate the mind.  
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refers to philosophical systems based on theological nihilism and he helps explain the privatio 

veri found within arbitrary reductionistic systems:  

Indeed, some philosophers have attained heights of arbitrariness in their conceptual 

distortions of factual data. At the same time, each system has at least a partial truth that 

it tends to universalize into an all-encompassing truth that applies to every sphere, far 

beyond those areas where it is objectively applicable. No system is possible without an 

ontically founded partial truth. Otherwise it would become sheer nonsense (Stoker, 

2018:33).        

A philosophy that participates in the analogia nihilationis mitigates against developing 

intermediate sciences because the focus will be on reducing reality into a dominating, 

universalized, all-encompassing “truth” “on the altars of their systems” (Ibid). These systems 

reduce away from the fullness of created being so they do not have to account for a primal 

unity in reality that ends in the mystery of the Triune God. Reductionistic systems seek to 

suppress the pre-cognitive primal feeling of dependence in order to deny the Eucharistic gift of 

esse.  

The analogical relationship between the sciences can be seen in all the overlapping 

metaphorical language used between the sciences. The analogical language between the 

sciences is based on a creaturely metaphysics139 (analogia entis). The nature of reality is such 

that language is analogical even in the most common discourse. This work focuses on the 

analogical relationship between philosophy and theology. However, philosophy is based on the 

most “mundane” and common experiences of reality before being developed into a science.140 

So, if the “mundane” relates to theology (i.e., bread and wine), then the philosophy built off of 

the mundane will also relate to theology. These analogical relationships are impossible to avoid 

because the Logos is the ground for the analogia entis and revelationis.  

 3.1.4 Illustration of the analogia participationis in the world      

The analogia participationis runs so deep that the “mundane” example of eating and drinking 

can be used to relate to spiritual matters that are known by faith. The analogia particpationis is 

important because the metaphysical basis and intelligible basis for the Eucharist is grounded in 

creation and ultimately in the Logos. Because the Logos is the basis for the origin and 

sustenance of creation (as Athanasius explains) no part of creation is alogos. Because God is the 

common origin of both eating and drinking and spiritual realities, the two have an analogical 

relationship.  John Owen remarks: “The expression for faith by eating and drinking, which is 

frequent in the Scripture, as before intimated, gives further light into the spiritual incorporation 

 
139 This phrase comes from the Roman Catholic philosopher-theologian Erich Przywara who used this phrase for his 
understanding of “creaturely metaphysics.” “A ‘creaturely metaphysics’ finds its formal ground in a Catholic 
theology, which alone is able to secure a God who is both in-and-beyond the creature and a theology that is both 
in-and-beyond philosophy” (Gonzales, 2019:77).   
140 In a general sense, science is “the certain intellectual knowledge of something in its causes; universal, 
demonstrate, organized knowledge of facts and truths and the reasons or causes of these” (Wuellner, 1956:113).  
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that we inquire after” (Owen, 2010:250). Just as eating unites food to the body, Christ brings 

“spiritual union of himself unto the souls of believers by faith, —which is no less real and sure 

than the union between the body and the meat it receives, and when duly digested” (Ibid.). The 

example that Owen uses presupposes that reality is analogical in its nature and the human 

mind can participate in this analogical relation in an intentional manner.  

John Owen in his commentary on Hebrews moves from philosophical realism (the union of 

truth between the mind and reality) to spiritual realism when talking about the nature of faith 

as a union:  

There is great respect, relation, and union, between the faculties of the soul and their 

proper objects, as they act themselves. Thus truth, as truth, is the proper object of 

understanding. Hence, as it can assent unto nothing but under the notion and 

apprehension of truth, so what is indeed, being duly proposed unto truth and the 

understanding are, as it were, of the same nature, and being orderly brought together 

do absolutely incorporate. Truth being received into the understanding doth no way 

affect it nor alter it, but only strengthen, improve, enlarge, direct, and confirm it, in its 

proper actings. Only it implants a type and figure of itself upon the mind; and hence 

those things or adjuncts that belong unto one of these are often ascribed unto the 

other. So, we say such a doctrine or proposition is certain, from that certainty which is 

an affection of the mind; and our apprehension of anything to be true, from the truth of 

that which we do apprehend. This is that which we call knowledge; which is the relation, 

or rather the union that is between the mind and truth or the things the mind 

apprehends as truth . . . As the mind acts naturally by its reason to receive truths that 

are natural and suited to its capacity, so it acts spiritually and supernaturally by faith to 

receive truths spiritual and supernatural. Herewith are these truths to be mixed and 

incorporated, believing doth not consist in a mere assent to the truth of the things 

proposed to be believed, but in such a reception of them as gives them are real 

subsistence and in being in the soul by faith (Owen, 2010:247).   

For Owen reason and faith play a role in the reception of the real; it is by reason the mind 

receives truth and by faith the spiritual and supernatural truths are received. Mystery plays a 

role in both theology and philosophy. Finite mystery and wonder are where philosophy begins, 

and infinite mystery is where a good philosophy ends, i.e., philosophy finds its final telos in 

theology. The essential foundation for theology is God, and the essential foundation for 

philosophy is the created order and the ectypal revelation of the Logos found in the wisdom of 

creation. The Logos is the mediator of both philosophy and theology; this is seen in the use of 

language that refers to different phenomena in a similar manner.  

Herman Bavinck states the analogy that is found in language this way:  

We simply must acknowledge that even though our finite understanding of God is 
limited, it is no less true!  We possess an exhaustive knowledge of very little; all reality, 
including the visible and physical, remains something of a mystery to us. Our talk of 
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spiritual matters, including those of our own souls, is necessarily metaphorical, 
figurative, poetic. But this does not mean that what we say is untrue and incorrect. On 
the contrary, real poetry is truth, for it is based on resemblance, similarity, and kinship 
that exist between different groups of phenomena. All language participates in this rich 
interpenetration of visible and invisible. If speaking figuratively were untrue, all our 
thought and knowledge would be an illusion and speech itself impossible (Bavinck, 
2011:171).  

 

Both the rich interpenetration of the visible and the invisible and the ability of language to 

communicate this rich interpenetration is the bases for analogia participationis, found in 

creation. The analogy of participation is expressed in the Creator to creature and the creature 

to creature relationship, and this is the theological basis for philosophical realism. Philosophical 

realism is the philosophical basis for understanding theology and developing a natural theology.  

3.2 Aquinas on Simplicity as the basis of analogia participationis  

Aquinas explains the metaphysical basis for the unity and diversity of reality in the fact that all 

of reality participates in degrees of likeness to the divine essence. The unity and diversity of 

reality that accounts for the analogia participationis are grounded ultimately in God and his 

divine ideas. Aquinas explains:  

Since God knows his own essence perfectly, he knows it according to every mode in 

which it can be known. Now it can be known not only as it is in itself, but as it can be 

participated in by creatures according to some degree of likeness. But every creature 

has its own proper species, according to which it participates in some degree in likeness 

to the divine essence. So far, therefore, as God knows his essence as capable of such 

imitations by any creature, he knows it as the particular type and idea of that creature; 

and in like manner as regards other creatures. So, it is clear that God understand many 

particular types of many thing, and these are many ideas (Aquinas, ST I. Q 15. A2.).  

Aquinas’s key points and some expansion on those points: 

1. God’s knowledge and being are coterminous. 

2. God knows every way all of creation can participate in his likeness. 

3. These degrees of likeness are the theological basis for creation being intelligible.  

A. Degree of likeness to God is the basis for intelligibility in creation, i.e., creation is 

logos and is not alogos.  

B. The degree of intelligibility found in the imago dei is determined by the extent a 

human being is in the likeness of the incarnate Logos.  

The divine ideas of God know the particularity of each creature and how each creature relates 

to the other creatures. Therefore, all of creation is intelligible because it is an imitation of the 

divine ideas.  
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3.3 Philosophical Realism and the Analogia Participationis  

Philosophical realism141 is presupposed in the above analogical understanding of reality. 

Because one can have a veridical sense experiences of reality, therefore, one can understand 

how to grow food and how to prepare food properly. The art of husbandry and the culinary arts 

assume that we can know the created world and cultivate the created world in order to sustain 

life. Creation is knowable because God has endowed created things with essences that imitate 

his divine ideas. Because things have essences one can make metaphysical and logical 

distinctions about reality to understand the proper potentialities and activities of things. The 

nature of something determines the activities and potentialities of those things, so in knowing 

the nature of something we can learn how to be good stewards of God’s created gifts.  

All creature to creature analogies falls under the analogia participationis, which assumes 

philosophical realism. The mind adequates reality, and the mind finds analogies in reality, and 

this may be called a relational realism. Relational realism assumes that all parts of reality are 

related to each other, and each part “communicates” itself to the other parts of reality. This 

communication is based on the divinely created act/potency relationships, which exist in an 

organic unity. Herman Bavinck again: 

According to this theistic worldview, there is a multiplicity of substances, forces, 

materials, and laws. It does not strive to erase the distinctions between God and the 

world, between spirit (mind) and matter, between psychological and physical, ethical 

and religious phenomena. It seeks rather to discover the harmony that holds all things 

 
141 The engagement of the senses in knowing physical and spiritual reality is found throughout the Bible. For 
example, consider how common epistemological encounters through seeing, hearing, and tasting are a gateway to 
deeper spiritual realities. “’For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like 
God, knowing good and evil.’ So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to 
the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave 
some to her husband who was with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they 
were naked” (Genesis 3:5-7). “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that 
have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of 
the word have delivered them to us,  it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some 
time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty 
concerning the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:1-4). “When he was at the table with them, he took the 
bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. And their eyes were opened, and they recognized him. And he 
vanished from their sight” (Luke 24:30-31).“That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we 
have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched with our hands, concerning the word of 
life—the life was made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life, 
which was with the Father and was made manifest to us—that which we have seen and heard we proclaim 
also to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with 
his Son Jesus Christ” I John 1:1-3 bold and italics added. The physical and spiritual “senses” are distinct, but they 
are never separate and are analogically related to one another and when used properly participate in one another. 
Secularism in its materialistic and monistic assumption does not allow for the senses to be a gateway to deeper 
metaphysical and spiritual reality. 
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together and unites them and that is the consequence of the creative thought of God. 

Not identity or uniformity but unity in diversity is what it aims at (Bavinck, 2003:368).  

These relationships have a horizontal unity, and these relationships have a higher sacramental 

relationship to the archetypal mind of the Creator. Hence, eating can be used as an analogy for 

our spiritual union with Christ that is obtained and known by faith. This is because nature and 

grace are distinct but cannot be separated. Keeping nature and grace in an organic relationship 

upholds the veracity of the senses, reason, and faith as a means to know reality. The senses, 

reason, and faith are a means to knowledge, and each of these three have an analogical 

relationship to one another and enrich and fulfill one another in a “perichoretic” manner. The 

complementary relationship of nature and grace means that when it comes to understanding 

the Eucharist the bread and wine have significance both as a natural substance that gives 

sustenance, nourishment, and life and the bread and wine have sacramental significance in that 

they are the means of grace to unite the believer to Christ to give spiritual sustenance and life. 

So, nature-sacramental and spiritual-sacramental existence is analogous to and interrelated 

with one another.  

Nature and grace are distinct but must never be separated from one another; only grace and 

sin are at odds with one another (Herman Bavinck). Van Til illustrates these kinds of 

relationships and the importance of the Logos in these analogical-symbolic relationships: 

When Christ spoke of the vine and the branches, he did not hesitate to use that figure as 

symbolic of the relation of himself to the church. It is of great interest and of great 

importance to ask ourselves on what ground Christ was able to do this. Christ was not 

just a clever human being who saw interesting parallels to human experience in nature. 

Christ was the Logos of creation as well as the Logos of redemption. The things of nature 

were adapted by him to the things of the Spirit. The lower was made for the higher. The 

lower did not just exist independently of the higher. And because all things are made by 

God, that is, through the eternal Logos of creation, we too can use symbolism and 

analogy and know that, though we must always look for the tertium comparationis (the 

third element, the point of comparison, which explains the relation of the symbol to 

reality) in all symbolism, nevertheless, it is at bottom true. Without a revelational 

foundation, all symbolism and all art, in general, would fall to the ground (Van Til, 

2007:124-125).   

Symbolism makes sense in a world that is created by the one Simple and Triune God and within 

the context of a created analogia participationis. The analogia participationis is grounded in the 

Logos and the Logos unites heaven and earth along with all the analogous relationships found 

in creation. However, if reality is grounded in brute fact, then “relationships” in reality are 

arbitrary impositions made up by a human mind and enforced by the human will (i.e., 

nominalism and voluntarism).  
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If brute facts of the analogia nihilationis are primal, then there is no coherent “communication” 

or relationship between different parts of reality in which one part of reality can intelligibly 

symbolize another part of reality. Brute fact reduces everything to sound and fury signifying 

nothing. Therefore, the analogia nihilationis means the de-participation, de-symbolization, and 

de-sacramentalization of reality because what is ontologically primal is nothingness and brute 

fact. This analogy of nothing (i.e., privational “creation”) happens when the mind “creates” 

systems that privates reality away from its full creational plenitude and deny the divine mystery 

of reality.  

These systems are fabricated beings of reason and are analogous to nothing to the extent they 

do not participate in something. In these systems there is always a deceptive element which is 

analogous to nothing while appearing to be something. Irenaeus, when speaking of Valentinus 

and his disciple's false teaching states, “For their error is not displayed as what it is, lest it, 

should be stripped naked and shown up; it is craftily decked out in an attractive dress, and 

made to seem truer than the truth itself to the inexperienced because of the outer 

appearance” (2016:2). Irenaeus explains that this is done by rhetorical skill. “By skillful language 

they artfully attract the simple-minded into their kind of inquiry, and then crudely destroy them 

by working up their blasphemous and impious view and the Demiurge. Nor can their simple 

bearers distinguish the lie from the truth” (Ibid.).142 The privatio veri is a privation of the truth 

with an appearance of truth. The deception involved in the appearance of truth can best take 

place within sophisticated philosophical systems. The appearance of truth has to be promoted 

by rhetorical and technological skill in order to be effective in the act of deception.143 

3.4 Philosophy and theology distinct but not separate in the analogia participationis   

There has been much debate among Christian philosophers and theologians on how to define 

and distinguish philosophy and theology along with their respective tasks.144 However, it will 

not be the purpose of this work to clearly define and delineate the task of these two fields of 

knowledge.  

As stated earlier and often the esse and essentia distinction is a metaphysically real distinction 

(not just a conceptual distinction). This distinction is discoverable in created reality via a 

precognitive feeling, philosophical reflection, and argumentation. Philosophy can develop a 

creaturely metaphysics and the esse and essentia distinction illustrates this truth. This 

distinction is a basis for natural theology and the primal creational basis for the Eucharist which 

 
142 AH, Pref. I. 2.  
143 The demon Belial in John Milton’s Paradise Lost represents what Irenaeus was writing about in deception by 
rhetorical skill. “On th' other side up rose Belial, in act more graceful and humane; A fairer person lost not Heav'n; 
he seemd For dignity compos'd and high exploit: But all was false and hollow; though his Tongue Dropt Manna, 
and could make the worse appear the better reason, to perplex and dash Maturest Counsels: for his thoughts were 
low; To vice industrious, but to Nobler deeds Timorous and slothful: yet he pleas'd the ear, And with perswasive 
accent thus began” (Milton, 2009).  
144 For a helpful introduction and contrasts of views on this topic see Four Views on Christianity and Philosophy 
(2016). 
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redemption presupposes. The natural theology that develops out of this distinction makes 

sense of pre-cognitive insita, cognitive insita, and aquisita knowledge that fits the natural light 

of reason found in the first two chapters of Romans (revealed in consciousness, conscience, and 

external creation).  

3.4.1 Przywara and Herman Bavinck the Logos as the basis for the Theological and 

Philosophical (Metaphysics and Epistemology).   

3.4.2 Erich Przywara and the analogia entis; Philosophy-Theology   

In his book on the analogia entis John Gonzales explains that the Roman Catholic philosopher 
Erich Przywara assumed a “‘creaturely metaphysics’ that reveals the profound analogical unity-
in-difference between philosophy and theology. It can then finally be seen how philosophy was 
all along headed towards a theological telos and thus pointed the way to a reductio in 
mysterium that does not destroy philosophy, but indeed fulfills and consummates its deepest 
longing, namely, to participate in the mystery of Wisdom” (Gonzales, 2019:81). Przywara’s 
“creaturely metaphysics” fits the analogia participationis expressed in the relationship between 
philosophy and theology and brings out the following points.  
 

1. There is an analogical unity and diversity between philosophy and theology 
found in a creational metaphysics. 

2. Philosophy has a telos that is fulfilled in theology.  
3. Philosophy ends in a reductio in mysterium that finds fulfillment when 

philosophy participates in Wisdom (Logos).  
4. There is an “in and beyond” aspect to philosophy as it relates to theology. 

That is theology is in philosophy (e.g., natural theology) and beyond 
philosophy, i.e., what can be known by faith by means of God’s special 
revelation.  

 
The in and beyond relationship of philosophy means that philosophy finds fulfillment in liturgy 
because liturgy is the proper means to participate in the transcendent-intelligible-mystery. This 
transcendent-intelligible-mystery transcends philosophy and is revealed in the particularity of 
Christ. During this pilgrim’s journey the liturgy of the Eucharist is the visible means for the 
believer to participate in the person and work of Christ so the church may participate in the 
embodied Wisdom of the new covenant.145  
 
The esse and essentia distinction is a perfect example of creaturely metaphysics that finds its 
telos in theology. The natural theology developed out the esse and essentia distinction 
(creaturely metaphysics) ends in mystery and is the philosophical basis for the analogia entis. 
Edward Oakes, in reference to Aquinas, explains the esse and essentia distinction: 

 
145 In Acts 17 Paul moves from the particularity of Adam (17:26) to God upholding our esse (17:28a) back to the 
particularity of Christ (17:31). Philosophy should move from our general experience of dependence to the one who 
gives the gift of esse. This should open up space to know the particular revelation of one who gives the gift of esse 
found in the incarnate Christ.  



74 

 
For him we owe what has hereafter been known as “the real distinction between 
essence and being.” What this means is that the act of existing that inheres in each 
individual is distinct from what that individual is. Each actually existing individual is, qua 
existent, a thing distinct from its own essence. Not only does it not have to be, it owes 
its existence to an act of esse that is itself not derived. This distinction is absolutely 
crucial, for from it comes the development of the analogy of being . . . What the so-
called real distinction implies is that “to be” is the supreme act of all that is. The real 
distinction tells us that the form of a lion makes it to be a lion but it does not make it to 
be: for that is owned to the act of esse itself, and nothing in the essence of a thing can 
make an inherent claim on being.  The being of all essences is a received being, 
bestowed upon the forms by virtue of no claim that inheres in the essence of the thing 
(2005:31).  

 
Because esse is received and is the most primal gift, this distinction is first experienced in the 
pre-cognitive feeling of dependence, which is either received in thankfulness or rejected in 
unthankfulness (i.e., theological nihilism).  
 
The same Logos who gifted and presently gifts us esse right now is the same Logos that was 
crucified for our redemption. The esse and essentia distinction is illuminating and has an 
application to the Eucharist because the most primal reality for which to be thankful is the 
actus essendi. The actus essendi expressed in the imago dei is the penultimate revelation of 
God found in the world, and the incarnated Christ with his particular incarnate esse is the 
penultimate intelligible expression of the imago dei. The Eucharist (exegeted by the scriptures) 
is the visible sacrament that is the penultimate intelligible symbol (visible word) of the person 
and work of Christ until he returns.  
 
For Przywara, creaturely philosophy ends in mystery (reductio in mysterium) and finds its 
fulfillment in theology, which is the proper teleology of philosophy. Philosophy ends in a 
creaturely mystery which participates in and points to divine mystery, i.e., philosophy finds its 
epistemological and metaphysical fulfillment in dogmatics. A philosophy that ends in mystery 
(i.e., the mystery of a Simple God) aids dogmatics by keeping dogmatics from being reduced to 
creaturely categories (onto-theology), e.g., open theism or process theology. The esse and 
essentia distinction points to the mystery of being that can only be fulfilled in the Simple Triune 
God and his act of redemption that is expressed in the Eucharist.  
 
This analogia-nihilationis-aphilosophical-atheology is opposite of Erich Przywara’s in and 
beyond telos of philosophy (i.e., moving towards theology), rather the analogia-nihilationis-
aphilosophical-atheology has an in and below telos. The analogia nihilationis movement is 
towards nothing which ends in the irrational and unintelligible mystery of nothingness, i.e., a 
reductio-mysterium-nihilationis. 
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3.4.3 Herman Bavinck on theology-philosophy  
 
Herman Bavinck expresses a similar position to Przywara in that the universe manifests, 
mirrors, and points toward God and epistemologically God is revealed in all levels of knowing 
(precognitive, cognitive, and reasoning):  
 

the world in which humans have been placed leads them not away from God but to 
God. It is the creation of God, a mirror of his perfections a manifestation of his ideas. 
And, in the splendid language of Calvin, “there is no spot in the universe in which you 
cannot discern at least some sparks of his glory.” Seeing that Christian theology 
understood thus, has unanimously rejected the theory of innate ideas (Bavinck, 
2004:69).  

 
Creation is a mirror of God’s perfections, and the gift of esse is the ground of all things. This 
makes esse the most primal metaphysical constituent from which to build a natural theology 
and also the most basic creational constituent of the Eucharist. There is nothing more basic to 
express thankfulness for than the gift of being and this gift reveals the glory of God.  
 

Existence is the most perfect of all things, for it is compared to all things as that by 
which they are made actual; for nothing has actuality except so far as it exists. Hence 
existence is that which actuates all things, even their forms. Therefore, it is not 
compared to other things as the receiver is to the received; but rather as the received to 
the receiver. When therefore I speak of the existence of man, or horse, or anything else, 
existence is considered a formal principle, and as something received; and not as that 
which exists (Aquinas, ST I. Q 4. A1. Co3.). 

 
Aquinas uses the language of gift when speaking about existence and essence, i.e., existence is 
“received” by essence. The esse and essentia distinction helps to understand the movement of 
philosophy towards dogmatic theology via a natural theology and dogmatic theology towards 
philosophy via the Trinity, incarnation, creatio ex-nihilo and the Eucharist. It is especially in the 
area of apologetics that this dialectic relationship between dogmatics and philosophy should be 
most pronounced. Philosophy can discover the esse/essentia distinction in reality which leads 
to a natural theology but what can be discovered in this natural theology then creates a longing 
for the particularity of the incarnation of Christ and his redemptive work which is now found in 
word and sacrament.  
 
3.4.4 Realism and the Logos 
                  
Herman Bavinck holds to a kind of philosophical realism that “acknowledges the primacy of the 
senses and the constraints placed by reality on the human mind. Sense perception is the 
starting point of all human knowledge” (Bavinck, 2011:51). The use and reliability of sense 
perception is important for Herman Bavinck because “the doctrine of creation is important. The 
intellect is bound to the body and this to the cosmos and therefore, cannot become active 
except by and based on the senses” (Ibid.). Human beings in relationship to the cosmos are 
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irreducibly embodied, and the senses are vital to this embodied existence. Herman Bavinck 
denies philosophical nominalism which assumes that there is no knowledge of objective 
universals discovered in embodied particulars and these universals are the basis for the 
sciences. Philosophical realism assumes universals and “realism correctly assumes their reality 
in the thing itself (in re) and therefore also in the human mind after the thing itself (in mente 
hominis post rem)” (Ibid:52).  
 
The senses are important for discovering reality in general and the incarnation and the 
Eucharist in specific. The senses are not degraded in Christianity but are seen as very important 
in the scriptures. The senses connect human beings to the Logos asarkos and the Logos 
ensarkos. The senses and their trustworthiness are the gateway to a proper philosophy and the 
gateway to a proper theology; the senses are the gateway to find the esse-essentia distinction 
in reality and participate in the elements of the Eucharist.   
 
3.4.5 Herman Bavinck God’s Embodied Thoughts and The Principium Cognoscendi Externum 
and Principium Cognoscendi Internum 
 
Herman Bavinck gives a theological explanation for philosophical realism based on the doctrine 
of creatio ex-nihilo that assumes the Logos as the basis for the principium cognoscendi 
externum and the principium cognoscendi internum in our understanding.   
 

the same Logos created both the reality outside us (John 1:3; Col. 1:15) and the laws of 
thought within us. The world is created in such a way that an organic connection and 
correspondence is possible between our minds, and the reality external to us. The world 
is an embodiment of the thoughts of God. Only in this way is science possible. In the 
words of the Belgic Confession (art. 2), the creation is “a beautiful book in which all 
creatures, great and small, are as letters to make us ponder the invisible things of God.” 
The created world is the external foundation for human knowledge (principium 
cognoscendi externum). However, we need eyes in order to see the world as God’s 
creation. The Logos, who shines in the world, must also let this light shine in our 
consciousness. That is the light of natural reason, the intellect, which itself originates in 
the Logos discovers and recognizes the Logos in things. This is the internal foundation of 
knowledge (principium cognoscendi internum), which can only be a gift of God’s mind 
(Ibid:52). 
  

For Herman Bavinck, the light of natural reason is not the divine Logos; rather, the light of 
nature participates in the divine Logos but not in the divine Logos alone apart from the Father 
and the Holy Spirit. Herman Bavinck holds that the external world is the principium cognoscendi 
externum, and the light of natural reason is the principium cognoscendi internum. This is an 
affirmation of philosophical realism that assumes that the light of natural reason was created in 
order to know the external world and this is world is made intelligible by the Logos. Herman 
Bavinck holds that “a philosophy that does not start with the real world, takes its start from 
reason, will necessarily do violence to the reality of life and resolve nature and history into a 
network of abstractions” (Bavinck, 2018:23). This “network of abstractions” is arbitrary because 
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these abstractions disregard reality as it has been created and instead opt for a subjective 
creation of the mind.   
 
Herman Bavinck holds that one must have “faith” in the intelligibility of the created world, H.G. 
Stoker explains: 
 

Man, however, meets knowingly the knowable by trusting it. In order to know, faith in 
the knowable (as met by knowing perceiving) is an indispensable necessity. (“Faith” is 
taken here in a wide sense, as, for instance, is also done by Bavinck.) Faith, too, is an act 
of knowing, without which man, the knower, does not really meet the knowable. Faith 
is, in a specific sense, a surrender; only by surrendering himself to the knowable, i.e., by 
accepting it, can man responsibly fulfill his task of knowing (Stoker, 1971:28).  
 

What H.G. Stoker presents is the opposite of theological nihilism. Theological nihilism comes 
with the desire to dominate, manipulate, and control reality, i.e., a “nihilised faith” by an 
arbitrary “network of abstractions.” The Eucharistic disposition that H.G. Stoker presents is one 
analogous to meeting a friend in love and thankfulness. A surrender to something greater in 
order to receive something greater, i.e., the ectypal reflections of God found in reality.146  
 
“So, in the final analysis, it is God alone who from his divine consciousness and by way of this 
conveys the knowledge of truth to our minds—the Father who by the Son and in the Spirit 
reveals himself to us” (Bavinck, 2011:53). Herman Bavinck's’ epistemology is Trinitarian, and 
the Trinity is the ratio for ectypal communication and the revelatory nature of reality.147 The 

 
146 H.G. Stoker’s and Herman Bavinck’s commitment to a doctrine of generic faith is also affirmed by Lydia 
Schumacher: “One of the main reasons why I appeal to the concept of faith, generically not religiously defined, to 
explain the process of development in knowledge is that it testifies to the fact that unknowing, the subconscious, 
or tacit knowledge fuels the knowing process. On another level, the conduct of faith bespeaks the goal-orientation 
of knowledge, or the fact that we do not start out knowing whatever we want to know but set objectives to know 
which we must strive gradually to fulfill over time on the belief that we will eventually do so” (Schumacher, 
2015:9). Schumacher’s above comments as they relate to the idea of a generic faith fits Herman Bavinck’s 
accommodation of Schleiermacher’s feeling of dependency which leads to the following points: (1). Generic faith 
testifies to reality of the unknowing, subconscious, and tacit knowledge that fuels the knowing process. This fits 
Herman Bavinck’s “feeling of dependency” (via Schleiermacher) that takes place on a non-discursive level of 
knowledge similar to tacit knowledge that is fueling the drive to know more. (2). Generic faith accounts for the 
goal-orientated nature of knowledge, i.e., the desire to know leads one to follow vague intuitions about the nature 
of reality with the hope that these intuitions will be clarified and become a science. The telos of the general feeling 
of dependence when properly directed should lead to an understanding of the gift of existence by a Simple God.  
147 Herman Bavinck sees this revelation as an irreducible intelligible mystery that comes from God and points to 
God. “Mystery is the lifeblood of dogmatics.” “These words stand at the beginning of Herman Bavinck’s account of 
the doctrine of God, and they are no mere rhetorical flourish. One of the characteristics of Herman Bavinck’s 
theology is the way that mystery circumscribes whatever he may have to say. For Herman Bavinck, the world is full 
of mysteries and is itself a mystery; the origin of things is a mystery; the power of nature is a mystery; gravity and 
force are a mystery; animals are riddles; the union of body and soul is a mystery; heredity is a mystery; 
extraordinary personalities are a mystery; the psychology of religion is a mystery; the junction between nerve 
stimulation and the psychic event is a mystery; epistemology is riddled with mystery; every individual person is a 
mystery; but an eternal uncreated person is especially a mystery; the Trinity is a mystery; the relationship between 
creation and providence is a mystery; the origin of sin and evil is a mystery, the incarnation is a mystery; Christ’s 
resurrected humanity is mysterious; the life of the church is a mystery; the means of grace are a mystery; Scripture 
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Trinity is the basis for the analogia participationis which is based on the double communication 
of eternal generation and eternal spiration which are the basis for all creaturely participations 
(communications).  
 
Bavinck develops mainly a theological epistemology that leads to philosophy while Przywara 
develops mainly a philosophical epistemology that leads to theology; both approaches make 
sense given the Logos is the basis for both areas of knowledge. Philosophy and theology both 
reveal the Logos but in different modes of revelation. Both philosophy and theology are meant 
to work together to bring out the full revelation of the Logos in all of reality.  
 
3.5 Dogmatics principia of Herman Bavinck and theological epistemology  
 
For Bavinck, dogmatics has the following principles. God is the principia essendi (essential 
foundation), and the scriptures (principium unicum)148 are the principium cognoscendi149 
externum (external cognitive foundation), and the objective principium cognoscendi internum150 
is the Holy Spirit. Moreover, Bavinck includes within the principium cognoscendi internum both 
faith and believing reason as a subjective principium cognoscendi internum, but faith and 
believing reason are not the objective principium cognoscendi internum (i.e., Holy Spirit). Faith 
and believing reason are a means to obtain and develop the objective principium cognoscendi 
internum revelation of the Holy Spirit and the principium cognoscendi externum of the 
scriptures and the Eucharist. The Eucharist is part of the principium cognoscendi externum for 
the following reasons.  
 

1. The Eucharist is the visible word of God.  
2. The Eucharist is grounded in the words instituted by Christ.  
3. The words of institution are recorded in the scriptures, i.e., the principium cognoscendi 

externum and this externum is confirmed by the bond of the Holy Spirit (principium 
cognoscendi internum).  
 

 
especially is an enigma; faith is a mystery; regeneration is mysterious; moral life is a riddle; the connection 
between life and suffering is a mystery; death is a mystery; the state of final holiness is a mystery; mortals being 
rewarded with immortality is a mystery; freedom, responsibility, punishment, suffering, death, grace, atonement, 
reconciliation, and prayer are all mysteries; and consciousness, language, freedom of the will, and religion are all 
enigmas. In short, Christianity as a whole, and even existence itself is a mystery. Everything is a mystery, yet for all 
this Bavinck is no negative theologian. Bavinck is not claiming that the tenets of faith are unknowable and 
inexplicable” (Pass, 2018b:248). 
148 The principium unicum is the “sole or only principle; a term applied to the Scripture as the sole source of 
theology” (Muller, 2017:291).  
149 “The principia essendi is the ground or basis through which something is (id ex aluid est), also the principium rei, 
the foundation or ground of the thing; the principium cognoscendi is the ground or basis of which something is 
known” (Muller, 2017:290).  
150 “Apparently, Bavinck acquired the distinction between principium externum and principium internum early in 
his theological development. Scripture is the only principium of theology, but still, the principium internum is 
indispensable” (Van Den Belt, 2008:240).  
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This means that the Eucharist cannot be separated from the scriptures but is grounded in the 
scriptures. Ronald Wallace, when writing about Calvin’s doctrine of word and sacrament, 
explains how the two are inextricably linked in God’s revelation.  
 

The Word and Sacraments are the forms of abasement which Christ the Mediator to-day 
accommodates Himself to our limited capacity for apprehending the divine and veils 
that in Himself with which we cannot bear to be directly confronted. The same self-
revealing Lord who showed Himself to the people of Israel in many and varied forms, 
ceremonies, dreams and visions, confronts us to-day when the Word is preached and 
the Sacraments administered, and it is the Word and Sacraments that we must turn if 
we wish to enter into communion with Him (Wallace, 1997:22).  

 
The realism involved in the Eucharist is a sacramental realism based on the words of the 
institution by the incarnate Logos. The Eucharist is grounded in the words of Christ and the 
bond of the Holy Spirit; the signum (bread and wine) and the res are united (the person and 
work of Christ). The correspondence between the signum and the res found in this sacramental 
realism is analogous to the correspondence between the mind and reality found in 
philosophical realism. Both philosophical realism and sacramental realism are grounded, in the 
Word of God and reflect his glory in creation and redemption. In both philosophical and 
sacramental realism, there is an agreement between the subject and the object. In 
philosophical realism, the mind is united to reality and in sacramental realism the whole person 
is united to the whole Christ in a mystical union experienced by means of signum united to 
res.151  
 
Bavinck creates an epistemological analogy between knowledge of the world and knowledge of 
the authority of the scriptures that can be extended to the Eucharist. “All life and all knowledge 
is based on a kind of agreement between subject and object” (Bavinck, 2003:586). This fits the 
covenantal nature of the object and subject that H.G. Stoker mentions about the world that 
applies to a general faith (1.9.1). To divorce the mind from reality is the very act that allows for 
univocity of being, nominalism, and voluntarism. This is the diabolical rendering asunder the 
mind from being (anti-realism); this is analogous to the diabolical rendering asunder of signum 
from res in the Eucharist (anti-sacramental realism). The diabolical rendering asunder of mind 
from being and signum from res always happens in an act of bad faith, i.e., a mistrust of reality 
to reveal its nature to the mind and the denial of the possibility of a sacrament.  
 

 
151 Richard Muller explains the Reformed doctrine of the mystical union. Mystical union “refers to the special 
union, founded on the indwelling grace of God in Christ, that occurs between God and the believer in and through 
regeneration. The union is mystical because it rests on the mystery of grace and of the unsearchable mercy of God; 
it can also be called unio spiritualis, spiritual union, since it is not physical or material but of the Spirit . . . The 
orthodox therefore define the unio mystica as the spiritual conjunction (coniunctio spiritualis) of the Triune God 
with the believer in and following justification. It is a substantial and graciously effective indwelling. In relation to 
the ordo salutis (q.v.), or uniting, of the unio mystica—the basis for the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to the 
believer, corresponding with the adoption (adoptio) of the believer—and the ongoing unio, or union, of the unio 
mystica, which continues concurrent with sanctification throughout the life of the believer” (2017:376).  
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D.C. Schindler explains the nature of the diabolical is to philosophically divorce the signum from 
the res by having the signum become the primal reality while denying the res:  
 

An image is bad only if it comes to replace what it signifies. In this case, instead of 
pointing beyond itself to what is real, and thereby becoming in itself good, it takes on a 
reality of its own, becoming opaque, so to speak, and so losing its image-character. This 
is the heart of the diabolical: an image that is not an image, but presents itself as the 
real thing—indeed, in a certain sense (as we shall see), as better than the real thing 
precisely because of the immediacy or the lack of transcendence that the dissemblance 
implies (Schindler, 2017:158).  

 
Once this bad faith tears asunder the mind from being, signum from res, and the feeling of 
dependence of the human mind from the divine mind (i.e., deconstructs reality) then the 
human mind can “construct” reality into the image of its phantasmal ideology. The act of bad 
faith is a distrust of the Logos revealed in creation and the distrust of the Logos revealed in 
redemption. This divorce of the subject from the object is what Vittorio Possenti calls “the 
forgetting of being” (antirealism). Possenti, in defining nihilism philosophically (not 
theologically), says the following:  
 

By referring to the concept of truth, we place ourselves at the center—or rather at the 
height—of nihilism, because its apex consists precisely in the abandonment of the 
notion of truth as conformity of thought and things: in other words, the idea that there 
is no structure in things by which thought can measure itself because of an 
unsurpassable chasm between thought and being (Possenti, 2014:17).   

 
Possenti’s remarks about the nihilistic “nature” of rejecting philosophical realism can be applied 
to sacramental realism. When the mind is cut off from reality because the Logos is no longer 
the metaphysical basis for the union of consciousness with reality, then there is a nihilistic 
chasm between thought and being. For Bavinck; the external world is the principium 
cognoscendi externum, and the light of natural reason is the principium cognoscendi internum. 
When the two come together they participate in the Logos by the bond of the Holy Spirit. 
Hence, theological nihilism as an act of truth suppression ontologically and epistemologically 
divorces the external world from the light of natural reason. The nihilistic corollary of this is 
found in the denial of sacramental realism, i.e., the denial that Christ can speak the words of 
institution in order to unite the signum and res (i.e., bread and wine (signum) united to his body 
and blood (res) through the Holy Spirit) under the new covenant.  
 
This agreement of subject and object is based in the fact that humans are “related to the whole 
world. Physically, vegetatively, sensorially, intellectually, ethically, and religiously there is a 
correspondence between them and the world; they are microcosms” (Ibid.). Bavinck holds that 
human beings are a microcosm of the cosmos and this fits the analogia participationis. Because 
God creates everything and everything in some manner reflect his glory and intelligibility they 
reflect and resonate one another and in knowing and being known humans fulfill their created 
purpose. The analogia entis-revelationis creates a kaleidoscope of God’s glory that echoes 
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within the whole created cosmos as the cosmos participates in a dialogical obedience that 
resonates God’s glory.  
         
The analogia participationis fits the analogy Bavinck draws out between the autopistos 
knowledge of the created cosmos and autopistos knowledge of the scriptures and the 
Eucharist. Created reality has self-evident truths, and these truths are not derived in a 
discursive manner but one “sees” these self-evidenced truths.152 The Holy Spirit self-evidences 
Christ to the believer who “sees” Christ with the eyes of faith,153 and this is analogous to the 
self-evident truths of reason.  
 

The Reformation—deliberately and freely—took its position in the religious subject in 
the faith of the Christian, in the testimony of the Holy Spirit . . . That the Scripture is the 
word of God, says Calvin, is not established by the church but was certain prior to the 
church’s decision, for the church is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets. 
Scripture brings with it its own authority; it is self-based and self-attested as trustworthy 
(αυτοπιστος). Just as light is distinguished from darkness, white from black, sweet from 
bitter, so Scripture is recognized by its own truth. But scripture acquires certainty as 
God’s own Word with us by the testimony of the Holy Spirit. Though proofs and 
reasoning are of great value, this testimony surpasses them by far; it is more excellent 
than all reason (Bavinck, 2003:583).154  

 
152 Definition of “self-evident, immediately evident upon inspection, without further explanation or proof” 
(Wuellner, 1956:113). Henry B. Veatch states it this way: “the traditional examples of self-evident propositions are 
such principles as the law of contradiction or the mathematical principle that a finite whole is greater than any one 
of its parts . . . Thus, that nothing (i.e., not any being) can both be and not be, one would have to try to 
demonstrate presumably from the nature of being—as if there were something about the nature of being to 
exclude nonbeing. But when one looks for such a mediating something-something that might be said to cause or 
be responsible for the exclusion of nonbeing from being—there is just nothing. Instead, it is being itself that in and 
of itself, and not through any external cause, immediately exclude nonbeing. Or again if one seeks for a cause that 
will explain why a finite whole is greater than any one of its parts, there simply is no such cause. On the contrary, 
to be greater than any one of its parts. Hence, it is not in virtue of something else, i.e., of some third thing, that 
mediates between the S and the P terms that one is enabled to say that a whole is greater than any of its parts. 
Instead, it is in virtue simply of itself, and not of some external cause or principle, that a whole is this way. 
Moreover, this is strictly comparable to the situation that prevails in the predication not a definition of an essence. 
The definition represents simply what the essence is; and clearly, it is not in virtue of anything else that a thing is 
itself. Consequently, there can be no possible cause or external principle through which the predicatibility of a 
definition of its essence may be made evident. Rather, it is evident simply in and through itself” (Veatch, 1970:294-
295). Self-consciousness is an “immediate awareness of one’s acts or one’s being as here and now present to the 
mind; internal self-experience” (Wuellner, 1956:28). Self-evident metaphysical/logical truths, definitions of 
essences, and self-consciousness are analogous and share the common experience of immediate recognition.  
153 The Eucharistic ‘’seeing’’ of Christ has a negative corollary in the fall when Adam and Eve’s eyes were opened in 
disobedience. “When he was at the table with them, he took bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. 
And their eyes were opened, and they recognized him” (Luke 24:30-31). “So when the woman saw that the tree 
was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she 
took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate. Thein their eyes of 
both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made 
themselves loincloths” (Genesis 3:6-7).   
154 Matthew Wireman in his dissertation gives a similar explanation as Herman Bavinck about the self-evidencing 
nature of self-attestation. “By way of explanation, the doctrine of self-attestation has two aspects— objective and 
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Herman Bavinck mentions that the Reformation took its position in the testimony of the Holy 
Spirit attesting to the religious subject that the scriptures are the Word of God. The scriptures 
bring to the believer, their own self- attesting authority, and by the internal witness of the Holy 
Spirit the believer is able to “see” the scriptures as the Word of God. Herman Bavinck holds that 
this internal witness is affirmed by the external witnesses (e.g., history, text, and archeology) 
that can be reasoned about with great value but not to the degree of certainty as the internal 
testimony of the Holy Spirit. However, the internal witness obtained by faith which all the 
believers have is superior because it is a personal testimony by the absolute personal God that 
all believers receive. The church recognized and discovered the Word of God, and the church 
was built and established on the Word of God. The autopistos of the Scriptures can be extended 
to the self-witnessing testimony of the Eucharist. The Holy Spirit brings the reality of the 
Eucharist to the believer (by faith) in order to ‘‘see’’ the sacramental union of signum and res, 
and then the believer becomes part of this union. The sacramental union allows the believer to 
participate in a deeper mystical union with Christ which results in Christ’s intelligible presence 
among the believers.  
 
Herman Bavinck holds that in general revelation self-consciousness comes with a self-attested 
feeling of dependence. Drawing off Schleiermacher, Herman Bavinck holds that at the “very 
root of self-consciousness is the consciousness of dependence” (Bavinck, 2018:56). This 
dependence “involves the existence of both the world and God” (Ibid:57). One’s dependence 
on the world is a relative dependence and one’s dependence upon God is an absolute 
dependence. This is shown in the “unity and interdependence in the finite” and “the 
dependence of the finite upon the infinite (absolute dependence)” (Ibid: 57, ff. 47). This relative 
and absolute dependence is metaphysical, as well as epistemological. The finite unity and 
interdependence found in creation is the basis for philosophical realism, and God is 
presupposed in the absolute and relative dependence of consciousness upon reality that 
accounts for any act of knowing.  
 
Moreover, this unity and interdependence of intelligibility assume the PSR, i.e., all of reality is 
intelligible. This irreducible “unity and interdependence” of intelligibility presences and signifies 
its dependence upon God. Created intelligibility has a relative dependence of the mind upon 
created reality and an absolute dependence of all of reality upon the mind of God. The 
intelligibility of dependence found in the primal self-consciousness can be developed into the 

 
subjective. The objective aspect pertains to the authorized speaker of the divine words. Moses, the prophets, and 
apostles were endowed with authority by virtue of their relationship to God—he called them and sent them out to 
proclaim his words. The subjective aspect, also called ‘illumination,’ pertains to the believer’s assurance that God is 
speaking in the text. The Holy Spirit, who resides within the believer, recognizes the words of God. There need be 
no argument to prove that white is white, so it is with God’s Word being God’s Word” (Wireman, 2012:13-14). It is 
important to remember the internal-evidencing-illumination by the Holy Spirit takes place in the subjective regions 
of a human being but what the Holy Spirit reveals is still objective, and the Holy Spirit does not get lost into the 
subject. The self-attesting work of the Holy Spirit is a sui generis experience and can be defended as a subjective 
experience of an objective reality. 
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esse and essentia distinction and then developed into an argument for God’s existence based 
on this distinction. Primal self-consciousness of dependence is attested to by sound philosophy.  
 
For Herman Bavinck, self-attestation is found in general and special revelation grounded in the 
Logos and the witness of the Spirit.155   
 

Construed religiously, it is the Logos himself who through our spirit bears witness to the 
Logos in the world. It is the one selfsame Spirit who objectively displays the truth to us 
and subjectively elevates it into certainty in our spirit. It is his witness given in our 
consciousness to the thoughts God embodied in creatures around us. The witness of the 
Holy Spirit to the truth is especially clear in religion. God has not left us without a 
witness. He reveals his power and deity in creation, and by his, Spirit bears witness to 
the reality in our mind (νοῦς). All cognition of truth is essentially a witness that the 
human spirit bears to it and at bottom a witness of the Spirit of God to the Word, by 
whom all things are made (Bavinck, 2003:587).156 
 

Points that Herman Bavinck brings out in the above section of his writings include: 
 

1. The Logos revealed in our spirits bears witness to the Logos revealed in the world.  
2. The Spirit who displays truth in the world brings truth to the innermost being of the 

subject and brings certainty of the world to our spirits.  
3. The Spirit in general revelation bears witness to our mind in our acts of cognition, 

which is an act of participation in the Word.  
 

This above understanding of general revelation has its analogous self-attesting corollary in 
special revelation. The scriptures and the Eucharist fall under the autopistos of special 
revelation.  
 
3.6 Principia of Philosophy 
 
Bruce Pass explains the importance of the Logos for Herman Bavinck in the order of knowing 
and the order of being. “Bavinck accounts for the creaturely intelligibility of divine ideas by 
means of a Logos metaphysic. It is the divine Logos who forges the correspondence between 
the divine and human thought and the correspondence between the knowing subject and 
known object” (Bavinck, 2018:158a).157  

 
155 Like Herman Bavinck, for Aquinas the Holy Spirit is the one who bestows the natural light of reason. “Every 
truth by whomsoever spoken is from the Holy Ghost as bestowing the natural light, and moving us to understand 
and speak the truth . . .” (Aquinas, ST I-II. Q 109. CO. 1). “The material sun sheds its light outside us; but the 
intelligible Sun, Who is God, shines within us. Hence the natural light bestowed upon the soul is God’s 
enlightenment, whereby we are enlightened to see what pertains to the natural knowledge; and this there is 
required no further knowledge, but only for such as surpass natural knowledge” (Aquinas, ST I-II. Q 109. CO. 2).  
156 Herman Bavinck’s analogy fits what Przywara was referring to in the “analogical unity-in-difference between 
philosophy and theology” (Gonzales, 2019:81).  
157 Herman Bavinck affirms the ongoing work of the Logos in actively sustaining the subject-object relation. The 
revelatory work of the Logos that organically connects subject and object is indispensable, and “only in this way is 
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Herman Bavinck again: 
 

But the conviction can, therefore, rest only in the belief that it is the same Logos who 
created both the reality outside of us and the laws of thought within us and who 
produced an organic connection and correspondence between the two. . . But insofar as 
things also exist logically, have come forth from thought, and are based in thought (John 
1:3; Col. 1:15), they are also apprehensive and conceivable by the human mind. . .  Just 
as we look into the natural world, not by being in the sun ourselves, but by the sight of 
the sun that shines on us, so neither do we see things in the divine being but by the light 
that, originating in God shines in own our intellect. Reason in us is the divine light; it is 
not itself the divine logos, but it participates in it (Bavinck, 2003:231-232). 
 
The doctrine of divine ideas thus allows Bavinck to posit a very close relationship 
between revelation and reason. The whole of creation bears the impress of the Logos 
because it constitutes the instant traction of divine thought, and impress of the Logos is 
recognizable to us because the laws of thought also bear the impress of the Logos (Pass, 
2018a:159). 
 

Because the world participates in the gift of existence given by the Simple-Triune God and the 
revelation of the Logos, the world is both intelligible and an irreducible mystery. Both Herman 
Bavinck and Przywara bring this truth out in their writings. For Przywara, the reductio in 
mysterium of philosophy avoids ontologism158 and onto-theology159 because it assumes that 
philosophy has its limits and needs a higher fulfillment in special revelation (grace). For Herman 
Bavinck, the irreducible nature of the mystery is grounded in the Logos who is the basis for 
both philosophy and theology.  
 
Herman Bavinck’s view of philosophy and theology avoids ontologism because what we know 
about God is on the creaturely ectypal level (i.e., we know God’s embodied thought on our 
mode of existence and knowing). This knowledge we have of God’s embodied thought is 
reduced to a divine mystery which means we do not know God directly but indirectly through 
creation and redemption. The reason philosophy is reducible to a divine mystery is that 
philosophy reflects the divine archetypal knowledge God has of himself. This knowledge is 
mediated by the Logos in an ectypal mode which is the transcendental basis for creaturely 
intelligibility as well as creaturely mystery. Herman Bavinck and Przywara avoid ontologism 
because the knowledge of God is mediated by creation. Moreover, Herman Bavinck and 

 
science possible’ (Bavinck, RD, 1:231). ‘The Logos works with and through reason, enlightening it and guiding it in 
its attempts to apprehend the world, and is also the one who independently produces the contents in one’s mind. 
In doing so, the Logos further ensures that the ideal representation in the mind is a faithful rendering of the world 
outside. This work is constant and dynamic, sustaining the epistemological situation and ensuring its relative 
stability and reliability” (Sutanto, 2018:131). 
158 Ontologism is the heresy that the human mind can know the essence of God in an unmediated fashion, i.e., we 
can know God as he knows himself  
159 Onto-theology assumes that theology is built from creaturely metaphysical categories imposed upon the 
transcendent, i.e., God is reduced to the immanent categories of creation in the act of doing metaphysics  
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Przywara avoid an onto-theology that reduces God to creaturely categories, because both 
Herman Bavinck and Przywara affirm what is known in the world is reducible to mystery and 
the world cannot be captured and dominated by our concepts.  
 
The reductio in mysterium means that humans can know reality which is a gateway to a deeper 

mystery; humans can know reality truly but not exhaustively. “The proper starting point for any 

theory of knowledge is the universal and natural certainty we find spontaneously in our 

ordinary experience. Reality exists outside us quite apart from our reflection on it” (Bavinck, 

2011:51). Reality is intelligible in and of itself, so it is an act of violence to impose a foreign 

autonomously de-created phantasm upon reality. Reality, as formed by God, is to be received in 

a Eucharistic manner and should not be violated in an act of ingratitude by imposing our 

autonomous forms upon it. 

3.7 Philosophy and theology always separate but not distinct  
 
Van Til and Herman Bavinck hold that both general revelation (precondition for philosophy) and 
special revelation (precondition for theology) was present in the garden. The revelation of the 
Logos found in both general and special revelation are linked from the beginning of creation. 
Herman Bavinck holds that “general revelation leads to special, and special revelation points 
back to general. The one calls for the other and without it remains imperfect unintelligible” 
(2018:25). Revelation found in nature, word, and the sacraments were present from the 
beginning, and it is only after the fall that general and special revelation was noetically 
suppressed, separated, and corrupted. 
 

Any revelation that God gives of himself is therefore absolutely voluntary. Herein 
precisely lies the union of the various forms of God’s revelation with one another. God’s 
revelation in nature, together with God’s revelation of himself to man. The two forms of 
revelation must, therefore, be seen as presupposing and supplementing one another 
(Van Til, 1946:267).  

 
Van Til makes clear that revelation is a free voluntary gift, from God, like redemption and 
creation. In the garden, Adam and Eve had a special covenant verbal and sacramental 
revelation from God telling them they may eat from any tree in the garden except the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil (Genesis 2:9). The tree of knowledge of good and evil and the 
tree of life were sacraments representing obedience or disobedience—life or death. This 
commandment provokes a certain kind of reasoning depending on whether the commandment 
was obeyed or disobeyed. If Adam and Eve obeyed the commandment, this would be a 
recognition of God as the Creator and definer of reality. This obedience would be an acceptance 
that creation is composed of esse and essentia and that esse is to be Eucharistically received by 
accepting the divinely pre-defined essentia of reality. If reality is rejected the way God created 
it, then humans attempt to lower God to their level of being (univocity of being), autonomously 
define reality (nominalism) as they desire (voluntarism), and decreate into a reductio ad 
nihilationis. The covenant of works was the context for general revelation found in nature and 
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general revelation was the context for the covenant of works and the sacramental nature of the 
covenant of works.  

 
In the garden, philosophy and theology were together from the beginning. Therefore, the goal 
of philosophy is theological which means that philosophy should open up the space of mystery 
(reductio ad mysterium) in order to move towards the revelation of Christ in word and 
sacrament. This does not mean philosophy ends with the specificity of the Logos ensarkos, but 
that philosophy should be able to accommodate and find fulfillment in such incarnate 
specificity. That is, philosophy is always moving towards the particularity of God’s special 
revelation found in Christ, and during this age this special revelation is found in the liturgy of 
the Eucharist.  
 
3.8 Liturgy, philosophy, and dogmatics 
 
The Eucharistic liturgy is the natural outworking of philosophy; the natural outworking of the 

reductio in mysterium leads one to long for something transcendent that is fulfilled in worship. 

There is a sense that “creaturely metaphysics” is liturgical in a general creational manner 

because it is one of the common notions in creation that God is worthy of worship (Fesko, 

2019:36). The anthropological makeup of the imago dei means worship is inevitable even in a 

fallen state. False worship displays the analogia nihilationis in that there is an exchange of “the 

truth for a lie” and human’s worship and serve the “creature rather than the Creator” (Romans 

1:25). This can even be done under the pretense of having no religion at all, but the exchange 

still takes place, and the creature and his word are absolutized and treated as infallible.160  

True philosophy discovers the wisdom, movement, and work of God found in general 

revelation. The general liturgy of creation is the creational background for the redemptive 

liturgy found in the person and work of Christ. The liturgy and life of the church is a 

microcosmos of the whole cosmos.161 This uniting of the microcosmos of the church with the 

macrocosmos of the creation is grounded in the person and work of Jesus Christ. The Logos 

who sustains the world by the word of his power (Hebrews 1:3) is the same Logos that 

tabernacled amongst us and displayed the glory of the Father in the imago dei (John 1:14;18). 

 
160 R. J. Rushdooney claims the concept of infallibility cannot be denied. “The doctrine of the infallibility of 
Scripture can be denied, but the concept of infallibility as such cannot be logically denied. Infallibility is an 
inescapable concept. If men refuse to ascribe infallibility to Scripture, it is because the concept has been 
transferred to something else. The word infallibility is not normally used in these transfers; the concept is disguised 
and veiled, but, in a variety of ways, infallibility is ascribed to concepts, things, men, and institutions” (Rushdooney, 
1994:2).  
161 G.K. Beale brings out the reality of the paradisal and Old Testament temple as being a microcosm of the whole 
cosmos. “The rational for the worldwide encompassing nature of the paradisal temple in Revelation 21 lies in the 
ancient notion that the Old Testament temple was a microcosm of the entire heaven and earth. One of the most 
explicit texts affirming this is Psalm 78:69: ‘And He built His sanctuary like the heights, /like the earth which He has 
founded forever’ּ֙(or from eternity). The psalmist is saying that in some way, God designed Israel’s earthly temple 
to be comparable to the heavens and the earth” (Beale, 2004:31-32).   
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The Eucharistic liturgy moves one away from the privated chaos caused by sin towards the 

order found in the Son of God and his image reflected in the believer.  

Theological nihilism cuts off human beings from a true theological liturgy. This is because 

theological nihilism cuts off the created mind from the divine mind and cuts off the created 

mind from created reality; and this is reflected in the embodied liturgies of nihilism. Liturgy on 

the ectypal mode of existence images the unity, intelligibility, and beauty of the Simple-

Trinitarian archetypal reality of God. Theological nihilism and its liturgical expressions “images” 

nothingness and brute fact which results in distorting the true image of God. Nihilistic liturgies  

“image” primal chaos; these liturgies are “composed” (decomposed) of disorder, destruction, 

unintelligibility, and silence. Theological nihilism has a liturgy because humans are irreducibly 

homo liturgicus, and this nihilistic liturgy leads towards nothing while claiming to be 

something.162 Revolutions are the liturgy of theological nihilists who think out of the 

formlessness and void (tohu wa-bohu) of social chaos and blood they can de-create reality into 

their image.  

The revolutionary intentionally breaks with the historical past and disavows the norm of 

continuity of history. He would dare to sweep the cultural slate clean and start de novo; 

e.g., the French Revolution, Hitler's New Order, and Lenin's and Stalin's and Mao Tse 

Tung's New Communist Paradise (Taylor, 1970:82).   

Revolutions are the attempt to return to a primordial state in order to create a new order that 

will end in a utopia, i.e., usher in the final eschaton of Babel. Revolutions produce liturgies of 

chaos, with an attempt to institute a new manmade utopia in imitation of Babel (1.7.6). These 

attempts are false imitations of the age to come that will be ushered in and inaugurated by the 

ascended Christ. This often leads to a totalitarian state that attempts to have the attributes of 

God (e.g., omniscience, omnipotence, and aseity) and imitates the Eucharist in the amount of 

bodies broken and bloodshed in order to reach this “wish-dream.” This is a clear imitation of 

the Eucharist and the desire to set things right by enacting a “righteous” retribution on those 

who “participate” in a newly constructed kind of “original sin,” e.g., enemies of the state or 

those who stand in the way of the revolution.  

3.9 The Analogical Participationis is based in the doctrines of Simplicity and the Trinity 

The doctrine of Simplicity establishes that creation is the composed ectypal multiformity of 

God’s glory. “The effects of God do not imitate Him perfectly, but only as far as they are able; 

 
162 Sean McDonough explains evil is the appearance of nothing as something while still being nothing. He gives an 
example of this with the kingdom of Babylon in the book of Revelation: “Babylon exults in its position atop the 
world: ‘I rule as a queen; I am no widow, and I will never see grief’ (18:7). But it has no foundation in the enduring 
reality of God, and thus it will perish ‘in a single day’ when God sweeps it away (18:8). Far from being the epicenter 
of the cosmos, it will become a howling wasteland, a haunt of demons, a prison house of very unclean spirit (18:2). 
Babylon, the one-time lair of the beast, like the beast returns to nothing because in its willed estrangement from 
God, it fundamentally is nothing. Its splendid adornments of gold and jewels are stolen goods, looted from the 
nation it has exploited, and in any case, they are ultimately God’s property, as evidenced by their (re-?) 
appearance in the New Jerusalem” (McDonough, 2018:81).  
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and the imitation is here defective, precisely because what is simple and one, can only be 

represented by diverse things; consequently, composition is accidental to them, and therefore, 

in them ‘suppositum’ is not the same as nature” (Aquinas, ST I. Q III. A3. Co 2.). For Aquinas, the 

doctrine of Simplicity grounds the analogia participationis (analogia entis/revelationis) found in 

the created one and many.  

Along with the doctrine of the Simplicity, the one and many ectypal manifestations of creation, 

are grounded in the Triune God. “The Trinity reveals God to us as the fullness of being, the true 

life, eternal beauty. In God, too, there is unity in diversity, diversity in unity. Indeed, this order 

and this harmony is present in him absolutely. In the case of creatures, we see only a faint 

analogy of it” (Bavinck, 2004:331). For Herman Bavinck, the analogia participationis is grounded 

in the Trinity. The eternal generation of the Son and eternal procession of the Spirit is the ratio 

for the act of creatio ex-nihilo, incarnation, and presence in the Eucharist. “All the works ad 

extra: creation, providence, rule, incarnation, satisfaction (atonement), renewal, sanctification, 

and so on, are the works of the Trinity as a whole” (Ibid:320).   

The ratio for the presence of Christ found in the Eucharist is grounded in the covenant of grace, 

the extra calvinisticum, and the bond of the Holy Spirit, which is moving the church towards the 

age to come. The presence of the Son and Holy Spirit found “in time is a reflection of the 

immanent relations of the three persons in the divine being and is grounded in generation and 

spiration. The incarnation of the Word has its eternal archetype in the generation of the Son, 

and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit is a weak analogy for the procession from the Father and 

the Son” (ibid:320-321). For Herman Bavinck, all of reality in its many created aspects is 

organically related to the whole, and that whole is organically related because it finds its unity 

in the Triune God as its cause which finds an analogy in creation (Bavinck, 2004: 420).  

There is nothing despicable or sinful in matter. The visible world is as much a beautiful 

and lush revelation of God as the spiritual. He displays his virtues as much in the former 

as in the latter. All creatures are the embodiment of the divine thoughts, and all of them 

display the footsteps or vestiges of God. But all these vestiges, distributed side by side in 

the spiritual as well as the material world, are recapitulated in man and so organically 

connected and highly enhanced that they clearly constitute the image and likeness of 

God . . . Thus, man forms a unity of the material and spiritual world, a mirror of the 

universe, a connecting link, compendium, the epitome of all of the nature, a microcosm 

and, precisely on that account, also the image and likeness of God, his son and heir, a 

micro-divine-being (mikrotheos) (Ibid.:561-562). 

Herman Bavinck makes clear that the visible world is the locus of God’s revelation, i.e., the 

embodiment of divine thoughts. This is the basis for the sacramental nature of reality because 

the visible world displays the spiritual revelation of God.  
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Herman Bavinck echoes what Calvin had said earlier: 

Here our merciful Lord, according to this infinite kindness, so tempers himself to our 

capacity that, since we are creatures that always creep on the ground, cleave to the 

flesh, and do not think about or even conceive of anything spiritual, he condescends to 

leads us to himself even by these earthly elements, and to see before us in flesh a mirror 

of spiritual blessings, for if we were incorporeal (as Chrysostom says), he would give us 

these very things naked and incorporeal. Now, because we have souls engrafted in 

bodies, he imparts spiritual things under visible ones (Calvin, 1973:1278).163  

This sacramental reality is recapitulated in the imago dei when humans know reality and glorify 

God. The recapitulation takes place in the consciousness of humans who are potentially all 

things in an intentional mode of existence. This kind of intentional indwelling of other existents 

within one’s consciousness is a dialogic participation that forms a “we” with reality. This is 

analogous to dialogic participation of humans in the “we” of the Eucharist.  

The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The 

bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one 

bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread (I Corinthians 

10:16-17).  

This organic connection of reality is why the Eucharist can be compared to more common 

epistemological encounters that presuppose philosophical realism and the spiritual reality of 

redemption. For example, by knowing the tree in my backyard, the tree becomes part of me in 

a quidditative manner; the tree becomes part of me without losing its identity or mystery in this 

dialogical participation. Therefore, the tree is known by and becomes part of the knower yet is 

distinct from the knower and does not lose its identity. The tree does not lose its identity but 

rather has its identity fulfilled in the act of knowing. Vittorio Possenti explains the relationship 

between subject and being as a “communion that manifests an intentional unity between 

knower and known so intimate that they form an even greater unity” (Possenti, 2014:21-22).  

Similarly, the believers exist in union with Christ – fully known by him, yet the believers do not 

lose their identity; rather, their identity is established in Christ. To continue this analogy, 

consider how God created the tree to be known by a knower. When the tree is known, it takes 

on a new existence in the mind of the knower because the tree has “shared” its existence with 

the other. A new existence in Christ happens when one participates in the Eucharist (1.9.1). The 

more one participates in Christ by faith through the Eucharist, the more one will participate in 

the Eucharistic existence of gratitude for all of God’s created gifts. The gratitude and confession 

of believers for creation finds its proper telos in recognizing and celebrating the unity of reality 

that reflects the unity of God. God made the world to be known, and in being known, to be 

 
163 Institutes 4:14:3. 
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received in gratitude. That is, to see the tree as signifying the Creator, and to then participate in 

the presence of the Creator revealed in the act of knowing.  

3.10 Liturgies, pre-reflexive God-consciousness and knowledge  

The movement from theology to philosophy best takes place in the context of worship along 

with the liturgically embodied experience of the church.164 Liturgies include patterns of worship 

in which believers participate in an embodied experience of beauty, goodness, and truth found 

in redemption and creation. “Embodied participation reflects the creaturely nature of knowing 

that eschews strong notions of disembodied knowledge, such as our standard caricatures of 

Neo-Platonism found in various types of Gnosticism” (Johnson, 2016: xviii). Therefore, these 

embodied experiences can be used to understand the nature of philosophy because liturgy acts 

as a pre-reflexive propaedeutic for all knowledge.      

Liturgies are patterns that allow the church to participate in the mysteries of the Trinity and the 

person and work of Christ via word and sacrament. Worship is a transformative intellectual 

endeavor because, in worship, the intelligible transformative presence of Christ is appropriated. 

To participate in liturgy in obedience to God will foster intellectual humility and gratitude 

because it receives everything as a gift. When worship is engaged with a childlike faith and the 

mind of Christ, the believer is transformed into the image of Christ. Worship in general and the 

Eucharist, in particular, may seem scandalous to modern academia as a means of knowing 

reality, but in the liturgy of the Eucharist the senses, reason, and faith are unified and 

illuminated by the gift of the Holy Spirit. The illumination allows the believer to enjoy the world 

and enjoy God by receiving his gift at all levels of knowing.  

Worship is unavoidable and so are patterns of liturgy because humans are irreducibly liturgical. 

James K.A. Smith holds that the imago dei means humans are:  

ultimately, liturgical animals because we are fundamentally desiring creatures. We are 

what we love, and our love is shaped, primed, and aimed by liturgical practices that take 

hold of our gut and aim our heart to certain ends. So we are not primarily homo 

rationale or homo faber or homo economicus; we are not even generally homo religious. 

We are more concretely homo liturgicus; humans are those animals that are religious 

animals not because we are primarily believing animals but because we are liturgical 

animals—embodied, practicing creatures whose love/desire is aimed at something 

ultimate (Smith, 2009:40) . . .  liturgies or worship practices are rituals of ultimate 

 
164 Douglas Kelly explains the importance of the Church in knowing God. “Moreover, as far as the mode of rational 
response (or faith) elicited by the reality of God is concerned, we have seen that it always arises within a 
community of personal relationship (or ‘covenant’). While faith is exercised by individuals (or it would not exist), 
yet it is never strictly individual. For it arises in the speaking and hearing process (Romans 10:17: ‘faith cometh by 
hearing’), which requires a community of more than one person for this dialogue to take place. Indeed, faith is 
exercised by persons, and the very concept of pardon (which arose in Western culture only under the impact of 
the doctrine of the Holy Trinity) which means that there has to be relationship with others for a person to exist. 
Knowledge of God can only arise within community because God is, in a certain sense, ‘community’ within 
Himself” (Kelly, 2008:20-21).    
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concern that are formative of our identity—they both reflect what matters to us and 

shape what matters to us. They also inculcate particular visions of the good life through 

affective, precognitive means, and do so in a way that trumps other ritual formations. In 

short, they are the rituals that grab hold of our kardia and want nothing less than our 

love. So, they are ultimate in two senses: on one level, they determine what’s most 

important, what really matters, what we think life is ultimately about; on another level 

such practices are jealous: they want their particular vision of what really matters to 

supersede or trump all other competing practices (Ibid:93).  

James K.A. Smith brings out an important point that has been missed in most discussions of 

knowing and apologetics, i.e., the importance analyzing liturgy in order to understand what 

humans desire the most. This is helpful but seems to be overreaching when he states that we 

are “primarily . . . liturgical animals” (Ibid.). What fits this project is to affirm that the imago dei 

is what is primary and one of the gateways to reality is through embodied liturgical experiences 

that engage the senses, reason, and faith. These liturgical patterns are based in the use of 

reason as an expression of what one believes, so it seems there is no reason to privilege or 

juxtapose homo liturgicus vs. homo rationale. Smith explains at what level of reality and 

knowledge liturgy works on: 

I have been emphasizing that the “desiring” model of the human person accords a 

primacy and that the primordiality to our noncognitive “understanding” of the world 

rather than a cognitive “knowledge” of the world (to adopt a distinction from 

Heidegger). The point is that, for the most part, we make our way in the world by means 

of under-the-radar intuition and attunement—that we live not so much by what we 

know but instead by know-how. Being desiring, imaginative animals, or primary 

orientation to the world is visceral, not cerebral—which is also why our attunement and 

behavior is so profoundly shaped by bodily practices that connect with us on this 

visceral (Smith, 2009:60).  

When the insights of Smith (liturgy works on and is produced out of a primordial-noncognitive 

level of reality) are combined with Herman Bavinck’s use of Schleiermacher (feeling of 

dependency) new vistas of understanding are opened for missions and apologetics. For Herman 

Bavinck, the primal feeling (knowledge) of dependence is grounded in the primal revelatory 

pressure God donates to creation, and this revelation takes on a pre-reflexive level of self-

consciousness. Smith develops the idea that liturgy takes place on a pre-reflexive level of 

knowing, and when this is understood as growing out of the acceptance or rejection of the pre-

cognitive feeling of dependence, it puts liturgy into a new light. Liturgy develops one’s 

understanding of and orientation towards the feeling of dependence for the purpose of 

Eucharistically embracing reality as a gift. Philosophers that develop this feeling of dependence 

into the esse and essentia distinction and then into arguments for God’s existence rightly honor 

this feeling of dependence by developing the liturgy of rational reflection which is analogous to 

the liturgy of the Eucharist. The liturgy of rational reflection is the proper response to the 



92 

embodied experience of liturgy found in the Eucharist. The liturgy of rational reflection honors 

the Logos asarkos and his act of being the Word of creation; he is the same Logos of the 

incarnation that instituted the Eucharist by the Word of institution. When this general 

revelation is Eucharistically received by God’s redeeming grace in Christ, the embodied 

participation of creation will be expressed in the liturgy of the Eucharist. The liturgy of the 

Eucharist will result in the liturgy of rational reflection based in the thankful embrace of 

dependence upon God in redemption and creation. The Eucharist will form the believer in the 

intelligible image of Christ. If this revelatory pressure is rejected, what will result is secular, and 

false liturgies that will de-form the unbeliever in the image of their idols. Smith makes it clear 

that liturgies form humans on a precognitive level; the same level on which humans have a 

primal consciousness of a feeling of dependence upon God.  

3.11 Excursus: Radical Orthodoxy and the Reformers 

 

Some of those in the Radical Orthodox movement have critiqued the Reformers as being 

inheritors and propagators of the “Scotistic fall;” hence, the reformers followed the Dun 

Scotus’s path of univocism, nominalism, and voluntarism which culminated in nihilism.165 This 

charge of monolithic univocism seems to be ill-founded because of the eclectic nature of the 

Reformed tradition. Moreover, what the Reformers accepted and accommodated from the 

dogmas of the Patristic and the Medieval theologians was not univocism and preceded Scotus. 

According to Richard Muller, the evidence found in the writings of the reformed authors 

mitigates against the charge of univocism. Muller states, the “large number of Reformed 

denials of the univocity of being calls into question both the positive and negative readings of 

the Reformation as foundationally Scotist in its philosophical directions” (2012:146). It is well 

beyond the scope of this work to explore this history and directly defend the Reformed 

Tradition against the charge of univocism, nominalism, and voluntarism. This project will 
 

165 “Whereas in Luther and Calvin, faith is no more our act than is justification, now it begins to be somewhat our 

contribution—indeed now in a Scotist mode, given the generic Scotistic substructure of most seventeenth-century 

Scholasticism—Catholic and Protestant. (When Protestants realized that they had a theology in search of a 

metaphysics, they could turn only to Spanish Jesuit Suarez.)” (Milbank, 2005:30). This work is using language and 

themes that are widely used in the Radical orthodox movement (e.g., univocity, nihilism, nominalism, 

participation, and voluntarism) but will use these themes within the tradition of Reformed dogmatics. For instance, 

Radical Orthodoxy normally takes nihilism and gives it a genealogy of history within a philosophical and theological 

framework. For Radical Orthodoxy, what ails modern theology and philosophy is the rejection of a participation 

metaphysics in exchange for theological/philosophical nominalism and voluntarism that results in nihilism. The 

approach of this project is based in Reformed dogmatics which resources historical theology in order to develop 

theological explanations about the nature of unbelief and propounds a version of theological nihilism that assumes 

Bavinck’s revelatory pressure as the basis of nihilism. The goal is similar to Radical Orthodoxy in attempting to give 

dogmatic explanations about modern thought, but the method is different. The dogmatic approach in this work 

will appeal to different Reformed theological/confessional loci with a focus on historical ressourcement in order to 

enrich these loci to better explain the Eucharist and the “nature” of unbelief.   
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assume that the Reformers did not fall into these errors and will attempt to present a positive 

case that mitigates these charges.   

The method and assumption of this present work agrees with Justin Holcomb’s assessment that 

Reformed theology and Radical Orthodoxy can enrich one another when they accommodate 

one another's language and theological themes despite what disagreement and tensions exist 

between these two “traditions.”  

To be at all is to be a creature of God. For Radical Orthodoxy, the language that 

articulates this reality is that of participation; for Reformed theology, is the language of 

covenant . . . Participation for Radical Orthodoxy and covenant for Reformed theology 

function as the central theological frameworks or organizing principles by which these 

theologies understand the Christian faith . . . Radical Orthodoxy would benefit by 

including the Reformed focus on the covenant, because it will deepen and strengthen 

participation language, which will assist Radical Orthodoxy in answering criticisms that it 

presents an idealistic Christology or relies too little on Scripture. Similarly, participation 

strengthens covenant language by articulating the cultural relevance of Reformed 

covenantal theology. Participation gives covenantal theology a language for cultural 

critique and engagement (Holcomb, 2005:243-244).  

The ability of Radical Orthodoxy and Reformed theology to help enrich one another will be 

assumed in this project. There certainly are differences between these two “traditions,” but 

these differences will not be the primary focus of this project. “I suspect that Radical Orthodoxy 

and Reformed theology possess valuable intellectual resources which could benefit the other” 

(Michelson, 2018:106).  

If Reformed theology does not fall into the errors of Scotistic univocity of being, nominalism, 

and voluntarism along with the resulting nihilism, then Reformed theology is not part of the 

historical/philosophical movement towards secularism. Given Reformed theology has a rich 

dogmatic loci, it is compatible with a certain kind of metaphysics of participation (i.e., an 

analogia entis grounded in the doctrines of Simplicity, Trinity, and incarnation that takes the 

noetic effects of sin seriously) that mitigates secularism and nihilism.  The position that 

Reformed theology is compatible with a participatory metaphysics (analogia participationis) 

will be assumed and defended indirectly throughout this project as the thesis is developed.166 
 

166 The modern Reformed theologian that this project often resources is Herman Bavinck. For the following 
reasons: 1. He defends the traditional doctrine of Simplicity along with the esse and essentia distinction. 2. The 
Logos theology that Bavinck holds fits a theological/philosophical realism that fits the sacramental realism of the 
Eucharist, and Bavinck gives Christ a unifying place in his theology. Moreover, Bavinck is compatible with the 
doctrine of participation as long as it does not carry the notion of an ex-Deo emanation or a chain of being 
metaphysics. Wolter Huttinga explains and defends this in his dissertation. “Bavinck is averse to any notion of 
‘emanation’ in the doctrine of creation--this in his eyes implies pantheism. For this reason, he is also hesitant 
towards the notion of ‘participation’ as it was used in tradition. However, when the scholastics spoke of ‘the 
creature’s participation in the being and life of God’, Bavinck claims that they did not mean ‘emanation in the strict 
sense, as if God’s own being flowed out into his creatures and so unfolded in them.’ They only meant to say ‘that 
God is ens per essentiam, but the creature ensּ֙perּ֙participationem’. Bavinck time and again emphasizes that God 
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Moreover, some Reformers have defended a theology compatible with a participational 

metaphysics (i.e., an analogia entis based on the esse and essentia distinction that rejects the 

univocity and a chain of being) and this attempt can be found throughout the Reformed 

tradition.167   

Richard Muller’s assessment of this history is as follows: 

Whatever one concludes concerning the implication of the univocity of being, the claim 

that the concept invested itself in Protestant theology cannot be sustained, or indeed 

that early modern Protestant thought evinced a ‘shift’ away from a ‘metaphysics of 

participation.’ In short, their claim that the absorption of the concept of the univocity of 

being into early modern Protestantism accounts for the perceived problems of the 

twentieth and twenty-first-century secular culture is seen to be a sorry imposture 

(Muller, 2012: 146).  

The Magisterial Reformers accepted an analogia entis that can be seen as Thomistic rather than 

Scotistic. The Reformers were forced to grapple with the metaphysical issues they inherited 

from the middle ages.  

. . . forced to grapple more directly with the metaphysical issues raised by medieval 

theology, the Protestant scholastics widely (though not uniformly) accepted a version of 

Thomistic analogy and rejected Scotist univocity. John Patrick Donnelly (1976) famously 

showed an enormous Thomistic influence on Reformed scholastic metaphysics, going so 

far as to dub the phenomenon “Calvinistic Thomism.” Likewise, Richard Muller (2012) 

has recently surveyed Reformed Protestant scholastic authors, most of whom accept 

the analogy of being, as well as the Thomistic traditions stock criticism of the notion of 

the univocity of being (Kilcrease, 2018:119-120).  

The metaphysical assumption of the analogia participationis based in the doctrine of Simplicity 

and the entailed analogia entis/revelationis is found within the Reformed tradition. Simplicity 

was presupposed in the early church when they were developing an orthodox creed to defend 

the doctrine of the Trinity. The doctrine of Simplicity was so foundational to the doctrine of the 

Trinity that Simplicity was not disputed but rather was an essential presupposition for the early 

creedal formulation(s) and affirmed by the Reformers. The Creator/creature distinction was 

upon the truth of “the absolute distinction between God as the only truly simple reality and 

 
and creation have a being ‘of their own’, but that the being of creation finds its source and end in God’s being. 
Purged from the notion of emanation, participation is a useful and welcome concept to express the relation 
between God and the world” (Quote from RD2:419) (Bavinck, 2014:187-188).  
167 It is important to understand that esse is not an essence, that is, esse is not a kind of thing but rather the is-ness 
of a thing. This is why esse in all beings is analogous and esse is not a universal category. So, when it comes to esse, 
it makes no sense to talk about an essential metaphysical chain of being in which all beings fall under the broad 
category of esse. This is the metaphysical fallacy of essentializing esse, i.e., treating esse as a kind of thing rather 
than the act of all things.    
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creation” (Ayres, 2004:278).168 Lewis Ayres considers the doctrine of Simplicity as the very 

fabric of the Pro-Nicene grammar occurring so early on in the debate over the doctrine of the 

Trinity: “ . . . discussion of the divine persons remains highly austere, and discussion of the 

individual persons is strongly shaped by the consequences of the divine distinction and 

simplicity” (Ibid.).169  

3.12 In conclusion of chapter three  

This chapter has set the groundwork for this project by covering the territory and relationship 

of apologetics, missions, theology, and philosophy. The relationship of these four areas with 

one another is grounded in the analogia participationis and the analogia participationis is 

grounded in the doctrines of Simplicity and the Trinity. These areas of thought (apologetics, 

missions, theology, and philosophy) have distinct domains but can and should fruitfully interact 

and enrich one another. This project will focus on the areas of philosophy and theology and 

their interaction in order to develop the area of missions and apologetics. These interactions 

and enrichments between theology and philosophy are possible because the divine Logos’s 

wisdom and unity is weaved throughout all of creation and is available for the created mind to 

discover in an act of good faith and obedience. Theology and philosophy relate in a manner that 

leads to an intelligible-mystery that necessitates a liturgy of worship.   

Theological nihilism denies the ectypal unity and wisdom of the Logos found in creation. This is 

why in the nature of the case theological nihilism would epistemologically and ontologically 

mitigate against such a project as developing these areas of thought (apologetics, missions, 

theology, and philosophy) by having them interact with one another. Therefore, theological 

nihilism would have no place for the worship of God and its attending liturgy. This does not 

mean that theological nihilism is devoid of worship and an attending liturgy, but it does mean 

that the acts of worship and liturgy that are produced out theological nihilism are a privated 

imitation of the analogia participationis (i.e., the analogia nihilationis) in an act of truth 

suppression.  

With this philosophical and theological groundwork in place the next chapter will begin to 

develop the themes of participation and theological nihilism by investigating the Patristics and 

begin relating the Patristics to Reformed thought.  

 

 
168 James Dolezal explains the doctrine of Simplicity in the patristic period: “In the patristic period . . . The Trinity 
needed to be articulated in such a way as not to conflict with the controlling conviction of God’s simplicity. Indeed, 
only a doctrine of simplicity could ensure that one’s doctrine of the Trinity was genuinely monotheistic and that 
the triune God was indeed absolute in being” (2017:52-53).  
169 There was not just one understanding of Simplicity in the early church. The claim that God’s attributes are 
identical with his essence was debated and not assumed by all of the early church fathers (See Andrew Radde-
Gallwitz, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, and the Transformation of Divine Simplicity). However, for this work, 
the main focus is on the claim that God is not composed of esse and essentia and therefore God is unrestricted in 
his being which is the ratio for creation, incarnation, and the Eucharistic presence.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PATRISTIC FOUNDATIONS OF PARTICIPATION AND THEOLOGICAL NIHILISM  

4.1   The Patristics and the themes of theological nihilism and participation 

This section will investigate some of the major themes of this thesis (i.e., participation and 

theological nihilism) and some of the other dogmatic categories key to the development of this 

thesis (extra calvinisticum, privation boni, and the Chalcedon definition). This investigation of 

some of these themes relevant to this thesis will be done by engaging some of the Patristics 

and some dogmaticians within the Reformed tradition that complement the Patristic material.  

4.1.1 Athanasius and the Logos  

For Athanasius, the Logos is the very basis for creation, redemption, and rationality, so to 

assume autonomous reasoning apart from the metaphysical and revelatory grounding of the 

Logos is irrational (alogos). This is because the Logos is the metaphysical and epistemological 

basis for the wisdom found in creation and because the Logos is the architect of the cosmos. 

The Logos is the very basis for “rationality” or the intelligibility of creation; humans participate 

in rationality to the extent they participate in the Logos and are made intelligible by this 

participation. John Behr explains Athanasius’ position: 

God as creating human beings in his own image through “his own Word (Logos), and our 

Savior Jesus Christ.” To be in the image of God is to be logikos, a term which can only be 

translated into English, but very unsatisfactorily, as “rational.” For while the term 

“rational” brings to mind notions of rationality, and often gets cast into an opposition 

between body and mind, the term logikos must be understood in terms of its relation to 

the Logos, in whose image human beings have been created and after whose pattern of 

life they should live if they wish to live “rationally” (Behr, 2011:27-28).   

How Athanasius defines rationality fits the ontological-anthropological understanding of truth, 

i.e., truth for those created in the image of God means to participate in the intelligible image of 

the Logos in order to fulfill the nature of a human being. To the extent that humans are in the 

image of the Logos, they are in the true image of the Father, i.e., being united to Christ allows 

the believer to become an intelligible icon of God. Athanasius makes clear that this ontological-

anthropological rationality is based in the metaphysics of creation as a gift and human beings 

having a special intelligible status because they are in the image of the Logos: 

For God is good, or rather the source of all goodness, and one who is good grudges 

nothing its existence, he made all things through his own Word, our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Among these things, of all things upon earth he had mercy upon the human race, and 

seeing that by the principle of its own coming into being it would not be able to endure 

eternally, he granted them a further gift, creating human beings not simply like all the 

irrational animals upon the earth but making them according to his own image (cf. Gen 
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1:27), giving them a share of power of his own Word, so that having as it were shadows 

of the Word and being made rational, they might be able to abide in blessedness, living 

the true life which is really that of the holy ones in paradise (Athanasius, 2011:57).  

Athanasius makes clear that the gift of existence and rationality is mediated through the eternal 

Logos who is fully divine. Hence, there is no subordination of the Logos in his creational 

mediation, and Athanasius teaches that human beings are created especially after the image of 

this Logos.  

For Athanasius, it is only by participating in the Logos that it is possible to live in a blessed state 

of intelligibility/rationality by properly reflecting the image of Christ, who is the true image of 

the Father. Athanasius held that Adam in his prelapsarian state170was created after the image 

of the Logos (i.e., the Logos was the protological image of Adam) and because humans were 

made in the image of the Son of God they were made rational (logos) and not irrational (a-

logos). 

 
For what profit would there be for those who were made, if they did not know their 
own Maker? Or how would they be rational, not knowing the Word of the Father, in 
whom they came to be? For they would not have differed at all from irrational creatures 
if they had known nothing more than the terrestrial animals. And why would God have 
made those by whom he did not wish to be known? So, lest this should happen, being 
good he bestowed on them of his own image, our Lord Jesus Christ, and made them 
according to his own image and according to the likeness so that understanding through 
such grace, I mean the Word of the Father, they might be able to receive through him a 
notion of the Father, and knowing the Creator, they might live the happy and truly 
blessed life (Athanasius, 2011:74-75).   

 

When humans properly image Christ they become more intelligible because they know the 

Father as adopted sons and daughters and reflect his glory. Like Athanasius, Lane Tipton holds 

the view of the uniqueness of Christ in relationship to the protological imago dei of Adam who 

 
170 Herman Ridderbos makes the same Christological connection that Athanasius does in reference to the imago 
dei. “Some scholars deny any direct connection between 2 Corinthians 4:4 and Colossians 1:15 on the one hand, 
and Genesis 1:27 on the other. But it has rightly been observed that both 2 Corinthians 4:4 and Colossians 1:15 are 
in all sorts of ways directly reminiscent of the creation story. So far as 2 Corinthians 4:4 is concerned, Genesis 1:3 is 
cited in 2 Corinthians 4:6. Further, in this context there is repeated mention of ‘glory’ (doxa; 3:18; 4:4, 6), an idea 
that both in later Judaism and by Paul himself is closely linked with Genesis 1:26ff. (cf. I Cor. 11:7; Rom. 1:23; 3:23; 
8:29ff.). Furthermore, in the context of 2 Corinthians 4:4 the image (of God) is attributed not only but also to 
Christ, Genesis 1:27. And with respect of Colossians 1:15 (of Phil. 2:6 we shall speak still further), the whole of the 
so-called hymn in that passage speaks of the creation. The expression Image of God is here clearly rooted in 
Genesis 1:27. This is further corroborated by the fact that Christ is here likewise called the Beginning (arche) and 
the Firstborn (prototokos; 1:15, 18), and is set forth as World Ruler, an idea to be met with as well in the late 
Jewish Adam-theology. The conclusion is: ‘We have before us [in Col. 1], therefore, a christological interpretation 
of Genesis 1’” (Ridderbos, 1997:70-71).  
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is a creaturely replica of the Son of God, and Tipton comes to this position by exegeting key 

Christological passages (e.g., Colossians 1:15-16 and Hebrews 1:1-4). 

Paul clearly intends the language in Colossians 1:15-16 to supply a Christological 

framework for interpreting Genesis 1, including Adam, as an image bearer created in 

covenant with God (Gen. 2:15-17; Luke 4:1-13; Rom. 5:12-19; I Cor. 15:45-49), was a 

creaturely replica, of the eternal Son of God, who is himself the archetypal image of the 

invisible God (Col 1:15a). By the very nature and function of this person as in the image 

of God, Adam manifested something of the glory of the eternal Son. The preexistent Son 

as the archetypal pattern after which the historical Adam, was created suggests that a 

properly Christological hermeneutic does not begin with Genesis 3:15ff. A redemptive 

Christology—one that has to do with redemptive history—begins with Genesis 3:15, but 

the sort of christocentrism suggested by Hebrews 1:1-4 and Colossians 1:15ff. locates 

the significance of the Son of God as a basic prelapsarian reality, rooted in his personal 

preexistence (Tipton, 2008:193).  

The grounding of the imago dei in the archetypal pattern of the Son involves the Holy Spirit.  

According to Tipton the Son has a “functional” identity (not a personal identity) with the Holy 

Spirit and this was the basis for the creation of Adam found in Genesis 2:7. Tipton again: 

we can discern that the functional identity of the Son and Spirit in the resurrection, and 

particularly the ascension, of Christ (cf. I Cor 15:45 and 2 Cor 3:18) finds its economic 

ground in the functional identity of the Son and Spirit in the prelapsarian context 

(Ibid.194).  

The functional identity of the Holy Spirit echoes back to the creation of Adam and this fits the 

Reformed doctrine of the Eucharist in which it is by the bond of the Spirit that Christ is present 

in the Eucharist. It is the bond of the Spirit in the Eucharist that is the means of forming 

believers into the intelligible image of Christ.  

The Christological (theological) connection between the imago dei and the Logos along with the 

“functional” identity of the Holy Spirit is not in conflict with the esse and essentia distinction. 

The philosophical (esse/essentia distinction) and the theological grammar (archetypal Logos 

and ectypal imago dei) can be used to complement and enhance one another because both fit 

the act of creation and redemption. This is exactly what was done by the Patristics, Aquinas, 

and the Reformers. The Logos is the Son by essentia but exists in his own personal esse, and in 

some ectypal manner, Adam, in his essentia, reflects the Logos and his personal esse is a gift 

from the Logos. Adam’s reflection of the Logos is what made him fully intelligible in his esse. 

The Logos mediates the gift of esse and essentia and the special gift of a rational/intelligible 

human nature.  
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4.1.2 Augustine and Cyril of Alexandria on participation and evil  

Cyril of Alexandria, like Athanasius, holds that existence is a gift from God and that God gives 

the gift of intelligence to human beings in order to receive God’s revelation.    

In other words, God the Word who gives life to everything, who is the life in all things 

that exist, both enlightens the rational animal and lavishes intelligence on those capable 

of intelligence. In this way, the following words addressed to the creation are beautifully 

preserved and have full force: “What do you have that you have not received?” The 

originate and created nature has no riches from its own resources. Whatever it does 

have is certainly from God who bestows both being and how each ought to be (Cyril, 

2013:35).  

Cyril of Alexandria makes clear that when God gifts being, he also determines the nature of 

each being (i.e., how each being ought to be). To move in the direction of evil, i.e., to move 

away from how each being ought to be is to move away from understanding reality as a gift, 

and it means moving away from what it means to be most knowable, i.e., to be in the image of 

the Logos. This movement away from the Logos implicitly or explicitly treats reality as a brute 

fact that “exists” without any pre-defined nature that reflects the archetypal patterns of God as 

found in the Logos. This kind of system is set up in order to extinguish the proper reflection of 

the archetypal Logos in the ectypal imago dei; hence the proper intelligibility of the Logos in the 

creature is distorted, fragmented, and lost. This is why “participating” in the privation of evil is a 

movement towards nothing accompanied with the appearance of being something while 

lacking proper intelligibility. The origin of this movement is found within the finite will (i.e., 

voluntarism) which engages in the act of sub-de-creation that imitates God’s act of creation. 

Any act of de-creation always has a level of unintelligibility because it is a privation and lacks 

true participation in reality.  

Augustine explains: 

No one, therefore need seek for an efficient cause of an evil will. Since the ‘effect’ is, in 

fact, a deficiency, the cause should be called ‘deficient.’ . . . Trying to discover causes of 

such deficiencies-causes which, as I have said, are not efficient but deficient—is like 

trying to see darkness or hear silence . . . So, too, it is only the vision of the mind that 

discerns the species intellegibilis when it understands intelligible realities. But, when the 

realities are no longer intelligible, the mind, too, knows but in ‘unknowing.’ For ‘who can 

understand sins’ (Augustine, 1958:175)?  

Augustine affirms that evil in general (and its effects) and sin in particular are in the nature of 

the case unintelligible. Evil can only be known indirectly by seeing what ought to be present and 

is missing. Given this understanding of evil, it follows that evil must parasite off the good and 

intelligibility of creation. This is because reality has its grounding in esse as a gift of God and 

essentia that is defined by the archetypal Logos and this is the basis for intelligibility. As 

Athanasius stated above, Christianity cannot be irrational in the nature of the case because it is 
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grounded in the Logos, i.e., Christianity cannot be alogos. Idolatrous systems are alogos 

because they rely upon creation as a gift while at the same time rejecting the properly ordered 

nature of reality as made according to the archetype of the Logos of God.  

4.1.3 Gregory of Nyssa on Creation, Participation, Evil, and Theological Nihilism  

For Gregory of Nyssa, creation itself does not entail the necessity of evil because it was created 

good. The possibility and actuality of evil can take place only on the level of the created order 

by means of the human will. Gregory of Nyssa expresses the doctrine of “participation” in evil 

as a privatio boni (i.e., outside the good) which means that evil must originate within the 

creature in an act of privatio ex-nihilo. A “creature itself is nothing, but exists only in 

dependence upon God,” and evil finds its origin in the free will of personal beings 

(Mosshammer, 2010:327).  

Gregory of Nyssa’s most extensive passage is found in his homilies on Ecclesiastes (GNO V, 

406,7-407,15) quoted out of Mosshammer: 

The really real is the self-good. This good, therefore, or rather, this beyond the good, 

both itself truly is and by means of itself has given and continues to give to the things 

that exist the ability to become and to remain in being; whatever is found outside of it is 

non-subsistence, for whatever is outside of the real is not in being. Now, since evil is 

understood as the opposite of virtue and since the perfect virtue is God, evil is therefore 

outside of God; its nature is conceived not in its being anything itself, but in its not being 

good. For to the conception ‘outside the good’ we have given the name ‘evil.’ Evil and 

good are opposite in conception in the same way that not-being is distinguished as the 

opposite of being. When therefore by our own sovereign movement we have fallen 

away from the good—just as those shut their eyes in the light, are said to see the dark, 

for to see darkness is precisely to see nothing—it is then that the on-subsistent nature 

of evil is given being in those who have fallen away from the good; and it exists for just 

as long as we are outside the good. If the sovereign motion of our will again tears itself 

away from its company with the non-subsistent and is grafted on to the real, then that 

which no longer has its being within me will no longer have being at all. For there is not 

evil subsisting by itself outside of the free will (Mosshammer, 1990:138).  

This section makes clear that God must give the gift of esse in order for there to be finite 

rational beings and given their nature they have the potential for evil by virtue of their created 

will. “The created will has no being of its own, but exists only by free participation in the divine 

life” (Mosshammer, 1990:147). Evil is not a substance and cannot be given esse from God 

because God (i.e., it is metaphysically impossible) cannot create a privation. God cannot create 

primal nothingness and cannot create a privation of a substance. However, he can create 

beings that have a potential for privations. Evil is like primal metaphysical non-being but differs 

in that it has to “exist” off an already created reality. Evil as a non-being “subsistence” is 

dependent upon created reality, i.e., a substance that participates in the gift of esse and 
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essentia. This is why the term subsistence of evil participates in the analogia nihilationis, 

because it appears to have substance but does not have substance. Its appearance is parasitical 

and what is absent is treated as a substance and the substance treated as an absence. It is 

important to understand that Nyssa uses non-being in two different ways. “Gregory must 

distinguish between non-being which is pure nothingness without quality in the absence of the 

good and the non-being to which we give the name ‘evil whenever there is a withdrawal from 

the presence of the good’” (Mosshammer, 2010:327).  The fall can be referred to as a 

movement into non-being in the sense of becoming a privation or corruption that is found 

within a being, i.e., an absence of what ought to be present (Ibid.).   

For Gregory of Nyssa, the origin of evil is found in the free will of created rational beings; 

therefore, it is only on the rational created level or mode of existence that evil is even possible. 

This means that evil can exist only on the level of secondary causes. Evil in a negative way 

reveals the Creator-creature distinction because evil can only “exist” on the level of creation. 

God can only create what is good; it is not possible for him to create something other than 

good. God can only create what is intelligible, and evil in the nature of the case is unintelligible. 

When God creates ex-nihilo, he brings about something true, good, and beautiful that is a gift, 

and evil is a privation of all the transcendentals.171 For Gregory of Nyssa to choose evil is to 

move away from created reality towards a privation, i.e., a lack of something’s full being and 

created purpose. This means that any movement away from full being is a movement away 

from the true, intelligible, good, and beautiful. This leads to the subdoxy that “evil is not only 

the ‘product’ of created intelligence but also its destruction” (Ibid:152).  

This means that evil as a privatio boni assumes that evil has to exist as a parasite, i.e., evil must 

live off borrowed capital, and it is always a movement towards nothing while claiming to be 

something. This is why Gregory of Nyssa compares evil to a mule “because nature must always 

make the mule anew . . . Similarly, evil does not have its own existence from God, nor can it 

exist by its own hypostasis” (Ibid.:143). Evil is a fraud that appears to have its independent 

existence, but it does not; it only appears to exist because evil parasites off what really exists, 

i.e., analogia nihilationis. “Evil is a false presence within being it is a form of nonbeing, existing 

as the absence of the good” (Ibid.:153). “To see evil as a privation is to see it as something that 

affects my own perception of what is good for me: if evil is the absence of the good, it is 

precisely that misreading of the world which skews my desires” (Williams, 2016:83). This is why 

evil often accompanies individual and collective self-deception to make the “unreal” appear to 

be the real. The desires are skewed; therefore, the world is misread and mistreated.   

 
171 The transcendentals for Aquinas are res, unum, aliquid, bonum, verum, i.e., thing, one, something, good, and 
true. “The transcendentals are ‘convertible’ in the sense that they are really all the same thing looked at from 
different points of view.  For example, truth is being considered as an object of the intellect, and goodness is being 
considered as an object of the will. Because they are convertible, wherever we can apply one transcendental, we 
can apply the others. Hence, if we can say of a thing that it has being, then we can also say of it that it is good, that 
it is one, that it is true, and that it has beauty”  (Wuellner, 1955).   
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4.1.3.1 The particularity of the sacraments in the garden and the Eucharist  

For Gregory of Nyssa, the trees in the garden represent two sacraments, i.e., a sacrament for 

participating in the reality of life or the privation of evil.  

Thus every tree of which the passage gives food to him who was made in the likeness of 

God, is the same with the tree of life; and there is opposed to this tree another tree, the 

food given by which is the knowledge of good and evil:— not that it bears in turn as fruit 

each of these things of opposite significance, but that it produces a fruit blended and 

mixed with opposite qualities, the eating of which the Prince of Life forbids, and the 

serpent counsels, that he may prepare an entrance for death: and he obtained credence 

for his counsel, covering over the fruit with a fair appearance and the show of pleasure, 

that it might be pleasant to the eyes and stimulate the desire to taste (Nyssa, 2017). 

1. The trees that give food to Adam sacramentally, especially the tree of life, points to God 

who gives life, i.e., the tree of life particularizes God’s gift of life.  

2. The forbidden tree was the sacrament of death even though it had the appearance of 

making one wise (a deception of the mind not in reality) in order to be like God. 

However, the truth was that that the tree would do the opposite because partaking of it 

would be breaking the covenant of works. The tree is a particular manifestation of the 

analogia nihilationis if rebelliously eaten it would not make one wise but bring about 

the loss of original knowledge, holiness, and righteousness.  

4.1.3.2 Gregory of Nyssa’s similarity to Geerhardus Vos on the trees in the garden   

Gregory of Nyssa’s insights are similar to what Geerhardus Vos concludes about the symbolic-

sacramental nature of trees in the garden:  

It is largely symbolical, that is, not expressed in words so much as in tokens; and these 

tokens partake of the general character of Biblical symbolism in that, besides being 

means of instruction, they are also typical, that is, sacramental, prefigurations conveying 

assurance concerning the future realization of the things symbolized. The symbolism, 

however, does not lie in the account of literary form, which would involve the denial of 

the historical reality of the transactions. It is a real symbolism embedded in actual things 

. . . The tree was associated with the higher, the unchangeable, the eternal life to be 

secured by his obedience through probation. Anticipating the result by the present 

enjoyment of the fruit would have been out of keeping with its sacramental character. 

After man should have been made sure of the attainment of the highest life, the tree 

would have appropriately been the sacramental means for communicating the highest 

life (Vos, 1991:27-28).  

1. The trees in the garden are means of instruction, as well as sacraments of future 

realizations.  
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2. The symbolism was part of the deeper sacramental nature of history. That is, history is 

not a collection of brute facts but participates in a higher order; all of the signa (signs) 

participates in a higher res (reality).   

Vos’ insights fit a model of the covenant of works that shows the two trees to be 

sacramental as well, i.e., signs of obedience or disobedience. “The first covenant made 

with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was promised to Adam; and in him to 

his posterity, upon the condition of perfect and personal obedience” (WCF. 7.2). The 

covenant of works is the basis for the possibility of Adam participating in life. “God gave 

to Adam a law, as a covenant of works, by which he bound him and all his posterity, to 

personal, entire, exact, and perpetual obedience, promised life upon the fulfilling, and 

threatened death upon the breach of it, and endued him with power and ability to keep 

it” (WCF 19.1). The covenant of works is also the basis for the possibility of the privatio 

boni and death.  

It is God who names the trees and gives them their purpose and sacramental meaning (contra 

nominalism); this is seen in the covenant of grace as well by Christ naming the bread and the 

wine. It is the serpent who questions the true sacramental meaning of the trees in the garden. 

“Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’” (Genesis 3:1b). The serpent 

questions whether the tree really signifies and participates in what God said it signifies and 

participates in; the serpent denies the sacramental nature of reality and the sacramental union 

of signa and res. It is the serpent who first proposes that sign is separated from reality (a 

diabolical separation, i.e., a false slander against reality) and proposes a nominalistic world in 

which it is up to the creatures (univocity of being) to name (voluntarism) reality.  

The fall in the garden is juxtaposed against the Eucharist and Christ’s presence as found in the 

Eucharist, which is one of the means of grace that brings the fullness of the Triune God into the 

pilgrim's journey. It is Christ who has the authority to name reality and make it sacramental 

(sacramental realism instead of autonomous nominalism); this is seen in the institution of the 

Eucharist, i.e., “this my blood and this is my body.”172 This sacramental realism is always done 

by using a covenant.173  

 
172 “For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was 
betrayed took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, ‘This is my body, which is for[a] you. Do 
this in remembrance of me.’ In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, 'This cup is the new 
covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me (I Cor 11: 23-25).” 
173 “The distance between God and the creature is so great, that although reasonable creatures do owe obedience 
unto him as their Creator, yet there could have never been any fruition of him as their blessedness and reward, but 
by some voluntary condescension on God’s part, which he has been pleased to express by way of covenant” (WCF, 
7.1). “Man, by his fall, having made himself incapable of life by that covenant, the Lord was pleased to make a 
second, commonly called the covenant of grace; wherein he freely offereth unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus 
Christ; requiring of them faith in him, that they may be saved, and promising to give unto all those that are 
ordained unto eternal life his Holy Spirit, to make them willing, and able to believe” (WCF, 7.3). “This covenant of 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+14%3A22-25%2CLuke+22%3A18-20%2C1+Corinthians+11%3A23-25&version=ESV#fen-ESV-28608a


104 

And he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them, 

saying, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” 

Moreover, likewise, the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup that is poured out 

for you is the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:19-20). 

The covenant is God’s word and bond, and the sacrament is the visible sign of that word and 

bond pointing towards the eschatological fulfillment it signifies. The reality (res) and the signs 

(signa) participate in the unchanging covenant made by the Word of God. It is God that calls 

these particular realities by the power of his word to be part of his covenant with his people. 

This is contra to any kind of theological nihilism that reduces reality away from its creational 

fullness. This is contra to any kind of voluntarism that makes the creature’s will the highest 

authority in reality, and this is contra any kind of nominalism where reality does not participate 

in a predefined status given to it by its Creator and exists as a brute fact.  

4.2 Nihilism and ex-nihlo imitation and reductionism  

4.2.1 Gregory of Nyssa: evil and ex-nihlo imitation 

Mosshammer in expounding Nyssa’s thought explains the possible motions that the human will 

can take. 

For there are two kinds of motion . . . motion toward the good . . . and motion towards 

that whose substance is in what has not substance . . . Motion in the good is unlimited 

course towards life sustained by the creative power of God. Motion in evil is a course 

towards nonsubsistence that cannot therefore be sustained indefinitely. For goodness 

has a real existence as a product of the divine will, but evil exists only as an absence of 

the good within created will in withdrawal from being (Mosshammer, 1990:147). 

The act of sin is an imitation of creatio ex-nihilo (evil mimesis) but in a perverted and corrupting 

manner. It is the act of imitation that desires and longs for the power of the Creator, i.e., by a 

speech act which originates in the will of fallen humans attempt to create reality ex-nihlo in the 

desired image of the fallen creature.174 It is the creature’s attempt to bring about something 

from nothing and autonomously name reality in the image of its own desires. This is an attempt 

 
grace is frequently set forth in Scripture by the name of a testament, in reference to the death of Jesus Christ the 
Testator, and to the everlasting inheritance, with all things belonging to it, therein bequeathed” (WCF, 7.4). 
174 The book of Revelation talks about the fallen human desire to worship the image of the beast and the fallen 
spiritual influences on human beings to get them to worship the image of the beast. This means that theological 
nihilism expands beyond the realm of human desire and influence to include the spiritual realm. “And another 
angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud voice, ‘If anyone worships the beast and its image and receives a 
mark on his forehead or on his hand,  he also will drink the wine of God's wrath, poured full strength into the cup 
of his anger, and he will be tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of 
the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or night, these 
worshipers of the beast and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name’” (Revelation 14:9-11).   
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on the creature’s part to become what the creature was not created to be, that is, a sovereign 

being unconditioned, unrestricted, and undefined (i.e., imitation of the Simplicity and aseity of 

God) creator and definer of reality. This happens when the creature forgets that its very 

existence is a gift and God has defined what is to be. The creature is supposed to imitate God in 

an ectypal manner, without trying to become the archetype of reality, in order to bring about 

more obedient image-bearers of God so his intelligibility may shine forth.  

4.2.2 Athanasius on evil  

Athanasius in Contra Gentiles, states the origin of evil and the privated ex-nihlo mimesis:  

Evil has not existed from the beginning, nor even now is it found among the holy ones 

nor doesn’t it exist at all with them.  But it was human beings who later began to 

conceive of it and imagine it in their own likeness. Hence, they fashioned for themselves 

the notions of idols, reckoning what was not as though it were (Athanasius, 2011:25).175   

Athanasius holds that evil was not from the beginning, but its origin is found in the conception 

and imagination of the fallen human mind. The idols are made into the likeness and image of 

the fallen mind and this is an imitation of creatio ex-nihilo “reckoning what was not as though it 

were.” This is the theological and historical basis for what gets developed by Gregory of Nyssa 

and his doctrine that evil is an imitation of creatio ex-nihilo.  

4.2.3 Gregory of Nyssa on the origin of evil  

Gregory of Nyssa states “evil takes subsistence as soon as we choose it, coming into being at 

the very moment of choice, for by itself its own hypostasis outside of prohaeresis176 evil is 

nowhere to be found existing” (Mosshammer, 1990:142).  

Although no evil can exist in its own hypostasis, evil nevertheless has reality in 

dependence on the created will in a manner that is the negative analogy of the 

hypostasis of being from non-being as an actualization of the divine will. Just as God 

requires no external substratum, either of matter or spirit, for his creative act so, no 

independent principle of evil needs to be posted to account for its reality in human 

 
175 “Western scholars have agreed that the definition of evil as lacking substance was designed to meet the 
Manichean challenge; more specifically, that evil defined as the absence of good is a concept which has its roots in 
Plotinus. In fact, Athanasios nowhere refers to evil being the absence of good. He does constantly speak of evil as 
non-existence or non-being, but this is based on his understanding of the true nature of man, and it is not merely 
an anti-Manichean definition” (Bebawi, 1986:27). Although Athanasius was not explicit about the privatio boni, 
once the idea of the transcendentals (unity, oneness, being, goodness, and truth are metaphysically coterminous) 
are accepted, evil as an absence of being means evil as a privation of the good.  
176 “’Prohaeresis’ is the faculty of deliberate choice and most especially of the choice between two opposite 
objects. This is a faculty of which the intellectual creature is capable because he is endowed with his being 
dependent and his nature mobile. The creature must exercise his freedom in order to remain in participation of 
being. The divine will is free in a more absolute sense that is created prohaeresis, precisely because God exists and 
is good by nature and not by choice. The creature is free to choose between something and something (or, in the 
case of evil, perhaps, between something and nothing), but he is not free not to choose at all” (Mosshammer, 
1990:146).  
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experience. The powers of a sovereign freedom are sufficient in both cases, except that 

the production of evil presupposes the structure of created being so as to its privation, 

while the divine will supplies its own substratum so as to bring being from non-being . . . 

Evil is a deformation of being, a form of non-being that the created will brings to 

subsistence from within being. Although good and evil, being and otherness-than-being 

are opposites, they are also analogous in that each is dependent for whatever existence 

it has on an act of will . . . The essential difference between the two is that the divine 

will contains real being within itself, while the created will must derive being from 

outside of itself . . . Thus, God can will only being, but it is possible for the creature to 

will non-being by failing to choose being (Ibid.:142-146).  

Gregory of Nyssa makes the following points: 

1. God by his divine will creates being ex-nihilo by the Word of his power, i.e., God is the 

efficient cause of being. 

2. Fallen humans imitate this divine act of creation by using their will to de-create 

privations that presuppose creatio ex-nihilo. That is, privations that are the result of a 

defficient cause of the fallen will but unlike God this is not an act of bringing something 

from nothing rather it is the act of privating something towards nothing.  

The evil imitation of creation ex-nihilo takes place only in the mind and not in reality; there can 

be no real creatio ex-nihilo by the creature. So, the fallen creature opts for brute fact and then 

names reality (nominalism) by his own autonomous will (voluntarism) in an act to imitate 

creatio ex-nihilo. However, following Athanasius, this kind of evil imitation “exists” 

phantasmagorically and not in reality. However, it has to rely upon the reality it intends to 

create in its own image in order to carry out this corrupted mimesis.  

Athanasius had the divine Logos as the very basis for rationality, and when the Logos was 

rejected, Gregory of Nyssa recognized a certain paradox develops. As defined earlier, 

theological nihilism is a movement of the unbeliever towards “nothing.” It is an act of imitating 

creatio ex-nihilo and ultimately results in the act of de-creation. This imitation is ostensibly in 

the order and mode of the creatio ex-nihilo, but in reality, it is always a de-creation, 

destruction, and deconstruction of created reality. The creatio imitation is one of the many 

fallen expressions of the noetic effects of sin. It is a reduction away from reality’s full creational 

meaning by way of de-constructing something in its place while always relying upon an 

assuming reality God has created. This is done by embracing explicitly or implicitly the 

theological and philosophical doctrines of univocity, voluntarism, and nominalism.  

The purpose of reality is to reflect and manifest the glory of God. Theological nihilism, in its 

extreme form, attempts to extinguish God’s revelation and intelligible presence. Nihilism’s 

ultimate metaphysical and epistemological outworking is the complete denial of both God’s 
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presence in the world and the God-given intelligibility of creation.177 Theological nihilism moves 

away from the full intelligible nature and manifestation of the presence of God in reality.              

4.3 Athanasius and Cyril of Alexandria on participation  

4.3.1 Athanasius on participation  

Athanasius’ view of participation relates to his doctrine of the Trinity, creation, incarnation, and 

the imago dei. Peter Leithart explains Athanasius’ doctrine of participation: 

Created things participate (metechein, metoche) in God, or they would not exist at all, 

but created thing are still external (exothen) to the Father. But what does participation 

mean for Athanasius? . . . Creatures exist by participation in God because creation is not 

just of God’s existence nor internal to him. For Athanasius, too, participation implies 

dependence. Creation is by participation because it is dependent for its life, stability, 

and existence on power and energy that are not inherent in creation itself. It exists only 

by a continuous gift of life and stability from the Triune God. For Athanasius, to speak of 

participation is to speak of creaturehood, contingency, and dependence, but also of 

grace, the gracious provision of existence out of nothing (Leithart, 2011:66).  

The theme of dependence as found in Athanasius’ doctrine of participation is similar to 

Bavinck’s “feeling of dependence” doctrine. The doctrine of participation accounts for the 

revelational presence of God in creation. There is an irreducible feeling of dependence in the 

creature that cannot be completely suppressed, the revelatory pressure is always present in the 

creature. Truth suppression results in irrationality and loss of true knowledge of God; “human 

beings had become so irrational and demonic deceit was thus overshadowing every place and 

hiding the true knowledge of God” (Athanasius, 2011:77).  

The fall is why another participation had to take place, i.e., the participation of Christ taking on 

human nature while fully remaining God.178 “So the Word of God came himself, in order that he 

being in the image of the Father (cf. Col. 1.15), the human being ‘in the image’ might be 

recreated. It could not again, have been done in another way, without death and corruption 

being utterly destroyed. So, he rightly took a mortal body, that in it death might henceforth be 

destroyed utterly and human beings renewed again according to the image” (Ibid.:79). The 

 
177 Intelligibility becomes an epiphenomenon of the primal reality of brute fact, i.e., the unknowable grounds the 
knowable.  
178 Athanasius on the intra-Trinitarian participation of the Son with the Father: “It is the Father that He partakes; 
for this only remains to say. But this, which is participated, what is it or whence? If it be something external 
provided by the Father, He will not now be partaker of the Father, but of what is external to Him; and no longer 
will He be even second after the Father, since He has before Him this other; nor can He be called Son of the Father, 
but of that, as partaking which He has been called Son and God. And if this be unseemly and irreligious, when the 
Father says, ‘This is My Beloved Son’ (Matt. 3:17), and when the Son says that God is His own Father, it follows that 
what is partaken is not external, but from the essence of the Father. And as to this again, if it being in that case 
something between this that is from the Father and the essence of the Son, whatever that be” (Discourses 1.15, 

found in Leithart, 2011:67).  
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image of God after the Fall had become distorted because it participated in the logos-alogos 

dialectic. Therefore, it was necessary for the Logos to regenerate the image of God in fallen 

human beings so they may again properly reflect his image. The image was meant to participate 

in eternal life, but after the Fall, the unnatural corruption of death had besieged humans, so 

Christ had to defeat death in order to restore humans to their natural state.  

This gift of esse comes from the divine Logos (whether in creation or redemption) the Logos is 

existence and pure intelligibility in his very person. This means that whatever participates in the 

Logos and icons (analogia179 entis/revelationis) the person of Christ will be rational in the 

nature of the case (this is Athanasius point). This can be understood when looking at the imago 

dei as it relates to the human nature of Christ. Antonio Lopez writes about the imago dei as a 

precondition of the possibility of the incarnation and the possibility of adoption.  

The image of God in man is thus what ground the possibility of the fulfillment of that 

mystery, according to which before all ages God planned “to mingle, without change on 

his part, with human nature by true hypostatic union.”180 Hence for the Fathers, the 

imago Dei is both the presupposition of the Incarnation of the Logos and the expression 

of man’s stature and destiny: to be sons in the Son (Lopez, 2014:157-158).  

The intelligible image of the incarnate Logos now fulfills God’s original creation mandate by 

making many sons into his perfect image and in making many sons he redeems all of 

creation.181  

4.3.2 Cyril of Alexandria on participation.  

In his commentary on the gospel of John, Cyril of Alexandria emphasizes the importance of the 
Word of God having life by virtue of his own nature.  
 

 
179 Another way to explain analogy is something proportioned. In this case, the Logos (archetypal being) 
proportions the ectypal mode of existence (logos). That is a proper way to define the analogy of being, i.e., the 
transcendent Logos (primary originating archetypal being and knowledge) is reflected in the created logos when 
the created logos is (secondary ectypal being and knowledge) moving towards the glory of God in the final 
eschaton.  
180 Maximus, Quaestiones ad Thalassium (CCSG 7:137). 
181 Moreover, this concentrated view of God’s revelation found in the incarnated Logos ripples to the whole 
cosmos. That is because all of the cosmos is a universal temple to reflect the glory of God. This is why the incarnate 
Logos is the one who redeems all of creation and this redemption of creation finds its fulfillment in the redemption 
of Christ’s adopted sons and daughters: “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 19 For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing 
of the sons of God. 20 For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, 
in hope 21 that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the 
glory of the children of God. 22 For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of 
childbirth until now. 23 And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan 
inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. 24 For in this hope we were saved. 
Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we 
wait for it with patience” (Romans 8:18-25).  
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Therefore, Christ has given his own body for the life of all, and through it, he makes life 

dwell in us again. How he does this I will explain as I am able. Since the life-giving Word 

of God has taken up residence in the flesh, he has transformed it so that it has his own 

good attribute, that is, life. And since, in an ineffable mode of union, he has completely 

come together with it, he has rendered it life-giving, just as he himself is by nature. For 

this reason, the body of Christ gives life to those who participate in it. His body drives 

out death when that body enters those who are dying, and it removes decay since it is 

fully pregnant with the Word who destroys decay (Cyril, 2013:232).  

Points to draw from this passage:  

1. Christ has life in himself because of his divine nature. “After all, the ability to give life 

and to compel one who has been overcome by death to return to life would rightly 

pertain only to the nature of God and would be ascribed to nothing originate. Giving life 

is characteristic of one who lives, and not of one who borrows that grace from another” 

(Ibid.:226). 

2. Christ in his person was united to a human nature182 and rendered that flesh183 life-

giving.  

3. Fallen human beings must participate in Christ in order to have life because they do not 

have it by nature. So they must receive Christ who has it by nature, “whoever receives 

me into themselves through participation in my flesh will live, being wholly transformed 

into me, the one who can give life because I am from a life-giving root, that is, God the 

Father” (Ibid.:239). 

 
182 Cyril of Alexandria held to the importance of the hypostatic union of Christ but this did not mean that he 
thought that the divine had become human or the human had become divine this is clear in his exposition of John 
6:54. “Here too, we should especially admire the holy Evangelist for crying out explicitly, ‘And the Word became 
flesh.’ He did not hesitate to say, not that he became ‘in flesh’ but that he became ‘flesh’ in order to show the 
unity. Moreover, we certainly do not say God the Word from the Father has been transformed into the nature of 
the flesh or that the flesh passed into the Word. Each remains what it is by nature, and Christ is one from both. But 
in a way that is ineffable and beyond human understanding, the Word has been united to his own flesh and has 
transformed all of it into himself, so to speak, by the activity that can give life to what lacks life, and he has driven 
decay form our nature and dislodged death, which prevailed long ago through sin. Therefore, whoever eats the 
holy flesh of Christ has eternal life because the flesh has in itself the Word, who is life by nature . . . It was 
impossible that the one who is life by nature not completely conquer decay and overcome death” (Cyril, 2013:237-
238).  
183 “Now when the Son says that he has been sent, he is referring to nothing else but becoming flesh. When we say 
‘becoming flesh,’ however, we mean that he became a complete human being. The Father then has made me 
human, he says. And because I, God the Word, was begotten as life from that which is life by nature, I have filled 
my temple (that is, my body) with my own nature now that I have become human. In the same way, whoever eats 
my flesh ‘will live because of me.’ I have taken on mortal flesh, but since I have dwelt in this flesh—I, who am life 
by nature because I am from the living Father—I have transformed all of my flesh is not my own life. I have not 
been overcome by the decay of the flesh, but rather I have overcome it as God . . . whoever receives me into 
themselves through participation in my flesh will live, being wholly transformed into me, the one who can give life 
because I am from a life-giving root, that is, God the Father ?” (Ibid.:239-240).  
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4. This is based on the union of the divine nature and human nature in the one person (the 

Son of God). Here we see the efficacy of Christ’s death, and thus of the Eucharist as well, 

depends on the union between the Logos and his flesh. The Son gives his own life to his 

flesh, and therefore, he renders the flesh capable of driving death and corruption away 

from us. Thus incorruption is not merely a condition of perfect human life; it is 

participation in the Logos’ own life, which comes to people through his flesh (Fairbairn, 

2006:75).  

Cyril of Alexandria teaches that the Son has life in himself because he has life by virtue of his 

own nature and this teaching fits the doctrine of Simplicity; to speak anachronistically but 

accurately Cyril of Alexandria held that the Son’s esse and essentia are one. Therefore, the Son 

has life in his own being because he has the same nature as the Father. But it is necessary that 

he incarnates so that those fallen in Adam who do not have esse by their essentia can be united 

to him in order to have life as they were created to have life, i.e., to share in the glory of the 

Father and the Son by the bond of the Holy Spirit. To play off one of the major themes of this 

work (intelligibility), the Son has intelligibility in his own nature; therefore, he does not receive 

it from an external cause. So, it was necessary for the Son to incarnate in order to bring 

intelligibility to the unintelligible world fallen in Adam. That is, the Son perfectly shows forth the 

Fathers intelligibility (glory) to fallen human beings in his incarnation and allows them to 

participate in this intelligibility when they are united to him.  

4.4  The Extra Calvinisticum in Athanasius and Cyril of Alexandria  

The doctrine of the extra Calvinisticum was “a term used by the Lutherans to refer to the 

Reformed insistence on the utter transcendence of the Second person of the Trinity in and 

during the incarnation” (Muller, 2017:116).  James Gorman (2016:1) defines the doctrine this 

way: “The doctrine known as the extra Calvinisticum states that the eternal Son of God during 

his incarnate life on earth, was not enclosed by or limited to the physical body of Jesus Christ 

but continued to uphold the universe by virtue of maintaining a form of presence beyond or 

outside Jesus’ physical body”. This is an important doctrine for the following reasons:  

1. If one holds to the doctrine of Simplicity, then the incarnation cannot mean that the 

second person of the Trinity is enclosed or limited to a physical body.  

2. This doctrine, even in the Chalcedonian definition, does not do away with the 

Creator-creature distinction and relationship.  

3. Some of the Reformers utilized this doctrine for part of the explanation of the 

presence of Christ in the Eucharist.  

4. The extra calvinisticum of Christ means that the Son of God in his divine nature 

exists in and beyond his physical body. He still upholds all reality by the Word of his 

power even after the incarnation.   
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Below is an excerpt from Athanasius which affirms this doctrine, and like Simplicity, this 

doctrine can be found in the Patristics, Aquinas,184 and the Magisterial Reformers.  

For he was not enclosed in the body, nor was he in the body but not elsewhere. Nor 

while he moved that [body] was the universe left void of this activity and providence. 

But what is most marvelous being the Word, he was not contained by anyone, but 

rather himself contained everything. And, as being in all creation, he is in essence 

outside of everything but inside everything by his own power, arranging everything, and 

unfolding his own providence in everything to all things and giving life to each thing and 

to all things together, containing the universe and not being contained but being wholly, 

in every respect, in his own Father alone. So also, being in the human body and himself 

giving it life, he properly gives life to the universe also, and was both in everything and 

outside all. And being made known from the body through the works, he was not 

unseen even from the working of the universe (Athanasius, 2011:85-86).  

Athanasius’s points on the extra calvinisticum:  

1. The Son is not enclosed in a body. 

2. The Son is omnipresent and upholds everything by his power and providence. 

3. The Son “is in essence outside of everything but inside of everything by his own power . 

. . giving life to all things” (Ibid.).185 

Cyril of Alexandria on the extra calvinisticum:   

We declare that the flesh was not changed into the nature of the Godhead and that 

neither was the inexpressible nature of God the Word converted into the nature of 

flesh. He is, indeed, utterly unchangeable and immutable ever remaining the same, 

according to the Scriptures; even when a baby seen in swaddling clothes at the bosom 

of the Virgin who bore him, he still filled the whole creation as God and was co-regent 

 
184 It only makes sense Aquinas would defend such a doctrine given his robust defense of Simplicity. Andrew M. 
McGinnis states this about Aquinas on the extra calvinisticum: “The doctrine of the incarnate Son’s existence 
beyond the flesh often appears in the context of Aquinas’s discussion of Christ’s descent into hell during the three 
days (triduum) after his death. Aquinas’s contribution in this area, which is rooted in the biblical text and church 
tradition, protect the true humanity of Christ and depicts Christ's incarnation descent not as a spatial movement 
but as an act of uniting human nature to himself. Furthermore, concerning Christ’s descent during the triduum, 
Aquinas uses a traditional way of speaking known as totus/totum distinction to carefully distinguish how the 
person of Christ is still fully present even when he is not present in human manner. These contexts offer further 
examples of not only the appearance of the extra carnem, but also of its use and benefit in the history of the 
church’s discussion of the incarnation” (2016, p. 47). The totus/totum distinction is “a traditional scholastic 
distinction used by the Reformed, particularly with reference to the omnipresence of Christ as defined by 
communicatio idiomatum (q.v.). Thus the totus Christus, i.e., the whole person of Christ, is omnipresent; but the 
totum Christi, all of Christ, i.e., both natures cannot be omnipresent, since the human nature must be in one place” 
(Muller, 2017:367).  
185 Athanasius uses similar language (Christ in his essence is outside of everything and inside everything) to 
Przywara (in and beyond) that represents the Creator-creature relationship and distinction.  
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with the one who begot him for deity is measureless, sizeless and admits of no bounds 

(Cyril:1983).186  

The extra calvinisticum is one of the doctrines that accounts for Christ’s presence in the 

Eucharist. The presence of Christ in the Eucharist is brought to the believer in the bond of the 

Holy Spirit and by virtue of the Son not being enclosed in his body. That is, Christ brings to the 

redeemed sinner the presence of his person and work (his life, death, burial, resurrection, 

ascension, and eschaton) in all of its specificity, i.e., Christ a specific man who was born of a 

specific woman, at a specific time, and within the specific covenants God gave to his specific 

people. This specificity assumes a philosophy of history in which the Logos asarkos is the 

providential backdrop for the Logos ensarkos. 

Moreover, the Eucharist presupposes the specifics of the institution of the Supper along with all 

of the previous redemptive history that makes sense of its institution.187 The Eucharist makes 

no sense without such specificity, and this specificity repudiates any general cosmic Christ with 

a myriad of salvific manifestations.188  

Richard Muller expresses how the extra calvinisticum applies to Christ the Creator and 

Sustainer along with the particularity of his salvific work.  

In other words, Christ, the God-man, the center of everything that we can say about the 

work of salvation, is not the center of everything we can say about God, and not even 

the rule for everything that we can say about the Word in its work of creation, 

providence, and revelation. The extra-Calvinisticum allows, therefore, both for a 

genuine revelation of God in nature, accomplished by the Word extra Christum or, as 

the fathers would have said, the Logos asarkos, and a special revelation of God focused 

soteriologically upon but not restricted to the person of Christ, the Logos ensarkos 

(Muller, 1990:687).  

The Logos asarkos and the entailed analogia entis are the grounding for a creational 

metaphysics. However, this creational metaphysics must be protected from a general salvific 

revelation, and the Reformed tradition, with its emphasis on the particularity of the covenants 

and affirmation of a creedal and confessional tradition, is an antidote against a salvific general 

revelation that assumes one can be saved apart from the incarnate Christ.  

 

 
186 Epistula(e) 17.3.  
187 Notice the particularity of the institution itself. “This is my body given for you . . . This cup is the new covenant 
in my bood which is poured out for you” as well as the partiuclar transmission, “For I received from the Lord what I 
also pass on to you.” The particular time--“the night he was betrayed”—and the particular manner: “took bread . . 
. when he had given thanks . . . he took the cup” (Luke 22:19). 
188 It should be noted that the Eucharist has theological implications for the theology of religions, especially any 
kind of theology of religions that would teach some kind of universal pluralism, i.e., the Eucharist certainly signifies 
the scandal of particularity.  
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4.5 Chalcedon and theological nihilism  

The Chalcedon creed states, “Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be acknowledged in two 

natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of natures being by 

no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being preserved, 

and concurring in one Person.”189 Chalcedon can be used as an analogy; in fact, it could be 

called the prime analogate of the Creator/creature distinction and relationship. The importance 

of and the reasons for the Creator/creature distinction and relationship has to be affirmed in 

the doctrine of creation and the incarnation. However, if the proper incarnational distinctions 

and relationships of Chalcedon are ignored, then the result will be a false dualism or a false 

union (e.g., Nestorianism or Apollinarianism) and which ends up in the Creator/creature 

separation or confusion.   

At the very least, we can say that within Chalcedonian orthodoxy, a necessary duality 
(distinction) must be upheld on account of the inconfusus, immutabilis side of Definitio. 
In this way we could speak of a true dualism in Christ, since the “dualism” that is 
inconfusus, immutabilis does not, in this case, entail separatio. But any duality admitted 
into Christ that negates the unity and identity of his person (hypostasis) would, on 
account of the other side of the Chalcedonian formula (indivisus, inseparabilis), have to 
be judged a false dualism in Christ, and would need to be rejected outright as 
Nestorian” (Riches, 2016:ff.4:2).  
 

The hypostatic union is the basis for understanding the analogia entis/revelationis in which 
Christ (analogia verbi)190 is the perfect mediator for fallen human beings. This is because of his 
unique status as the incarnate Logos. He is the originating, sustaining, and teleological cause of 
creation without ever becoming confused with creation or subordinated in his divinity.  
The Reformers held that Christ is mediator according to both natures and this is grounded in 
the union of his person. Francis Turretin explains:  

 
There is, therefore, a twofold principle of mediation—a common and a proper. The 
common is one (namely, the person of the Mediator); the proper, however, is twofold 
(to wit, the divine and the human nature—the divine, indeed, the proper and formal 
principle of the divine actions; the human of the human actions). Not thus also are the 
proper actions to be ascribed to the formal principles or natures (as if they act 

 
189 The statement out of the Chalcedonian creed that lays out the hypostatic union: “Christ, Son, Lord, Only-
begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without 
separation; the distinction of the two natures established without taking away by the union, but rather the 
property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one person.” In Greek: Χριστόν, υἱόν, κύριον, 
μονογενῆ, ἐκ δύο φύσεων [ἐν δύο φύσεσιν], ἀσυγχύτως, ἀτρέπτως, ἀδιαιρέτως, ἀχωρίστως γνωριζόμενον· 
οὐδαμοῦ τῆς τῶν φύσεων διαφορᾶς ἀνῃρημένης διὰ τὴν ἕνωσιν, σωζομένης δὲ μᾶλλον τῆς ἰδιότητος ἑκατέρας 
φύσεως καὶ εἰς ἓν πρόσωπον. In Latin: Christum, filium, Dominum, unigenitum, in duabus naturis INCONFUSE, 
IMMUTABILITER, INDIVISE, INSEPERABILITER agnoscendum: nusquam sublata differentia naturarum propter unitionem, 
magisque salva proprietate utriusque naturæ, et in unam personam. 
190 The analogia verbi means that the incarnate Logos is the perfect ectypal logos for those in the imago dei to see 
the revelation of God enfleshed because he is the perfect archetypal Logos.  
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separately), for each form acts with the communion of the other which is proper (to wit, 
the word working with what belongs to the Word and the flesh prosecuting what 
belongs to it, as Leo has it, Letter 28 [10], “To Flavian” (FC 34:98; PL 54.767). Thus one is 
the principal agent (to wit, the person of Christ) and one the issue (apotelesma) or 
mediatorial work. But it is worked by two natures as two principles; whence flow two 
energies (energeiai) or operations concurring to that one work” (Turretin, 1994:379-
381).  

 
The Logos took on a human nature (i.e., truly man, of a reasonable (rational) soul and body-

ανθρωπον αλαθως τον αυτον, εκ ψθχης λογικης κια σωματος)191 in all of its creational fullness. 

Chalcedon, which is the orthodox statement of the incarnation, is the basis for the Eucharist 

because it upholds the rationality of humans (logos) in their embodied state (σωματος). That is, 

the Eucharist as the visible word of God fits all of how a human knows reality, i.e., senses, 

reason, and faith, which is analogous to the embodied existence of the incarnation in which 

God condescended to us in a human nature, known by means of the senses, reason, and faith.  

To play off of the words of Gregory of Nazianzus, it may be stated that what is not intelligible 

cannot be assumed and what is assumed must be intelligible. The unintelligible is nothingness 

in a primal sense or in a privational sense the unintelligible is a privation of the intelligible. 

Moreover, it is not just what can be assumed in terms of a human nature; it is also what can be 

assumed in terms of all of creation by which the human nature participates and dwells. All of 

creation reflects the glory of God; hence, all of creation is intelligible. Given the transcendentals 

and the gift of creation are good, they have to be intelligible in the nature of the case. It cannot 

be without logos (α-λογος), or it would not even exist. That is to say, to have esse/essentia (ens) 

is to have intelligibility. It could not be otherwise because if God gives a gift, then that gift will, 

in some sense, reflect him (analogia entis). The only thing that is α-λογος is evil. Evil separates 

the Creator and creature because God cannot be αλογος. 

Moreover, it is not possible to have esse devoid of logos; that is why for the Christian one of the 

most absurd positions is to assume a world with brute fact (α-λογος), i.e., this is not possible or 

 
191 This is contra any Apollinarianism (the divine Logos took the place of the human soul) that would deny the 
fullness of the Son’s manhood and would deny the rational soul in the incarnate Christ. “Apollinaris’s doctrine that 
the natures of divinity and humanity in Christ were so strongly united as to be fused into one. Apollinaris arrived at 
this theory of profound unification (henosis) of natures on the basis that two into one does not go: something has 
to cede. For him it was obvious that it the magnificence of the divine nature of the Logos entered into union with 
the human nature, then such a human nature (of Jesus) would hardly need the smaller, iconic things that reflected 
the divinity within human beings—namely the intelligence and the soul. The divine Logos itself, therefore, could 
stand in for, replace, the human mind and soul of Jesus. This was why he was not simply or merely a man: his mind 
was that of the Word of God; his soul was the second person of the Trinity. For Apollinaris, this Christological 
fusion theory seemed a good way to emphasize the strict unification that had been effected in the divine 
incarnation between the nature of humanity and divinity. Now, in Jesus, Apollinaris argued, there was only divino-
humanity. The net result was that the defective human nature of the world (dying, limited, ignorant, sinful) was 
now ‘perfected,’ even divinized. Apollinaris liked to think of humanity now being ‘lost in the Godhead’ in the model 
of the incarnate union. A popular image used at the time was the humanity being a drop of wine, still present but 
now dissipated in the boundless ocean of the Godhead” (McGuckin, 2017:540).  
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rational. If something is created, it will be intelligible because it reflects the nature of God. If 

God freely chooses to create, then in the nature of the case, it will be intelligible.  

The longing human beings have is to be in relationship with God and to know his intelligibility 
and this intelligibility began in creation but is fulfilled in the incarnation. The Son takes on a 
human nature and participates in a composed mode of existence without changing his Simple 
divine nature (i.e., extra calvinisticum). Some theologies try to make their theology proper fit 
the mode, composition, and dynamics of the human nature in the incarnation, e.g., God in and 
of himself is compound, passible, and mutable in order to relate to creation. This is known as 
theological mutualism. Hence, these theologians confuse the Creator with the creature and 
undermine the profoundness of the incarnation. The reason that the incarnation is such a 
cataclysmic apocalyptic event is because it is the revelation of the Simple, incomprehensible, 
and infinite God enfleshed. This is why Chalcedon is so important in upholding the mystery of 
the incarnation as well as serving as an analogy of creation and the Eucharist. The Chalcedonian 
dictum of distinct but not separate natures taught in the hypostatic union of the Chalcedonian 
creed is very helpful in understanding the Creator and creature distinction (inconfused—
natures) and personal relationship (hypostatic union). 

The incarnation displays the personal nature of reality. This personal nature exhibited in reality 
has many varied relationships that are important for determining the proper level and mode of 
knowing and the nature of knowing. God did not incarnate on a sub-atomic level; he came in 
the flesh on the level of human persons. This is important to remember because when persons 
are not made primary in understanding the created order, then there is sometimes a 
movement to reduce persons down to some “lower” level of created reality. This can be seen in 
physicalism and its philosophy, which holds that matter is primal reality and personal 
consciousness is the epiphenomenalogical anomaly that is grounded in matter and needs to be 
explained or reduced to material categories (i.e., reduced/nihilised) in terms of physics and 
chemistry.  
 
The proper way to see the sub-atomic level of reality is to see this level as a potentiality that 
exists in order to be actualized into the personal level of existence that properly images God. 
That is, the teleology of the sub-atomic level (i.e., potential intentionality) in the created order 
moves towards actualization of persons in relationship, and these created persons are to be 
actualized for relationship with the Triune God.  
 
The physicist and mathematician Wolfgang Smith express the teleological nature of the sub-
atomic which fits his interpretation of Heisenberg’s view of the quantum level of reality:  
 

On closer examination, however, the concept of probability proves to be singularly 
appropriate; as Heisenberg points out, a so-called probability does in a way constitute 
“quantitative version of the old concept of ‘potentia’ in Aristotelian philosophy.” A 
probability after all, is not itself a “thing,” but something that points beyond itself to a 
“thing or event” of which it is the probability. It would be misleading, therefore, to 
attribute “existence” to a probability; but neither can it be said that a probability is 



116 

simply nothing at all. Thus, it is indeed “just the middle between possibility and reality,” 
exactly as Heisenberg maintains (Smith, 2010:37).  

 
This sub-atomic “potential” (probability) exists to actuate persons. In other words, the telos of 
the sub-atomic is to participate in an actuation at the same level of the incarnation. As will be 
discussed in chapter five because God is Simple and unrestricted in his being, he can incarnate 
because he defines and restricts created reality with a focus on the imago dei.   
 
Herman Bavinck expresses the personal nature of reality: 
 

And inasmuch as the revelation of God in nature and in Scripture is specifically 
addressed to humanity, it is a human language in which God speaks to us of himself. For 
that reason, the words he employs are human words; for the same reason he manifests 
himself in human forms. From this it follows that Scripture does not just contain a few 
scattered anthropomorphisms but is anthropomorphic through and through. From the 
first page to the last it witnesses to God’s coming to, and searching for, humanity. The 
whole revelation of God is concentrated in the Logos, who became “flesh” and is, as it 
were, one single act of self-humanization, the incarnation of God (Bavinck, 2004:99-
100).  
 

So, the purpose of creation is to be actualized on the personal level of reality. Hence the 
incarnation fulfills the purpose of creation, at least after the fall, so that believers may have 
fellowship with God:  
 

with the Judeo-Christian tradition the dignity and centrality of man emerges through the 
covenant and creation in Christ. After this revelation occurs in history, it is not possible 
to return to earlier anthropologies and cosmologies. Man, either conceives himself as 
given to himself and, bearing the image of the divine, as invited to live a dramatic 
relation with God, or he replaces God (Lopez, 2014:20). 

 
The very act of the incarnation is a repudiation of trying to reduce the personal to the 
impersonal. Physics is sacramental in the sense that it points to and is actualizing towards the 
personal. In other words, one reason, the sub-atomic “exists” is in order to actualize persons. 
This fits the incarnation perfectly because the hypostatic union is the epicenter of the Creator 
and creature relationship and distinction. The reduction of “reality” to the subatomic level 
destroys the person in an attempt to save the “person” in order to make him a god. These are 
the noetic effects of sin displayed in epistemological-theological nihilism. Michael Hanby 
explains that this kind of nihilising movement makes the first philosophy physics instead of a 
philosophy based on a creaturely metaphysics.  
 

an architectonic of knowledge bearing superficial resemblance to the traditional notion 
of sub alternation, in which fundamental sciences such as physics provide the basis for 
subsequent sciences, such as biology, dealing with emergent phenomena that are not 
simply reducible to physics. In this conception of order, however, the empirical and 
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experimental sciences occupy the position of the first philosophy; metaphysics, if its 
necessity is admitted at all, is but a handmaid (Hanby, 2013:31).  

 
This kind reductionism makes physics the first philosophy, and this is an anti-eucharistic 
philosophy that rejects the gift of the personal existence of reality. Moreover, it rejects 
the level of the incarnation– God becoming man – as the center of revelation. That is, 
the locus and epicenter of God’s revelation is lost in these kinds of reductionism. This is 
an attempt to afford more “reality” to these levels of existence than the personal level 
of existence. The Eucharist teaches that Christ is spiritually present to us in bread and 
wine (via the Holy Spirit) and that bread and wine are made for persons. Bread and wine 
are a means to a “higher reality.” Bread and wine do not bring that higher reality to a 
lower level of existence but are a means of humans to know a higher reality.   
 
4.6 In conclusion of chapter four 
 
This chapter has looked at the themes of participation and theological nihilism as found 
in the Patristics along with complementing the Patristics by incorporating certain 
Reformed authors into these themes. Next chapter will carry on with this project by 
looking at the importance of key doctrines (e.g., Simplicity, Trinity, and incarnation) as it 
applies to participation and theological nihilism.  
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CHAPTER FIVE  

SIMPLICITY, CREATION, TRANSCENDENTALS, AND THEOLOGICAL NIHILISM   

5.1 The doctrine of Simplicity 

5.1.1 The history of Simplicity       

In the mid to the late twentieth century, the doctrine of Simplicity had fallen on hard 

times especially within evangelical Protestant circles,192 but recently there has been a 

resurgence and defense of this doctrine. Simplicity has recently been defended 

theologically and philosophically (Dolezal, 2011), theologically and historically within the 

Reformed tradition (Duby, 2016), and theologically and biblically (Barrett, 2017).193 It will 

not be the purpose of this project to directly defend the doctrine of Simplicity; however, 

it has been and will be, the purpose of this project to give an indirect defense by 

showing the dogmatic explanatory power of Simplicity. Simplicity is especially helpful 

when it relates to the nature of intelligibility and the Creator/creature distinction and 

relationship as well as to the understanding the privatio boni.  

Since the Patristics influential theologians have held to the doctrine of Simplicity (e.g., 

Athanasius, Augustine, Aquinas, Stephen Charnock, Francis Turretin, Owen, Herman Bavinck, 

Van Til, and Berkhof). Simplicity maintains the Creator/creature distinction and relationship. 

Here are five relevant reasons Simplicity is important: 

1. Simplicity accounts for the doctrine of analogia participationis and the 

accompanying analogia entis-revelationis and mitigates against univocity, 

voluntarism, and nominalism. 

2.  Simplicity accounts for the esse and essentia distinction found in created reality, 

which in turn accounts for some form of epistemological realism. 

3.  Simplicity accounts for the intelligible nature of reality and is the basis for the PSR.  

4.  Simplicity is foundational for understanding creation, the incarnation, and the 

presence of Christ in the Eucharist.  

5.  Simplicity fits the extra calvinisticum because it assumes that God is not restricted in 

his being even after the incarnation, so in his person Christ is freely present in the 

Eucharist.    

 
192 For examples of those who reject Simplicity see the following: Alvin Plantinga, Does God Have a Nature? 
(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1980); Christopher Hughes, On a Complex Theory of a Simple God: An 
Investigationּ֙inּ֙Aquinas’ּ֙Philosophicalּ֙Theology (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1989); J.P. Moreland 
and William Lane Craig , Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 
2003); Jay Wesley Richards, The Untamed God: A Philosophical Exploration of Divine Perfection, Simplicity, and 
Immutability (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2003).  
193 Not that these three sources agree on everything about Simplicity, but they do give a strong defense of the 
doctrine of Simplicity that falls within the traditional understanding of Simplicity.  
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5.1.2 What Simplicity “means”  

Simplicity presupposes that God is not composed of parts and is unrestricted in his being while 

all created beings are composed of parts, i.e., body parts,194 matter/form,195 supposit/nature,196 

esse/essentia,197 genus/difference,198 and substance/accidents199 (Dolezal, 2011:32). One of 

many reasons that one should acknowledge that created beings are composed is that it helps 

protect the Creator/creature distinction. God’s Simplicity is not contingent upon the created 

order, but it is discovered through the created order both in general and in special revelation. It 

is especially pronounced in general revelation, and an argument can be developed under the 

heading of natural theology which may include transcendental arguments.200  

 
194 Because God is pure spirit (John 4:24), he does not have a body composed of parts, e.g., arms, legs, eyes, etc.    
195 Form is what actualizes matter (i.e., principle of potency), but because God is pure act, he has no principle of 
potency.  
196 Essence must differ from the suppositum, for the essence or nature includes all that falls within the definition of 
the species, as humanity includes all that falls within a definition of a man; for it is by this that man is man. God 
does not have this composition.  
197 In this composition the esse (that-ness) is in act to the potency of the essentia (what-ness), i.e., esse is restricted 
and defined by the essentia and both are necessary for intelligibility. Given that God is not composed he is not 
restricted or defined by his essentia, i.e., his essentia is not in potentiality to his esse so he is not gifted his own 
being because he is a se.  
198 Given that God is simple and he is not composed in his being, he cannot be composed logically. For example, if 
one defines man as a rational animal, then man is logically found within a genus and species, i.e., man is in the 
genus of animal with the specific difference of being rational; and this is the logical composition based in the 
metaphysical composition.  
199 Substance is a being that exists in itself, and accidents are beings that exist in another, i.e., in a substance. There 
is a relationship of dependence and a relationship of change as it relates to substance and accidents. E.g., 
substantial change would be the death of a person; accidental change would be the changing of a person hair color 
or weight. God does not have a relationship of dependence and does not change.  
200 Transcendentally, all creaturely compositions require a Composer who is not composed. E.g., one of the 
creaturely compositions is esse/essentia; a composition that requires the gift of existence is given to a being who 
does not have existence just by virtue of its essence. Hence, the composed creature needs God whose very 
essence is his existence, i.e., he is the transcendentally necessary grounding for all creaturely compositions. The 
debate between some Thomists and presuppositionalists is how one goes about getting to the transcendental 
ground of reality; in other words, determining what kind of argument needs to be given. Doug Beaumont, a 
Thomist, explains what he sees as the problem with Presuppositionalism: “Presuppositional apologists sometimes 
confuse what they call ‘the transcendental argument’ (that without Christianity, nothing else in reality can be 
adequately explained) with grounding arguments (aka demonstratio quia). 
Transcendental Argumentation 
To reason ‘transcendentally,’ in this context, is to argue that ‘X is actually necessary to deny X, therefore X must be 
the case.’ Presuppositional apologists often give the example of logic as being transcendentally necessary, because 
one must employ logic to deny logic. Since it would be self-defeating to use logic to show that logic cannot be 
used, the denial of logic can be transcendentally disproved. 
Grounding Argumentation 
The demonstratio quia (‘argument to ground’) is similar in that it uses the necessity of one thing in its argument. 
Unlike transcendental arguments, however, grounding arguments proceed from the existence of some effect to 
a necessary condition for that effect. The form would be something like this: ‘X is necessary for Y, so if one denies 
X, one must also deny Y.’ The key to these differences is that while logic is required to deny logic, morality is not 
necessary to deny morality. Logic, then, is shown to be transcendentally necessary while God, in the Moral 
Argument, is not (it is actually a grounding argument: ‘For morality to exist, God must exist, and morality exists, 
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Moreover, Simplicity means that if God is not composed of parts then he is unrestricted in his 

being. God is absent of intrinsic or extrinsic boundaries which means there is no possible 

creational state of affairs that God cannot or does not “participate” within and reveal himself. 

“Simpler states of being can take on additional boundaries. When they do, they take on the 

exclusionary properties of those boundaries, but they can always revert to the less exclusionary 

(i.e., more inclusive) states. In a word ‘simplicity’ is synonymous with ‘ontological compatibility 

and inclusivity . . .” (Spitzer, 2010:125).  

The doctrine of Simplicity is one of the preconditions for the act of creation, incarnation, and 

the presence of Christ in the Eucharist.201 A composed God would be restricted by his parts and 

would be restricted in his active potencies towards creation given those parts. The classical 

view of Simplicity means that God restricts and conditions, but he is not restricted or 

conditioned by his creation. Spitzer explains: “Absolute simplicity would then refer to act or 

being without any intrinsic or extrinsic parameters, boundaries, or restrictions. That is, being 

capable of unrestrictedly acting in any non-contradictory ways. It would simultaneously refer to 

a purely inclusive reality, that is, a reality which does not exclude anything from itself” (Ibid.: 

126). The unrestricted and unconditioned nature of God also protects the Creator/creature 

distinction and relationship. The Creator/creature distinction is protected because an 

unrestricted reality transcends all restricted reality, i.e., God is the restrictor of all restricted 

reality but not restricted by restricted reality. The Creator/creature relationship is protected by 

Simplicity because God is unrestrictedly free in the act of creation and sustaining of creation 

and unrestrictedly free in the incarnation and his covenant presence in the Eucharist.  

The theological grammar built on Simplicity lends itself to liturgy and worship because God 

transcends creaturely categories. Therefore, God must meet the believer in worship so the 

believers may ectypally participate in the transcendent mystery. The doctrine of Simplicity leads 

to what might be referred to as Cyrillian paradoxes (similar to H.G. Stoker’s hyper-doxies) that 

ground the poetry of worship.   

 

 
therefore God exists).’ The problem is that Presuppositionalists will sometimes give an example of a good 
transcendental argument, but then switch to grounding arguments in their actual apologetic—even when 
defending their own system. This confusion also leads some apologists into thinking that Presuppositionalism per 
se is much stronger and more distinct as an apologetic system than it really is” (Beaumont, 2013).  
201 It seems only Simplicity can make sense of Chalcedon. The doctrine of Chalcedon assumes that when the 

second person of the Trinity took on a human nature, that this taking on in no way changed the divine nature (i.e., 

the personal divine essentia of the Son). This makes sense only if the Son in his divine nature is unrestricted and is 

on a mode of existence that is not limited, so, he can take on a human nature without change. If a composed being 

adds another composition to its existing parts (if this even makes sense) then a new nature evolves because the 

previous nature is changed by adding a new nature. To add another nature to a restricted being would create a 

new restriction (i.e., esse existing in a new essentia) and so the original concrete nature does not remain 

unchanged. This means the original being is lost when this new nature is added.  
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John Anthony McGuckin explains: 

the invisible Lord is made visible, the Immaterial One is made flesh, he who cannot be 

limited accepts the limitations of an earthly life, the Immortal One comes willingly to his 

own death. Cyril loves to apply such strong paradoxes of language. The antithesis gives 

his thought a religious drive and vigor which he knows well how to put to effect in 

preaching. He accuses Nestorius to being too ready to judge what is or is not fitting for 

God by the terms of human logic which he mistakenly elevated as absolute indicator of 

truth. As Cyril sees it, he has forgotten that human logic is flawed because of sinfulness 

and a limited vision consequent on our corruption . . . The incarnation does not limit or 

remove the infinite power of God, it is itself simply an expression or act of that infinite 

power, one which presses the limits of our understanding, but what is exhibited is not 

contradictory or illogical . . . Cyril rejects the conception and argues that he who was 

eternal God became man while ever remaining what he was, that is eternal God 

(McGuckin, 1995:36).  

These Cyrillian paradoxes (H.G. Stoker’s hyperdoxy) are possible and inevitable and should be 

embraced because Simplicity means that God in his being transcends creational categories, e.g., 

metaphysical and logical (i.e., God transcends genus and species because he is Simple).202 These 

hyper-doxies only run into logical problems when a univocal (metaphysical and semantic) 

approach to the Creator and creature is taken. Given the extra calvinisticum, the Son can exist 

on the created mode of being and the divine mode of being without any competition or 

conflict. This fits the Chalcedonian definition which affirms one person with two natures 

without the confusion of those natures. Only an unrestricted being (Simple being) can exist and 

manifest himself in a restricted mode of being while still remaining unrestricted. Simplicity is 

the doctrine that accounts for this possibility and accounts for the biblical doctrine of creation, 

incarnation, and God’s presence in the Eucharist along with the non-competitive nature of 

primary and secondary causality. If God were compounded or restricted in his divine being, 

then to Incarnate he would have to add another composition and a new restriction to his mode 

of being which would involve a change and confusion of natures and destroy the Chalcedonian 

affirmation.  

5.1.3 Theological nihilism and Simplicity  

Theological nihilism denies God’s Simplicity and, at the same time, imitates his Simplicity. This 

happens when attempts are made to go outside of his restrictions (predefined essences based 

in God being the exemplar cause) and, instead, set phantasmagorical restrictions upon reality. 

This is the imitation of God’s Simplicity because only a truly Simple being is unrestricted and 

only a Simple being can restrict reality into its rational creational categories based in his 

exemplars. That is, only a Simple-unrestricted being has the ability and authority to restrict and 

 
202 This does not mean that God transcends the principle of identity (every being is what it is) or the principle of 
contradiction (being is not non-being). These principles are grounded in the very being of God and reflect him in 
the ectypal revelation of creation and are grounded metaphysically in reality (i.e., logic is grounded in being).  
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define reality. This means in the act of autonomously restricting and defining reality, the 

creature is acting as if he is Simple in his being. Moreover, this kind of privated mimesis of 

Simplicity can be seen when creatures try to set metaphysical and modal boundaries for what is 

possible and impossible for God to accomplish, e.g., to claim that it is not possible for God to 

bring good from fallen creature’s evil (i.e., to speak something from the privated nothingness of 

the Fall) or it is not possible for the Son of God to become incarnate.  

5.1.4 Simplicity and the Creator-creature distinction and relation  

The doctrine of Simplicity is important for maintaining the Creator/creature distinction and the 
Creator and creature relation, i.e., understanding creation as a participation in the gift of being. 
Simplicity203also avoids the error of a metaphysical chain of being and epistemological 
ontologism.204 According to Herman Bavinck, “By describing God as ‘utterly-simple essence,’ we 
state that he is the perfect and infinite fullness of being, and ‘unbounded ocean of being’” 
(2004:176). 
 
The doctrine of the Simplicity of God is the theological basis of the extra Calvinisticum in that 

God is uncomposed and unrestricted even after the incarnation; therefore, the Logos ensarkos 

remains uncomposed and unrestricted in reference to his divine nature. This has theological 

implications for the doctrine of the Eucharist and the intelligible presence of Christ in the 

Eucharist. As noted by Willis, “The so-called extra Calvinisticum205 teaches that the Eternal Son 

of God, even after the incarnation, was united to the human nature to form One Person but 

was not restricted to the flesh” (Willis, 1966:1).   

Moreover, the doctrine of Simplicity upholds the Creator/creature relationship because being 

unrestricted means God has no impediment(s) in the act of creating, sustaining, incarnating, or 

being present in the Eucharist. That is, Simplicity both makes sense of and is the precondition 

for the doctrine of creation, incarnation, and the Eucharist. An unrestricted God needs to be 

 
203 Aquinas argues for Simplicity by means of via negative/remotion (apophatic theology), i.e., moving from the 
created composed effects to the uncreated Simple God by negating created imperfections. “Now it can be shown 
how God is not, by removing from Him whatever does not befit Him—viz., composition, motion, and the like. 
Therefore, we must discuss His simplicity, whereby we remove composition from Him” (Aquinas, ST I-I. Q 3. Pr.). 
“God’s simplicity is the end result of ascribing to God all the perfection of creatures to the ultimate divine degree. 
By describing God as ‘utterly simple in essence,’ we state that he is the perfect and infinite fullness of being, an 
“unbounded ocean of being” (Bavinck, 2004:176). For Herman Bavinck, Simplicity is arrived at via causalitatis/via 
eminentiae (cataphatic theology), i.e., God is known in his effects and those effects, point to God’s perfection in 
that he is unbounded and unrestricted in his being.  
204 Charles Hodge gives five criteria for Pantheism which is entailed by a chain of being. “1. They deny all dualism in 
the universe . . . There is but one substance, but, one real Being. Hence the doctrine is called Monism, or, the, All- 
One real Being . . . 2 The world is, therefore, is not only consubstantial, but co-eternal with God. 3. This of course 
precludes the idea of creation; except as an eternal and necessary process. 4. They deny the Infinite and Absolute 
Being in itself has either intelligence, consciousness, or will. The Infinite comes into existence in the Finite . . . 5. 
Pantheism denies the personality of God” (Hodge, 1995:300-302).    
205 Italics added.  
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worshiped and adored by means of the covenant relationship found in the incarnation, word, 

and sacraments.206  

The doctrine of Simplicity maintains the Creator/creature distinction as well as the gift of 

creaturely participation207 while also avoiding the error of a metaphysical chain of being208 and 

epistemological ontologism. Of the listed compositions, this work focuses on the composition 

of esse and essentia because this composition has a special relationship to the gift of 

participation along with the analogia entis/revelationis grounded in Christ.  

The doctrine of creation assumes that esse and essentia is a gift given by the Simple-Triune 

God. The Logos plays a key mediating209 role in the origin, sustenance, teleology, and 

intelligibility of creation. To participate in the Eucharist is to participate in the gift of esse and 

essentia within the redemptive context of God’s historical act of salvation accomplished by the 

incarnate Logos. The Eucharist is a gift graciously bestowed upon the church as it makes its 

pilgrim’s journey. The gift of the Eucharist falls under the broader themes of redemption and 

grace.210 When the Eucharist is received by faith and with thanksgiving, our union with Christ is 

strengthened, and we are drawn closer to the love of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The gift 

 
206 “But God accommodates himself in the Scriptures to our weak capacity. God hath no more of a proper 
repentance than he hath of a real body: though he, in accommodation to our weakness, ascribe to himself the 
members of our bodies to set our upstanding the greatness of his perfections we must conclude him a body like 
us; so, because he is said to have anger and repentance, we must not conclude him to have passions like us. When 
we cannot fully comprehend him as he is, he clothes himself with our nature in his expressions, that we may 
apprehend him as we are able, and, by an inspection into ourselves, learn something of the nature of God; yet 
those human ways of speaking ought to be understood in a manner agreeable to the infinite excellency and 
majesty of God, and are only designed to mark our something in God which hath a rebalance with something in us. 
As we cannot speak to God, as gods, but as men, so we cannot understand him speaking to us as God unless he 
condescends to speak to us like a man. God therefore frames his language to our dullness, not to his own state, 
and informs us, by our own phrases, what he would have us learn of his nature, as nurses talk broken language to 
young children. In all such expressions, therefore we must ascribe the perfections we conceive in them to God, and 
lay the imperfection at the door of the creature” (Charnock, 2010:401). The Eucharist is an example of God’s 
accomodation to our weak capacity.   
207 There is a danger in using the term participation because one can fall into a theology that does not honor the 
Creator/creature distinction. If this term participation is used, the above error can best be avoided by embracing 
the doctrine of Simplicity along with the creed of Chalcedon and the extra calvinisticum. Chalcedon and the extra 
calvinisticum maintain the Creator/creature distinction and relationship while making God’s revelation in the 
incarnation indispensable and necessary for God to communicate to his creatures.  
208 The metaphysical chain of being inevitably leads to some form of monism because everything is an emanation 
of God and his essence, i.e., God is part of the esse and essentia of creation; hence, he would be composed of 
parts.  
209 This project will defend Christ as a mediator of creation, but this mediation will be defended in such a way as to 
avoid any hint of intra-Trinitarian subordinationism.  
210 The covenant of redemption is the intra-Trinitarian covenant between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in order 
to redeem a people unto himself. The covenant of grace is Christ acting as mediator for his people (i.e., as prophet, 
priest, and king). By being united to Christ (by faith), the redeemed receive the person and work of Christ and his 
gift of the duplex gratia (double grace of justification and sanctification—this includes initial act of the 
regeneration and the ongoing progressive work of definitive and progressive sanctification in order to make the 
believer more in the intelligible image of Christ).  
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of the Eucharist is one of the means of grace that forms us into the intelligible image of the Son 

of God.211 This is, done by changing our will to desire what is good and by transforming our 

intellect in order to know what is true. That is, to be in union with the incarnate Logos fulfills 

the notion of ontological truth.212 

What creation and the Eucharist have in common is that they are both gifts mediated by Christ 

and are to be received with thanksgiving. Both creation and the Eucharist are grounded in the 

intelligible Logos who plays a mediating role in both creation and redemption. The doctrines of 

Simplicity, Triunity, and the incarnation are necessary doctrines for the ontological grounding 

and contextualization of the doctrines of creation and redemption. The doctrine of creation and 

redemption are necessary in order to understand the presence of Christ found in the 

Eucharist.213 

The doctrines of Simplicity and the Trinity and the incarnation214 best explain the intelligible 

nature of reality because these doctrines are the preconditions for intelligibility. Aquinas, 

Bavinck, and Van Til resource Simplicity and the Trinity in order to give an answer to the 

mystery of creation and the mystery (problem) of the one and many.215  

5.2 Simplicity and creation what the dogma of creation affirms and denies 

An orthodox doctrine of creation has to protect at least two important truths and avoid two 

errors.216 The doctrine of creation has to protect the Creator/creature distinction and 

 
211 “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he 
might be the firstborn among many brothers” (Romans 8:29). “Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put 
off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the 
image of its creator “(Colossians 3:9-10). Speaking of Christ who is the creator and the very image of God “He is 
the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by him all things were created, in heaven and on 
earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through 
him and for him” (Colossians 1:15-16). Bold and italics added. The believer is conformed to the intelligible image of 
Christ because he is the image of the invisible God.  
212 Ontological truth is defined as a being properly reflecting and acting according to the nature God with which 
created it, i.e., reflecting God’s exemplar, formal, and final cause on a created mode of existence. “Metaphysical or 
ontological truth consists in an object, person, or cause, being all that belongs to its nature. In that sense gold that 
is gold not only in appearance but in reality, is true gold” (Bavinck, 2004:208). 
213 One of the goals of this project is to protect the mysteries of the faith in order to make space for worship and 
liturgy so that believers may participate in the mystery while avoiding the pitfalls of heresy (navigating between 
Scylla and Charybdis), e.g., fideism, rationalism, ontologism, and onto-theology. 
214 The possibility of the incarnation is a precondition for intelligibility in that if the world was not intelligible to 
begin with, then the incarnation could not take place. First of all, what God creates is always intelligible, and 
secondly only what the Logos incarnates is intelligible.  
215 John Frame states the problem of the one and the many this way: “Knowledge involves uniting particulars into 
universal categories. But if every particular is exhaustively described by universal categories, then it is no longer 
particular. But if some particularities cannot be described by universal categories, then they can’t be known, or 
they have no nature. The same problem can be described in terms of the relation of logic to fact, and of that of 
subject to object” (Frame, 2011).  
216 This relationship is one of asymmetrical dependence, i.e., God does not need creation for any reason (e.g., 
personal, metaphysical, epistemological, ethical . . . ) but creation is completely dependent upon God for its very 
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relationship while avoiding deism and some forms of monism (e.g., panentheism, pantheism, 

and theopanism). The doctrine of Simplicity protects the Creator/creature distinction and 

relationship while avoiding the two errors of deism and monism. Deism holds to a 

Creator/creature separation and, in this manner, denies God as the sustainer and telos of 

creation. This gives the created order an autonomous existence that denies the metaphysical 

dependence the creature has upon God. This is an untethering of secondary causes from their 

primary cause, which leads to a position that creatures are related to only secondary causes 

(i.e., naturalism).  

The Creator/creature distinction protects from conflating the Creator and creature and avoids 

Theo-pan-ism or panentheism, which entails epistemological ontologism (Przywara, 2014: 165). 

Theo-pan-ism denies the substantial metaphysical standing of the creature and leads to a 

theological/metaphysical occasionalism217 that reduces all causes to just a primary cause. The 

denial of the reality of secondary causes means that creation loses its integrity. Therefore, it is 

not possible to hold to a privatio boni if secondary causes are denied. The privatio boni assumes 

that evil takes place on the created level alone by means of secondary causes, i.e., a deficient 

cause,218 and it is not possible for God to “produce” a deficient cause. 

The theology or philosophy that breaks down the Creator/creature distinction is called monism 

(e.g., materialism, idealism or a mixture of the two that holds in some form all reality is one in 

some sense) which holds to only one order and mode of being (i.e., univocity of being).219 Erich 

 
existence, nature, and many relationships. This is a relationship of God gifting being to something other than 
himself out of his, generosity and abundance, but not out of any need.  
217 Occasionalism holds to a continual creation and continual annihilation (creatio continuans), that is ex-nihilo 
creation and annihilation at every occasion including all human actions which deny personal identity over time for 
created beings. This idea of continual creation leads to a conflation of primary and secondary causes and hence no 
account of the freedom of the will in the pristine state of man in the garden of Eden (posse peccare, posse non 
peccare) with no accountability for the choice of evil hence no privatio boni. This is why there has to be some kind 
of distinction made between creatio ex-nihilo, i.e., “God as an originating cause (i.e., not a change but a bringing to 
be) and God as a conserving cause which means change in a preexisting substance” (Moreland & Craig, 2017:557-
559). David Oderberg explains the problem of denying substance overtime via the error of occasionalism: 
“Creation and annihilation, strictly speaking are out of nothing into nothing, respectively. In physics it is a 
fundamental truth that energy can be neither created or destroyed (the first law of thermodynamics), and this 
simply reflects the metaphysical truth that since all changes in nature require natural causes, and since those 
causes are finite, and since finite causes cannot create something out of nothing or turn something into nothing, a 
natural substantial change is onto a series of creations and annihilations. Positively speaking, a substantial change 
is an actualization of a potentiality which some substance has to respect to new substance: walls can be turned 
into rubble but not into a fish. It is the potentiality which stretches across the change, becoming actualized by it, 
and so there cannot have been pure annihilation and creation when one substance is turned into another” 
(Oderberg, 2007:74).  
218 “Sin is disorder, annihilation of the good and true. Sin is opposition to all order, and to reason itself. Sin is a 
monster, aborted from the good works that God has wrought. Sin is not being, but non-being; therefore, it has no 
proper efficient cause, but a deficient cause (causa deficiens)” (Scheeben, 2006:243).   
219 The most popular form of metaphysical monism today (in western civilization) is that of physicalism or 
materialism and the attending epistemology of scientism where all explanations are reducible to biology, 
chemistry, and physics.  
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Przywara helps explain the above two errors by means of monism from above (i.e., Theo-pan-

ism) or monism from below (i.e., pan-the-ism).  

He states:  

we can say that the difference between God and creature are annulled by way of either 

theo-pan-ism or of pan-the-ism. “Theo-pan-ism” means that, proceeding fundamentally 

“from above to below,” God becomes the all. This is the form of “devolution” that 

ultimately is immanently implicit in a purely a priori metaphysics. “Pan-the-ism” then 

means that, proceeding fundamentally, “from below to above,” the all becomes God 

(Ibid.).220  

Simplicity avoids the errors of theopanism and pantheism because God is unlike his creation in 

that he is not composed of parts and he is unrestricted and unconditioned in his being. The 

Simple/composite, Unrestricted/restricted, and Unconditioned/conditioned “distinctions” put 

God on another mode or order of being. 221 

Moreover, this means that God must reveal himself in an ectypal accommodated (analogical) 

manner. So, the unrestricted God, in his revelation reveals himself in a restricted and 

conditioned manner within the created mode, order, and categories of his creatures. This 

analogia revelationis is an accommodated ectypal analogical revelation which is the basis for 

all intelligibility of creation. Without the divine Logos, there are no created logos on the 

created mode of existence.  

Przywara again: 

it is precisely the failure of Protestantism thought to allow a real analogical interval 

between God’s actus essendi subsistens and the actuality of the creature that causes the 

distinction between God and creation to collapse, by making creation nothing but the 

manifestation of the sovereign divine arbitrium. A purely dialectical style of theology, 

without the analogical “middle” that “liberates” the creature for free “service” (vide 

infra), does not in fact safeguard the transcendence of God; it reduces divine action 

towards creatures to a kind of efficiency univocal with creaturely action, erases the 

distinction between the primary causality of God’s freedom and the secondary causality 

of creaturely freedom, and ultimately binds God to the world by supplanting genuine 

creaturely contingency with an absolute fatalism. Dialectical theology, that is, is 

effectively indistinguishable from metaphysical monism; and a theology reducible to 

“God alone working all” is effectively indistinguishable from Promethean unwillingness 

to be a creature (Ibid, ff. 24:165).  

 
220 Przywara thinks that Reformed Theology falls into the error of Theopanism. It seems more accurate to say that 
some Reformed theologians may fall prey to this, but certainly not all. Only those that deny the distinction of 
primary and secondary causation either implicitly or explicitly will fall into Theopanism.  
221 God is not conditioned, i.e., there are no conditions that are outside of his control and condition him.  
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Przywara’s criticism is a reminder that the Creator/creature distinction and relationship has to 

be protected. There needs to be a proper way to mediate this distinction and relationship. The 

analogia entis with a Christological emphasis is the best way to have “a real analogical interval” 

(Ibid.). This Christological grounding means that the analogical nature of creation is not 

arbitrary but intelligible and rational because the divine Logos (archetypal) creates the world 

with logos (ectypal accommodation) that reflects his divine archetypes. This ectypal 

accommodation is mediated between two minds (i.e., duos intellectus constituta). The two 

minds are God’s mind along with his archetypes and man’s mind which knows the archetypes 

indirectly through the mediated ectypal revelation. This means our knowledge of God is 

analogical (similar and qualitatively different) in the nature of the case.  

According to Bavinck:  

God’s being as such, all knowledge of God is obtained indirectly and bears analogical 
character. In fact, no one ever arrives at the knowledge of first principles or the idea of 
God apart from the universe . . . For that reason, there is no knowledge of the invisible 
world except by way of the symbols of that which is visible (Bavinck, 2004:70).  
 

Creation is not an arbitrary expression of a voluntaristic god that arbitrarily names creation in a 
manner that does not image God. If creation existed without reflecting its Creator, this would 
mean the world is alogos. In an alogos world, the creature is left to his or her own devices and 
may categorize and name reality in any arbitrary manner he or she desires (i.e., 
theological/philosophical voluntarism and nominalism). An alogos creation has nothing 
intelligible for the mind to participate and the Eucharistic gift of esse and essentia is precluded. 
There is no hope of redeeming reason because the world has no reason to be redeemed. The 
alogos world is a world with one mind, i.e., the finite mind of human beings that can only 
impose “form” on a formless world. But instead what happens is that fallen human beings 
deform a formed world.  
 
5.3  Reformed Theology and theological voluntarism  
 
Contrary to what Przywara says, there is within the Reformed tradition and history of upholding 

the Creator/creature distinction while maintaining the Creator/creature relationship. The 

Creator/creature distinction and relationship has been held by the Reformed tradition by 

appealing to God’s Simplicity along with primary and secondary causation without falling into 

occasionalism. The Reformers held a “real analogical interval” mediated by the divine Logos 

that does not make God to be in competition with his creation. Moreover this “real analogical 

interval” is mediated by way of the analogia entis, the covenants, and the incarnation.  

The distinction between primary and secondary causation is the only theological position that 

makes sense of understanding evil as a privation of the good (privatio boni), because evil is a 

deficient cause that “brings” about a corruption or privation. A privatio boni can only be 

attributed to the creature on the level of secondary causation because it is not possible for God 

to “participate” in evil. That is, given his nature and mode of existence, which is pure goodness 
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and intelligibility, it is not even possible for him to be corrupted or to participate in an 

unintelligible deficient cause.  

Understanding evil as a privation is another way to uphold the Creator/creature distinction and 

Creator/creature relationship. Because evil is a deficient cause, only a creature has the 

potential to “participate” in a privatio boni. This is because God is perfect and when he 

covenantally communicates the gift of being to creation (i.e., creatio ex-nihilo), will only reflect 

his perfect goodness and truth. An infinitely perfect Creator can only cause a finitely perfect 

creation that intelligibly reflects him. Evil as a deficient cause is unintelligible and does not 

reflect God and can only take place in the created mode and order of existence; hence, it is 

another aspect of reality that separates the Creator/creature.  

If Przywara was right and Reformed theology jettisoned primary and secondary causality, then 

Reformed theology could not hold to the traditional understanding of a privatio boni. The 

privatio boni, as well as the distinction of primary and secondary causality, has a long tradition 

within Reformed Theology, e.g., the Westminster Confession of Faith chapter V, sections II-IV 

says: 

II. Although, in relation to the foreknowledge and decree of God, the first Cause, all 
things come to pass immutably, and infallibly; yet, by the same providence, He orders 
them to fall out, according to the nature of second causes, either necessarily, freely, or 
contingently. 

III. God, in His ordinary providence, makes use of means, yet is free to work without, 
above, and against them, at His pleasure. 

IV. The almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and infinite goodness of God so far 
manifest themselves in His providence, that it extends itself even to the first fall, and all 
other sins of angels and men; and that not by a bare permission, but such as has joined 
with it a most wise and powerful bounding, and otherwise ordering, and governing of 
them, in a manifold dispensation, to His own holy ends; yet so, as the sinfulness thereof 
proceeds only from the creature, and not from God, who, being most holy and 
righteous, neither is nor can be the author or approver of sin.222 

It should be noted that the Westminster Confession of Faith upholds the primary and secondary 
causal distinction as well as the origin of evil being derived from the creature. This falls in line 
with the tradition of evil as a privation of the good. That is, God alone is unchangeable good, 
and when God creates, it reflects his character, i.e., the created order is good (analogia entis) 
and intelligible (analogia revelationis). This includes the fact that humans are made in the 
image of God and therefore have an intellect and will. The intellect has the ability to know truth 
(think God’s thoughts after him), and the will can desire the good (be in loving union with each 
other and their Creator). It is just when the intellect turns from the truth and the will turns 

 
222 Italics and Emphasis added.  
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away from the good that evil occurs (i.e., deficient causation). Sin includes a rejection of the 
truth of God and a deficient desire to love God and reject his gifts.  

Moreover, within the Reformed tradition, there is a rejection of theological voluntarism 
because of the doctrine of Simplicity. The will of God cannot be divorced from the “intellect” of 
God so when he creates, it is intelligible (“rational”). Regarding this idea, Stephen Charnock 
states:  

The will of God is the same with his essence. If God had a will distinct from his essence, 
he would not be the most simple being. God hath not a faculty of will distinct from 
himself. As his understanding is nothing else but Deus intelligens, God’s understanding, 
so his will is nothing else but Deus volens, God’s willing; being therefore the essence of 
God, though it is considered according to our weakness as a faculty, it is as his 
understanding and wisdom, eternal and immutable, and can no more be changed than 
his essence (Charnock, 2010:387-388).  

What Charnock affirms goes against any unhooking of “the divine will from the rational 
determination of the divine intellect” so the participation of the creature in the gift of being is 
not some extrinsic arbitrary configuration of God. Rather, all of created reality reflects his 
beneficent will and wise intellect (Ibid.).  

5.3.1 Primary and secondary causation is not in competition  

Moreover, because God exists on a different mode of being and because he is unrestricted, 
there is no competition between God as a primary cause and creation as a secondary cause. It is 
God’s divine existence and nature that determine the modalities of all created existence. How a 
Simple, infinite, and a se being “relates” to created beings is an irreducible mystery that is not 
possible to answer and may be a bad question to ask because it treats the term “relation” 
univocally when applied to God. Given that God is unrestricted and unconditioned, and one can 
know that primary and secondary causes are concurrent without knowing how they are 
concurrent. This doctrine falls specifically into the incomprehensibility of mystery, and mystery 
is best participated in by means of liturgy and worship. Liturgy and worship are subject to one’s 
conceptual investigation but not one’s conceptual domination.  

Competition could only take place if God and creation were on the same mode and order of 
being, i.e., if God and creation were univocal in their being and both were contained within the 
same causal matrix. If they existed on the same order and mode of being, they would restrict 
one another in their causal relations. However, given the fact that God is Simple and not 
restricted intrinsically or extrinsically in his being, then creation does not restrict God’s causal 
power nor does God’s causal power restrict creation in a coercive manner. Kathryn Tanner 
explains this topic, especially as it relates to a Eucharistic disposition towards God’s gifts:  

A non-competitive relation between creatures and God means that the creature does 
not decrease so that God may increase. The glorification of God does not come at the 
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expense of creatures. The more full the creature is with gifts the more the creature 
should look in gratitude to the fullness of the gift-giver. The fuller the giver the greater 
the bounty to others . . . We and the existents of our world really and truly are different 
from God not in spite of, but because we are established in being by God . . . The 
perfection of created life, the perfection of the creature in its difference from God, 
increases with the perfection of relationship with God: the closer and better . . . The 
non-competitive relation between creatures and God is possible, it seems, only if God is 
the fecund provider of all that creature is in itself; the creature in its giftedness, in its 
goodness, does not compete with God’s gift-fullness and goodness because God is the 
giver of all that the creature is for the good. This relationship of total giver if a total gift 
is possible, in turn, only if God and creatures are, so to speak, on different levels of 
being, and different planes of causality—something that God’s transcendence implies . . 
. The creature’s receiving from God does not then require its passivity in the world: 
God’s activity as the giver of ourselves need not come at the expense of our own 
activity. Instead, the creature receives from God every activity as a good (Tanner, 
2001:2-4).  

Tanner’s theology of “non-competitiveness” makes sense in the context of the doctrine of 
God’s Simplicity (i.e., the modal and metaphysical outworking of the theological/philosophical 
reality of Simplicity) because his freedom is unrestricted in relationship to creation. Tanner goes 
onto say: “When expressed in a general way, these principles also help make sense of the way 
some Christians at least have thought in best to talk about Jesus, going back to the 
Chalcedonian formulas . . . The general understanding of the relation between God and 
creatures, which these principles adumbrate, provides, in other words, a context of 
intelligibility for the incarnation” (Ibid.:5). The non-competitive distinction of primary and 
secondary causation is the modal context for the incarnation, and the incarnation is the basis 
for the intelligibility of this relationship.   

This “non-competitiveness” is the modal basis for the incarnation as well as understanding the 
nature of evil (i.e., a privation existing only on the level of secondary causes). The possibility of 
the incarnation is because God is unrestricted in his being, hence, he does not compete with 
beings that exist in the created order. God as an unrestricted being reveals himself in the 
incarnation while still remaining unrestricted in his divine nature (i.e., extra calvinisticum). This 
is not a metaphysical, logical, modal, or physical problem. The metaphysical, logical, modal, or 
physical problem runs only one “direction” (i.e., from the creature to the Creator in that it is not 
possible for a restricted being to become an unrestricted being). God can become man, but 
man can never become God.  

5.3.2 God and the analogia participationis of creation 

God in his transcendence, is not dependent upon creation because he is pure Esse. In other 
words, it is his nature to exist. Because his being is perfect and completely fulfilled within his 
Triune existence, it is the creature that participates in the gift of esse given by God. The 
movement of participation and relationship passes from God to creation and not the other way 
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around. In order to protect the Creator/creature distinction, there cannot be a co-
dependence/co-participation/co-relationship between God (who is a se) and the created order 
contingent upon him. 

The essential elements of any participation . . . (1) a source which possesses the 
perfection in question in a total and unrestricted manner; (2) a participant subject which 
possesses the same perfection in some partial or restricted way; and (3) which has 
received this perfection in some way from, or in dependence on, the higher source. 
Mere similarity between two terms is not enough. There must be some link of 
dependence of one the other as well as partial possession in one and total in the others 
(Clarke, 1994:93).  

Clarke says the precondition for participation (analogia participationis) is an unrestricted being 
(Simple) that is imaged by a restricted composite being (analogia entis) in which that restricted 
being is completely dependent upon that unrestricted being. This is the broad 
creational/metaphysical equivalence to the theological/anthropological truth that man is 
created in God’s image and not God in man’s image. Aquinas expresses this truth in relation to 
the hypostatic union of Christ and the distinction of natures within this union:  

The union of which we are speaking is a relation which we consider between the Divine 
and the human nature, inasmuch as they come together in one Person of the Son of 
God. Now, as was said above (I:13:7), every relation which we consider between God 
and the creature is really in the creature, by whose change the relation is brought into 
being; whereas it is not really in God, but only in our way of thinking, since it does not 
arise from any change in God. And hence we must say that the union of which we are 
speaking is not really in God, except only in our way of thinking; but in the human 
nature, which is a creature, it is really. Therefore, we must say it is something created 
(Aquinas, ST III. Q 2. A7. Co.).  

It should be noted that even in the hypostatic union, Aquinas upholds the Creator/creature 
distinction along with the doctrines of Simplicity and immutability of God. The above 
relationship that Aquinas is referring to is called a “mixed relation.” This mixed relationship 
exists between the Creator and creature in general (analogia entis) and the incarnation in 
particular (analogia revelationis).  It is “mixed in the sense that the human nature of Christ 
contributes nothing to the existence of the Logos, and is nothing apart from the Logos” (Riches, 
2016:166).  

A mixed relation properly protects the Simplicity of God, which in turn protects the 
Creator/creature distinction while allowing for the perfect hypostatic union in the person of 
Christ, which in turn protects the Creator/creature relationship. The Creator/creature 
distinction expresses the qualitative dissimilarity between God and creation, so the incarnation 
is the greatest ectypal revelation of the mystery of God in that the Son is the exact image of the 
Father (Colossians, 1:15, 2:9; Hebrews, 1:3).  
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The hyper-doxical nature of the qualitative dissimilarity of the Creator/creature distinction is 
also the very theological basis for the similarity that exists between the Creator and creature. 
The dissimilar-similarity is the very basis for the esse/essentia of creation by which creation is 
intelligible (truth), desirable (goodness), and attractive (beautiful). This is why the incarnation 
can only be grasped by faith (i.e., analogia fidei) alone. Faith is the proper means to grasp such 
a great mystery because this mystery is above but not against the limits of reason. However, in 
some “distant” manner, creation (effect) reflects its Creator (i.e., cause). The incarnation is 
intelligible and properly fitted to the created order (analogia entis) because the archetypal 
Logos is the metaphysical, epistemological, and aesthetic precondition for the ectypal logos.223   

 5.3.3 Creation and annihilation  

Another angle to approach the dependence of creation upon God for its continual esse is to 
understand that God would not have to annihilate creation as an independently existing entity 
(auto-esse) for creation to cease to exist. Annihilation understood as one independently 
existing object destroying another independently existing object would in the nature of the 
case assume that creation has some kind of self-existence (auto-esse) apart from the continual 
gift of God’s conserving cause. The term annihilation is applicable to God if one means that God 
has the power to no longer sustain the esse of creation, so whatever annihilation is it cannot 
mean that God would destroy an independently existing creation that exists outside of his 
sustenance.  

In the Quodlibet, Aquinas poses the question of “whether God can reduce something to 
nothing?” Aquinas answers this question by making a distinction between speaking about the 
power of God in an “absolute” manner or in relation (in ordine) to his wisdom and 
foreknowledge.  

When speaking absolutely about God’s power, Aquinas states: 

in that way God can reduce the whole to nothing. The reason for this is because a 
creature is not only produced in being by the action of God, but is also conserved in 

 
223 “Here I will argue that the theological analogy of the incarnate Word (the Logos ensarkos) is not fully intelligible, 
even as a specifically Christian and dogmatic notion, without the capacity to ascribe to God analogical notions of 
being and unity, in comparison with creatures. Furthermore, we are capable of ascribing such analogical notions 
only if there is a real ontological resemblance between creatures and God that is naturally intelligible to the human 
intellect without formal recourse to divine revelation. Consequently, the knowledge of Christ’s divinity that we are  
given by grace implies that we have a natural capacity for knowledge of God. Even more strikingly: if there were, in 
our fallen condition, no persisting capacity for natural knowledge of God (if we are not capable in principle of a so-
called natural theology), then human beings would be radically and irremediably incapable of receiving knowledge 
of Christ by grace alone under any form whatsoever. The revelation of Christ would remain inextricably extrinsic to 
our human manner of knowing. Consequently, if in one sense in order to cultivate a right understanding of the 
ontological similitudes between creatures and God, in a sense, our capacity of natural reason to attain to true 
analogical knowledge of God is a precondition in human beings for our capacity to receive grace” (White, 2011: 
249).  
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being through the action of God . . . he can withdraw his action from the conserving of 
things, and by that fact all things would fall away (Aquinas, Quodlibet, I. Q.3 A.4).   

What Aquinas is saying is that creation does not take on its own autonomous esse; hence, if 
God takes away the gift of esse, then creation would not exist and in an absolute sense God has 
this power. God would not have to destroy creation as an outside object existing correlative 
and in competition to his being. Rather, all God has to do is withdraw his conserving gift of esse 
and everything would no longer exist. This is why the analogy of music is a better illustration of 
God as a conserving cause than the watchmaker analogy. In the watchmaker analogy, the 
watch becomes an independently existing entity that does not directly rely upon the 
watchmaker for existence once it is created. Therefore, in order for the watchmaker to destroy 
the watch, he would have to do so by using some kind of instrumental cause (e.g., a hammer) 
independent of the watch itself. This is over and against the music analogy, where the 
musicians just need to stop playing for the music to end. This is closer to understanding God as 
a conserving cause in that he does not need to destroy creation but only rescind the gift of esse. 
Aquinas makes it clear that God will not annihilate finite created reality and withdraw his 
sustaining cause such that the finite no longer exists. Moreover, Aquinas holds that God will not 
reduce personal beings to nothing (i.e., annihilate personal beings) because this kind of 
reduction would go against God’s wisdom and make him an agent of a defficient cause.224 
 
5.3.4 Creation as a gift 

Creation is a free act of God (i.e., not necessary), and creation is possible only because of God. 

As Berkhof explains, any idea that creation is a necessary emanation would entail some form of 

eternal emanation or monism and this view would break down the Creator/creature distinction. 

“The only works of God that are inherently necessary with a necessity resulting from the very 

nature of God, are the opera ad intra, the works of the separate persons within the Divine 

Being: generation, filiation, and procession. To say that creation is a necessary act of God, is 

also to declare that it just as eternal as those immanent works of God” (Berkhof, 1996:130).  

The importance of saying creation is a free act and not a necessary act means that creation is a 

gift (donum). As Lopez mentions, creation is the primordial gift because it is the giving of esse; 

God is the originating cause of all finite and composed esse. “Creation ex-nihilo is the one act in 

which God communicates his esse ad extra to what is not and what was not there before the 

original donation” (Lopez, 2014:61). Sullivan, when quoting Aquinas states: “Aquinas calls esse 

‘that by which a thing is,’ he says esse is the ‘act of a being’ . . . distinguishing things from the 

nothingness of mere possibility, esse, ‘is compared to all things as that by which they are made 

actual,’ and this esse ‘is that which actuates all things’” (Sullivan, 2015:76). To participate in the 

 

224 Another way to understand a deficient cause is to understand it as the will choosing an irrational (αλογος) 
option and that tends towards nothing in degrees of privation. The degree will differ depending on what is being 
discussed. Above, Aquinas was discussing complete annihilation (i.e., nothing or non-being simpliciter), but 
privation can take place in a pre-existing substance without complete annihilation, i.e., a relative privation (e.g., 
blindness of a human being).  
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gift of esse is for a being to stand outside of nothingness because esse is what differentiates 

something from nothing and this is different from essentia (essence) which differentiates kinds 

of things that have been actualized to exist by the gift of esse (Ibid.: 76). Because esse is the 

most primordial gift of act, it should be received with the utmost gratitude and wonder. One 

way to define creatio ex-nihilo is to define it as the irreducible gift of esse.225  

This means that any understanding of reality that attributes esse to something other than the 

gift of a gracious Creator (e.g., an effect brought about by nothing or next to nothing resulting 

in brute fact) will miss the most primordial understanding of all of reality and, in turn, miss the 

opportunity to participate in the Eucharistic existence. 

Moreover, God is the sustaining cause of esse. Simon Oliver remarks that “At every moment, 

creation is ex-nihilo, ‘from nothing’ its existence is a continuous and gratuitous divine donation 

in the form of an ‘improper’ participation in God’s own substantiality. This participation is 

improper in the simple sense that it is not proper to creation. In other words, there is no sense 

in which creation has a self-subsistent ‘right’ to existence; at all times creation ‘is’ only because 

of the gratuity of God” (Oliver, 2009:18). Creation is the ongoing act of God’s free sustaining 

cause and, when properly responded to, should be Eucharistically embraced at every moment. 

That is, finite existence should be seen as a gratitious act of God gifting being and the proper 

response to that gift should be gratitude.  

5.3.5 Creation is not a change  

Creation can be explained by understanding what creation is not. 

Maurice Holloway explains: 

First of all, the act of creation is not motion. Motion takes place when there exists in act 

one common subject for both terms of change. This is motion in the proper sense. 

Examples of such motion would be changes in quality and in quantity. Here the common 

subject is the substance in act. In all these motions, which are accidental changes, one 

and the same subject existing in act is changed from one opposite to another; for 

example, from small to large, non-red to red, and so forth. Secondly, the act of creation 

is not a substantial change. In substantial change there is still one common subject for 

 
225 James Dolezal explains the importance of the classical understanding of God as it relates to creation. “It must be 
reiterated at this point that only that which is identical with its own existence is ultimately sufficient to account for 
itself or anything else. For this reason, the first cause of being must be subsistent pure act (and all that is entailed 
in actus purus such as being a se, indivisibly one, infinite, immutable, and eternal). Moreover, the first cause of 
being must be free in his production of other things since, if he were not, he would stand in existential need of 
those thing in order to be fully actualized in his nature. But then he would not be pure act apart from his 
production of creatures. God would need the world for his being and the world would need him for its being. Such 
pantheistic tautology spells the end of ever offering a sufficient reason for the universe. Needless to say, if one is 
to uphold the Christian doctrine of creation ex-nihilo then it is crucial to confess God as both simple pure act and 
free in his act to willing the world” (2011:210).  
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each of the two terms of the change. However, it is not the same subject in act, but only 

in potency. In every change there must be something common to each term of the 

change. If the opposite terms of the change had nothing in common, we would not talk 

about one thing becoming another. There would simply be no transition or change from 

one another (Holloway, 1959:338-339).  

An example of a substantial kind of change would be the death of a person. When it comes to 

the act of creation, neither an accidental change nor a substantial change takes place because it 

is bringing to be what was not, i.e., a substance. Another way to say this is that the subject has 

the potential for a substantial change, e.g., the man can become a non-man by corruption, but 

this is a potential that would need to be actualized in order to happen. It is only “after” God 

creates that substantial change is possible and can take place because it is only after creation 

that finite substances exist. Because created substances are composed of parts, they have the 

potential for corruption. For example, death is the decomposing of the body because of the 

absence of the soul.  

Speaking of Geerhadus Vos on the doctrine of creation, Lane Tipton states: 

For this reason, creation does not occasion a change in God. Rather, creation expresses 
the willing agency of the absolute and unchanging, triune God, who remains absolute as 
the Creator in relation to the world. Vos, quoting Voetius, says, “Creation, actively 
considered, is not a real change because by it God is not changed by that act; it only 
requires a new relationship of the Creator to what is created. And this new relation, 
which is not real in God, can therefore not effect a real change in Him” (1:178). Thus, 
the absolute God remains absolute both behind (ad intra) and in (ad extra) the “new 
relation” brought to pass by God’s free act of creation. This is the substance of what we 
term a logical, but not real, change in the God-world relation. That there is no change in 
God as he creates—which is what the language of “no real change” is designed to 
safeguard—is a deeply creedal and confessional strand of orthodoxy. God freely wills a 
“new relation” that introduces no change in God as he wills that “new relation.” Hence, 
while not introducing change in God, either ad intra or ad extra, the absolute God freely 
wills a bona fide “new relation” in the act of creation, yet undergoes no change himself. 
Hence, God relates to the world as the absolute, triune Creator. What, more precisely, 
can we say about the nature of that “new relation” into which God freely enters, while 
remaining absolute and triune? Put negatively, the “new relation” does not introduce 
into being a freely willed, contingently temporal, interactive feature somehow “in” God 
ad extra, yet not “in” God ad intra. Put positively, God remains immutably absolute and 
triune precisely in his relation to creation (Tipton, 2018).  

Creation can be defined as “the production of something from nothing, noting however that 

‘nothing’ is not to be understood hereafter the manner of a material cause, but rather as a 

denial of such a cause” (Holloway, 1959:340). The term used for nothing by Holloway means 
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non-being. It does not mean some lower level of potentiality or probability, e.g., subatomic 

fluctuations or energy. 

The doctrine of creation means that God freely wills it and yet it reflects his nature in some 

manner. Moreover, the act of creating does not in any way change his being. This is important 

as it relates to the Eucharist because it is the creational basis for the most basic gift (i.e., 

esse/essentia produced from nothing).   

5.4 Aquinas, Bavinck, and Van Til primary dogmaticians  

5.4.1 Aquinas, Bavinck, and Van Til on the transcendentals, Simplicity, and the esse and 

essentia distinction 

When it comes to the doctrine of Simplicity, Aquinas can be resourced via a Principle of 

Sufficient Reason (PSR). Van Til resources and appeals to Simplicity in order to account for 

existence and intelligibility of creation by means of God being an Absolute personality.226 

Aquinas, Bavinck, and Van Til appeal to the doctrine of the Trinity as the ratio of creation by 

means of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and their relationships. For Aquinas and Bavinck, 

creation’s ratio is expressed specifically in the unique appropriation227 of the Father- Son-Holy 

Spirit relationship, i.e., the intra-Trinitarian relationship accounts for the origin and the 

intelligibility of creation. For Van Til, the intelligibility of creation is accounted for by means of 

the equal-ultimacy of each person of the Trinity.  

The Logos plays a unique role in the Trinity as it pertains to the intelligibility of creation, 

especially in Aquinas’ theology by way of appropriation of the Son (Doolan, 2008:117-120). Van 

Til and Calvin focus on the non-subordination of the persons within the Trinity. This focus 

emphasizes their equal-ultimacy which accounts for the intelligibility of the universe by 

answering the problem of the one and many via the autotheos of the Son (Bosserman, 2014: 

86-90). Moreover, certain destructive intellectual dialectics seem to manifest themselves when 

the doctrines of Simplicity and the Trinity are not resourced as the basis for intelligibility and 

 
226 “The attributes of God are not to be thought of otherwise than as aspects of the one simple original being; the 
whole is identical with the parts. On the other hand, the attributes of God are not characteristics that God has 
developed gradually; they are fundamental to his being; the parts together from the whole. Of the whole matter 
we may say that the unity and the diversity in God are equally basic and mutually dependent upon one another. 
The importance for this doctrine for apologetics may be seen from the fact that the whole problem of philosophy 
may be summed up in the question of the relation of the unity to diversity; the so-called problem of the one and 
the many receives a definite answer from the doctrine of the simplicity of God” (Van Til, 2008:31). Moreover, Van 
Til appeals to Simplicity as the metaphysical source of all being (Van Til, 2003:25).  
227 The Holy Spirit is involved in the origin and intelligibility of creation, Aquinas focuses on the Father and Son 
relationship when dealing with the origin and intelligibility of creation. The idea of appropriation may focus on one 
person of the Trinity, but this focus includes the relationship this one person has to the other persons of the 
Trinity. “Appropriation: attribution of an essential reality, of a divine action, or of a created effect (common to the 
three divine persons) to one person in a special way, by reason of the affinity of this common reality with the 
property of the particular person, in order to manifest better the divine persons to the mind of the believers. For 
example, power is ‘appropriated’ to the Father. Appropriation presupposes knowledge of the distinctive properties 
of the persons” (Gilles, 2011:199). 
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“solving” the “problem” (mystery) of the one and many. These destructive dialectics will be 

discussed later by investigating and contrasting, Van Til and Erich Przywara, and the way they 

express unbelieving dialectics.  

The primary dogmaticians for this section will be Herman Bavinck and Van Til (Aquinas 

indirectly). Herman Bavinck and Van Til will be resourced in order to establish the esse and 

essentia distinction228 and the doctrine of Simplicity along with the transcendentals of truth and 

goodness.229  

Aquinas, Bavinck, and Van Til230 are linked in the following ways. Bavinck did engage and was 

influenced by Aquinas by accommodating his theology and at other times being critical of his 

theology.231 Van Til did positively engage Bavinck, often building off of Bavinck’s work while also 

remaining critical of Bavinck’s thought.232 Van Til did engage Aquinas along with some of 

 
228 The working assumption is that these three held that the esse and essentia distinction is a real distinction and 
not just a conceptual distinction there will not be an attempt to prove this, it will be assumed.  
229 I am aware that some of those in the “Thomistic” and “Van Tillian” camps may find this to be a strange 
combination. I do not believe Herman Bavinck or the Magisterial Reformers (speaking anachronistically) in their 
eclectic approach to theology and philosophy would find this to be the case. 
230 These three theologians may not seem very compatible especially Aquinas and Van Til. This incompatible 
assumption will not be investigated in any semi-global detail but for the purposes of this work just the following 
two areas will be investigated that prove that Van Til held what Aquinas held: 1.) the esse/essentia distinction and 
2.) the transcendentals of truth and goodness. It will be shown that these two areas are held in common by the 
above three theologians and certain relevant truths can be drawn from this being the case. John Frame in his book 
on Van Til makes a distinction between Van Til the movement leader and Van Til the thinker. The movement 
leader can be very polarizing. “The fact is that most literature about Van Til is either wholly uncritical or wholly 
shows that most writers have looked at him more as a movement leader than as a serious scholar” (1995:13). 
Moreover, it seems as though Van Til’s emphasis on the doctrine of antithesis gets applied to anyone outside his 
understanding of Reformed Theology. So, it is not surprising that those in Van Til’s camp have not synthesized Van 
Til into a broader catholic tradition. Van Til is rarely eclecticized into the thought of Patristics and especially 
Aquinas because of the strong aversion to Hellenistic Babylonian captivity via a chain of being. It does seem that 
Van Til can be enriched when he is put into a broader catholic tradition. For example, the Roman Catholic writer 
Erich Przywara teaches a dialectic of unbelief similar to Van Til’s rational/irrational dialectic of unbelief. Przywara’s 
dialectic is built off the esse and essentia distinction as found in reality. So, Przywara’s esse/essentia dialectic 
(analogia entis) can become a metaphysical counterpart to Van Til’s epistemological rational/irrational dialectic. 
Van Til and Przywara can be used to develop the dialectic nature of theological nihilism and its unbelieving 
methods and manifestations. There has been little engagement back and forth between Van Til and the broader 
catholic tradition which runs contrary to the eclectic method of the Magisterial Reformers.  
231 “Bavinck criticizes Thomas in many ways, but at least three interconnected criticisms from his Prolegomena . . . 
The objections involve (1) an inadequate appreciation of common grace, (2) a strong distinction between nature 
and super-nature, (3) and an insufficient use of Scripture” (Sutanto, 2017:111). There are those who think that 
Bavinck has misunderstood Aquinas on certain doctrines, e.g., see Eduardo J. Echeverria, Dialogue of Love: 
Confessions of an Evangelical Catholic Ecumenist, (Eugene, Oregon, WIPF and STOCK publishers, 2010). 
232 Van Til is critical of Herman Bavinck’s moderate realism which Van Til sees as compromising the principii of 
Herman Bavinck: “We note again the failure to distinguish carefully a Christian from the non-Christian 
epistemology. When he gives the distinguishing marks of the realism he is setting forth, he says no more than that 
against empiricism it maintains a certain independence of the intellect, while over against rationalism it maintains 
that the intellect depends to an extent on sensation. Bavinck does to an extent wish to correct Scholasticism, but 
this correction does not involve a rejection of its principle of commingling Aristotelianism with Christian principles. 
‘The fault of Scholasticism,’ says Bavinck, ‘both Protestant and Catholic, lay only in this, that they had done too 



138 

Aquinas’ interpreters (mostly critical), e.g., Etienne Gilson and Erich Przywara.233 The 

esse/essentia distinction and the transcendentals of truth and goodness are threads that can be 

followed from Van Til back to Bavinck and then back to Aquinas. That is the esse and essentia 

distinction along with the transcendentals are discoverable by investigating creation and the 

esse and essentia distinction is the metaphysical basis for the analogia participationis and is 

ultimately grounded in the doctrine of God’s Simplicity and the Trinity. If it is admitted that the 

esse and essentia distinction, along with the transcendentals, can be discovered in creation via 

general revelation alone and from that discovery, an argument for God can be developed then 

it seems a version of natural theology is inevitable.  

5.4.2 Simplicity and the Transcendentals in Bavinck and Van Til  

The traditional doctrine of Logos asarkos, which assumes the Simplicity of the Logos, is linked 

to the doctrine of the transcendentals. The transcendentals reflect the doctrine of Simplicity on 

the created level of existence, and the transcendentals are the precondition for knowledge (i.e., 

the metaphysical basis for intelligibility). The focus of this project is on the transcendentals of 

unity, goodness, truth, beauty, and gift, Van Til explicitly mentions the transcendentals of truth, 

goodness, and beauty. Bavinck focuses on the transcendental of unity via his understanding of 

the unity of self-consciousness.  

Van Til’s metaphysical assumptions of Simplicity and the transcendentals can be used to help 

fortify the project of explaining unbelief (i.e., transcendental argument234 and his 

 
quickly with observation, and that it thought almost exclusively of the confession as taken up into the books of 
Euclid, Aristotle, and the Church fathers. ’Against this position, Bavinck once again reiterates the doctrine that all 
knowledge must begin from observation. The net result of Bavinck's investigation is a moderate realism which 
seeks on the one hand to avoid the extremes of realism, but on the other hand to avoid the extremes of idealism. 
It is not a specifically Christian position based upon the presupposition of the existence of the God of Scripture that 
we have before us in the moderate realism of Bavinck. Yet he himself has told us again and again that dogmatics 
must live by one principium only. It is difficult to see how dogmatics is to live by one principle if it is not the same 
principle that is to guide our thinking both in theology and in other science. If we are to be true to Bavinck's 
requirement that there shall be only one principle of interpretation for us, then we shall have to apply that 
principle when we work out an epistemology no less than when we are engaged in dogmatics proper” (Van Til, 
2007:94-95).  
233 Van Til engages Gilson more than he does Przywara, but I mention Przywara because he will be used to develop 
and engage Van Til’s thought later on in this project.   
234 There are debates over the nature of transcendental arguments in general and how Van Til’s argument is best 
developed in particular. See Donald Collett’s Van Til and Transcendental Argument Revisited, found in Speaking the 
Truth in Love: The Theology of John M. Frame edited by John J. Hughes (Phillipsburg, New Jersey, P & R Publishing, 
2009:460-488).  The assumption of this work on transcendental arguments is in line with James Anderson’s 
remarks: “It should be recognized at the outset that there is no definitive formulation of the transcendental 
argument, just as there are no definitive formulations of the ontological, cosmological, and teleological arguments. 
When philosophers discuss ‘the ontological argument,’ for example, what they’re typically referring to is a family 
of theistic arguments that have a common theme or goal, namely, showing that the existence of God follows from 
the very idea of God. Likewise, for ‘the cosmological argument’ (a family of arguments from contingency or change 
in the universe) and ‘the teleological argument’ (a family of arguments from apparent design in the universe). I 
suggest that ‘the transcendental argument’ should be understood along similar lines; specifically, as a family of 
theistic arguments from the possibility of human thought and experience.” (Anderson, 2011:189). This project will 
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rational/irrational dialectic). Van Til’s explanation of unbelieving dialectic is very helpful, and 

the dialectic can be enriched by working out the metaphysical assumptions of the doctrine of 

Simplicity and the entailed transcendentals. These metaphysical assumptions will be worked 

out by understanding both Van Til resourcing Bavinck and, in turn, Bavinck’s assumptions as he 

received them from Aquinas. 

5.4.3 Textual evidence for Van Til and Bavinck holding the esse/essentia distinction  

Van Til held to the doctrine of simplicity and even embraced the esse/essentia distinction that is 

presupposed by Simplicity. Van Til when engaging Etienne Gilson, affirms Gilson’s commitment 

to the esse (being)/essentia distinction along with God’s Simplicity in which esse and essentia 

are one: 

If, in God, being and essence are really coterminous, we have before us an absolute 

personality. There is then no distinction between absoluteness and personality. God 

does not merely have personality, but is absolute personality. This implies that he is the 

absolute originator of any being that may exist beside himself. And this, in turn, implies 

that the mind of man must, in its interpretative activity, think God’s thoughts after him. 

Or we may turn this about we may begin with the notion of a really created mind. Such 

a mind will, if it reasons according to the principle of its createdness, come to the 

conclusion that God exits as the one in whom essence and being are coterminous . . . If 

God’s rationality is coterminous with his essence, he cannot deny himself. If God’s 

essence is coterminous with his being, there can be and must be in this created universe 

a rational expression of his plan. In that case the mind of man is made in the image of 

God and is, as such, a fit instrument for the conveyance of the truth of God to man. This 

mind of man, once it has become sinful, needs the cleansing of regeneration in order to 

become the medium of God’s self-expression, but it is not inherently unfit to be such a 

medium as Barth claims it is” (Van Til, 2007:346-347).  

What Van Til draws from this distinction is as follows: 

1. In God esse (being) and essentia are one, therefore, God is absolute 

personality. 

2. God’s Simplicity is the basis for which he is the originator of all things. 

3. This makes God the standard of all things, so to be created in the imago dei 

means in order to know reality, one must think God’s thoughts after him.  

 
not take a side on this issue but rather promote that what is developed in this thesis could be used in a 
transcendental “type” of argument in line with the argument of Van Til. Michael Butler explains the form of 
Transcendental arguments in the following manner. “Transcendental arguments typically have the following 
form.  For x [some aspect of human experience] to be the case, y must also be the case, since y is the precondition 
of x. Since x is the case, y is the case. The argument mentioned above serves as a clear example of a transcendental 
argument. For causality to be possible, God has to exist since the existence of God is the precondition of 
causality. Since there is causality, God exists. A corollary of this is that whenever non-believers employ the concept 
of causation, they are borrowing from the Christian worldview since only on a Christian worldview does causation 
make sense” (Butler, 2013).  
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4. Simplicity is the basis for rationality found in creation. 

5. The human mind is a proper instrument to know and convey truth.  

Van Til uses the terms being and existence (esse) interchangeably, so he does give clear 

evidence of embracing the esse and essentia distinction as it relates to the doctrine of 

Simplicity. Van Til explains that if one “reasons according to the principle of createdness” then 

one will “come to the conclusion that God exists as the one in whom essence and being are 

conterminous” (Ibid.).  Van Til concludes that given God’s esse and essentia are coterminous, he 

must be absolute personality. Absolute personality is Van Til’s way of emphasizing that the 

doctrine of Simplicity grounds all created persons and those created persons are in God’s 

image. So, any created personality should interpret reality in light of the truth that God is 

absolute personality. God has gifted and predefined all esse/meaning (essentia) found in 

creation, and this creation reflects him in some manner (2007:60).  

Bavinck on the esse/essentia distinction: 

This simplicity is of great importance, nevertheless, for understanding of God. It is not 

only taught in Scripture (where God is called “light,” “life,” and “love”) but also 

automatically follows from the idea of God and is necessarily implied in the other 

attributes. Simplicity here is the antonym of “compounded.” If God is composed of 

parts, like a body, or composed of genus (class) and differentiae (attributes of differing 

species belonging to the same genus), substance and accident, matter and form, 

potentiality and actuality, essence and existence, then his perfection, oneness, 

independence, and immutability cannot be maintained . . . In the case of creatures all 

this is very different. In their case there is a difference between existing, being, living, 

knowing, willing, acting, and so on. “All that is compounded is created.” No creature can 

be completely simple, for every creature is finite. (Bavinck, 2004:176)  

Like Van Til and Aquinas, Bavinck uses the esse and essentia distinction and holds that to 

understand God Simplicity must be affirmed. Simplicity is the theological basis for the 

Creator/creature distinction because what separates God and creation is God’s Simplicity, 

which is contrasted to creation, which is composed. This distinction is protected because all 

creatures are composed, and God is not. Moreover, the fact that God is an “unbounded ocean 

of being,” (Augustine) means God is not bound (unrestricted in his being) in his relationship to 

creation; that is, nothing conditions or restricts him in his relations. So, the doctrine of 

Simplicity is the basis for the Creator/creature relationship. “God is a self-subsistent necessary 

being (ens per essentiam), but the creature is existent by participation (ens per 

participationem). Creatures indeed have a being of their own, but this being has its efficient and 

exemplary cause in the being of God” (Ibid.:419). Because God’s essence is to exist, he is, 

therefore, a se in his being. Therefore, he possesses the fullness of existence. Therefore he has 

to gift existence to creatures because they do not possess existence by their nature (analogia 

participationis). As has been seen above the esse/essentia distinction can be used for giving an 
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argument for God’s existence as well as for accounting for the transcendental nature of gift 

along with the intelligibility of reality.  

5.4.4 Simplicity and the transcendentals 

The nature of reality is such that it is grounded in the transcendentals; those transcendentals 

are revelatory of God. In theological nihilism, it is this revelation that is suppressed. The 

transcendentals are the ectypal revelation(s) of God’s nature in reality. The importance of the 

transcendentals is that they account for the unity of goodness, truth, beauty, and gift. If there is 

being then goodness, truth, and beauty are coterminous in that being, so it makes metaphysical 

sense to affirm the transcendentals are the most primal gift of creation. The transcendentals in 

their unity reveal the Simplicity of God as well as the doctrine of the Trinity. God’s Simplicity is 

manifest by the unity of the transcendentals which “are common to all things whatsoever and 

to all differences between things; not restricted to any category, class or individual” (Wuellner, 

1955:125). The transcendentals in their un-restrictedness point to and reveal the Simple, 

unrestricted God. It is important to understand that the transcendentals are not the highest 

class of things because as the name indicates, transcendentals transcend all categories, i.e., 

oneness, unity, beauty, truth, goodness, and gift. So, all beings have an analogical relationship 

with other beings and found within their rich particularity and relationships each being 

manifests the transcendentals.  

The transcendentals reveal God in the created order. “There are no principles of truth, 

goodness, or beauty that were next to or above God, according to which he patterned the 

world. The principles of truth, goodness, and beauty are to be thought of as identical to God’s 

being; they are the attributes of God” (Van Til, 2008:133). Van Til understands the ectypal 

transcendentals as being ground in the archetypal transcendentals found within the very being 

of God.  

In the second place, we should observe that God, who is good in himself, does good to 

his creatures. It is not as though this being would naturally overflow into other being, 

God’s creation of the world was a self-conscious act. It was a self-conscious act of 

himself as the one who is altogether good. There can therefore be no good in creature 

except in it have its source in God. ‘God is the causa efficiens, exemplaris et finalis [the 

efficient cause, the standard and the goal] of all good, howsoever diversified this good 

may be. God saw that his creation was good when first he made it. Scripture calls upon 

us to praise the goodness of God continually (Van Til, 2007:378).  

Van Til makes clear that there would be no good in the creature unless God were the source. 

The analogia entis as presented in this work is the doctrine that, in some sense, the effect (i.e., 

the creature) in an analogous manner reflects the cause (i.e., God). The analogia entis fits what 

Van Til holds to in this passage of his writings. One knows the goodness of God (i.e., in the order 

of knowing) through the created order and this is grounded in the nature of God (i.e., in the 

order of being).  
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The transcendentals in their ectypal manifestation reveal the being of God. D.C. Schindler 

explains the transcendentals “are ‘unbounded,’ in fact, that they transcend even the borders of 

creation itself; they describe not only the being of all creation, but also the being of God, which 

is infinitely different from created being” (Schindler, 2018:19).  

5.4.5 Composed beings need the gift of esse 

A composed being has the potential for its essence to be actualized (esse), but this can only 

happen in the act of creatio ex-nihilo. For any contingent being there is a real distinction 

between its esse and essentia.  

Feser develops this by stating:  

There are several reasons why the distinction between essence and existence must be a 

real distinction, a distinction that reflects objective, mind-independent reality itself, and 

not merely the way we think about it. Consider first that you can know a thing’s essence 

without knowing whether or not it exists. Suppose a person had, for whatever reason, 

never heard of lions, pterodactyls, or unicorns. Suppose you gave him a detailed 

description of the natures of each.  You then tell him that of these three creatures, one 

exists, one used to exist but is now extinct, and the third never existed; and you ask him 

to tell you which is which given what he now knows about their essences. He would, of 

course, be unable to do so. But then the existence of the creatures that do exist must be 

really distinct from their essences, otherwise one could know of their existence merely 

from knowing their essences. For what a thing is is part of its objective reality. The 

biological facts about lions and pterodactyls would be exactly the same whether or not 

we were around to study them. This would be true of unicorns too, if there were any 

unicorns. And if a thing exists, then its existence is obviously part of its objective reality. 

So, if the essence and existence of a thing were not distinct features of reality, then 

knowing the former should suffice for knowing the latter, yet it does not (Feser, 

2017:117-118).  

Feser brings out the following points: 

1. You can know the essence (essentia) of a thing even if you do not know if that thing 

exists in the real world (esse).  

2. What (essentia) a thing is and that (esse) a thing is, is part of objective reality, yet 

what (essentia) a thing does, does not determine that (esse) a thing is.  

3. If what (essentia) a thing is determines whether (esse) a thing is then knowing what 

(essentia) a thing is would allow you to know that a thing is (esse).  

This is an example of an argument that can be given in order to prove a real distinction 

between esse and essentia from philosophy. Other arguments can be given, but the concern 
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here is not to spend time proving this distinction but to just note that the theologians resourced 

in this work have assumed it and it is based in philosophical reflection.235  

5.4.6 Nature of arguments for Simplicity and transcendentals   

Aquinas assumes that creaturely compositions (i.e., creational effects) are caused by an 
uncomposed God who has esse by virtue of his nature, therefore, God is his own reason for 
being. This can be stated in the form of an argument.  

1. If composed beings exist, then there must be an uncomposed composer (i.e., a 
Simple being who does not need composed but must exist in order to unify and 
compose the parts of the composed being) in order to compose these composed 
beings.  

2. There are composed beings. 
3. Therefore, there is an uncomposed composer.236  

For Aquinas, Simplicity is a metaphysical transcendental precondition of created composition(s) 
of esse/essentia. This philosophical distinction and the possible arguments that can be 
developed from this distinction for God’s existence start in the pre-reflexive knowledge of 
dependency (Bavinck, 2018)237 and by a natural theology can be developed into an argument.  

 
235“A second reason why the essences of the things of our experience must be distinct from the existence of those 
things has to do with the contingency—the fact that, though they do not exist, they could have failed to exist . . .  
Now, if the existence of a contingent thing was not really distinct from its essence, then it would have existence by 
virtue of its essence. It would exist by its very nature, and would therefore not be contingent at all but necessary—
that is to say, it would be something that could not possibly not exist, not even in principle. Hence, since it is not 
necessary but contingent, its existence must be really distinct from its essence . . . A third reason why the essence 
and existence of each of the things we know through experience must be distinct is that if there is something 
whose essence and existence are not really distinct—and we will see presently that there is and indeed must be 
such a thing—then there cannot in principle be more than one such thing. For consider that, if some thing’s 
essence and existence are not really distinct, then they are identical; and if they are identical in that thing, then 
that thing would be something whose essence just is existence itself. Now, for there to be more than one thing 
that just is existence itself—suppose there are two, and label them A and B—then there would have to be 
something that differentiated in the way two species of the same genus are differentiated, or they might be 
differentiated in the way two members of the same species are differentiated. Moreover, the problem is that on 
analysis it turns out that A and B could not be differentiated in either of these ways” (Feser, 2017:119).  
236 This work will not develop this argument in any detail, but this argument is presented to illustrate that the pre-
cognitive feeling of dependency can move to a metaphysical distinction of esse and essentia and then to an 
argument for God’s existence. For a sustained argument for God’s existence based on the esse and essentia 
distinction see Gaven Kerr’s Aquinas’sּ֙Wayּ֙to God: The Proof in De Ente et Essentia (New York, Oxford University 
Press, 2015).  
237 This is simply an overview of a type of argument that may be used from natural theology, i.e., theologia 
naturalis regenitorum (natural theology of the regenerate) built on properly receiving the insita knowledge. It is 
beyond the scope of this project to go into detail on this argument, but the doctrine of Simplicity and the 
creaturely distinction of esse/essentia that creation entails is being resourced because it makes sense of the 
creation being a gift. Scott Oliphint, in his book on Aquinas says: “The first thing that must be said is that natural 
reason alone provides no reason to believe in divine simplicity. There certainly is no empirical basis that can 
support it, and there can be no rational reason to affirm it, unless one presupposes triune God at the outset. The 
best one can hope for with a natural theology of simplicity is that the concept that could apply to a god if one 
existed. But no rationale can be given for the ascription of simplicity to a god of natural theology. There are no 
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5.5 Trinity transcendentals and intelligibility  

5.5.1 Trinity and intelligibility  

Aquinas sees the Trinity as the precondition for creation and intelligibility, but for Aquinas the 
Trinity cannot be proven by natural theology (e.g., demonstratio quia) but must be received 
only by the light of faith. The Trinity is the ratio for the creation and its eschatological teleology: 

Therefore, as . . . the procession of the persons is the ratio of the production of 
creatures from the first principle, so also the same procession is the ratio of returning 
unto the end because just as we were created through the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
likewise we also are joined [through them] to our ultimate end; as is evident from the 
words of Augustine . . . where he says: “the principles to which we return,” namely, the 
Father, “and the form we follow,” namely, the Son, “and the grace by which we are 
reconciled” (I Sent. d. 14, q. 2, a. 2, cited out of Legge, 2017:12).     

 
categories in ‘pure nature’ that can give rise to such an idea” (Oliphint, 2017:90). If what Oliphint is saying that 
metaphysically there exists no “pure nature” (auto-esse) outside of God’s creation and providence, then what 
Oliphint says is true. But if he is saying there is nothing in the created order to observe (i.e., composite beings) and 
reason from to conclude that a Simple God exists then, this seems to be false. Moreover, what he is saying seems 
contrary to what Van Til says when Van Til claims that one may start with the principles of createdness and reason 
to a Simple creator: “If, in God, being and essence are really coterminous, we have before us an absolute 
personality. There is then no distinction between absoluteness and personality. God does not merely have 
personality, but is absolute personality. This implies that he is the absolute originator of any being that may exits 
beside himself. And this, in turn, implies that the mind of man must, in its interpretative activity, think God’s 
thoughts after him. Or we may turn this about we may begin with the notion of a really created mind. Such a 
mind will, if it reasons according to the principle of its createdness, come to the conclusion that God exits as the 
one in whom essence and being are coterminous” (Van Til, 2007: 346-347) (bold and itilics added). It seems 
plausible that one can make a good argument for the doctrine of Simplicity from the created order that does not 
assume a “pure nature” independent of God (i.e., God created natural reason and not autonomous reason). If it 
can be established that there is a real distinction (in reality not just in the mind) between esse and essentia, then 
an argument for a being whose esse is his essentia seems plausible, as mentioned above. It seems that it is obvious 
in an insita sense that humans in particular and all of reality in general does not uphold its own esse by its own 
metaphysical boot straps; hence, why humans have such a feeling of contingency and dependency.Herman 
Bavinck thinks this pre-cognitive ontological “feeling’ of dependency is part of the human psyche: ‘It is the mind of 
man, with all of peculiar nature and organization, its intellect and reason, heart and conscience, desire and will, 
and with ineradicable consciousness of its dependence . . .” (Bavinck, 2018). Moreover, there have been some 
rather convincing acquisita arguments made for the Simplicity of God when a real esse/essentia distinction is 
accepted (Feser, 2017 and Kerr, 2015). Now it could be contested that these arguments and the implanted sense 
of God does not get one to the Trinity. This not getting to the Trinity seems to fit the revelation given to all of 
mankind in, e.g., Romans 1:18-32 and Acts 17:16-34 which present some very general attributes of God that are 
known through the created order and these attributes seem to fit the revelatory latitude of Simplicity without the 
specificity of the Trinity. That is, fallen human beings suppress a knowledge of God but the knowledge they 
suppress is not an explicit knowledge of the Trinity but a knowledge of the “invisible attributes, namely, his eternal 
power and divine nature” (Romans 1:20) or what Paul is appealing to in the “the unknown god” (Acts 17:23b). 
Moreover, the theologia naturalis regenitorum, when arguing for Simplicity, also looks roughly like this: “We may 
begin with the notion of a reality created mind. Such a mind will, if it reasons according to the principle of its 
createdness, come to the conclusion that God exits as the one in whom essence and being are conterminous” (Van 
Til, 2007:346). 
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The transcendentals of truth, goodness, beauty, unity, and gift are all precondition(s) of 

intelligibility and are similar to the laws of logic in that if one rejects the transcendentals, then, 

one must metaphysically presuppose them in order to reject them. 238 The analogous 

relationship between the transcendentals and the laws of logic is because the laws of logic are 

metaphysically grounded in being.239 For Van Til, any area of reality can be a proximate starting 

place to argue transcendentally for God. Greg Bahnsen explains that a “transcendental 

argument begins with any item of experience or belief whatsoever and proceeds, by critical 

analysis, to ask what conditions (or what other beliefs) would need to be true for the original 

experience or belief to make sense, be meaningful, or be intelligible to us” (Bahnsen, 

1998:502). God’s Simplicity and the transcendentals are the necessary preconditions for the 

experience of intelligibility whether intelligibility is experienced in a pre-cognitive, insita, or 

acquisita manner.   

The concerns in this project are broader than these narrower debates on how or what kind of 

argument ought to be used to prove Simplicity and the transcendentals (i.e., transcendentally 

and (or) demonstratio quia). All that needs to be demonstrated is that the resourced 

dogmaticians held to Simplicity and the transcendentals and that these doctrines played an 

important role in their theology. Both Thomists and those who follow Van Till would agree that 

all of reality is intelligible and revelational of God. Both camps would agree that Simplicity and 

the transcendentals are pre-conditions for the intelligibility of reality; hence, they may be used 

as transcendental explanations about reality.  

5.5.2 The transcendental of unity found objectively in reality       

As mentioned earlier transcendentals are the metaphysical basis for intelligibility and point 

towards the Simple-Triune God and not towards any nihilistic reductionism that moves away 

from the unity found in God. One of the transcendentals is unity.  

In the words of W. Norris Clarke: 

every being to be a being, must be internally one, must cohere together to form an 

undivided whole, or it cannot be at all . . . something intrinsic to every being called an 

ontological unity. It is difficult to define it positively because it is so fundamental that 

anything else implies it to be intelligible at all . . . ontological unity as a property of being 

 
238 The transcendentals are convertible: “Because they are convertible, wherever we can apply one transcendental, 
we can apply the others. Hence if we can say of a thing that it has being, then we can also say of it that it is good, 
that it is one, that it is true, and that it has beauty” (Wuellner, 1955). The assumption here is that gift is convertible 
with all being, i.e., everything that exists in created reality is a gift. Even the Trinitarian relationship can be seen in 
terms of gift. The eternal generation of the Son by the Father and the eternal procession of the Holy Spirit by the 
Father and the Son can be seen as a gift of eternal communication and love. 
239 Norman Geisler lays out the metaphysical relation of being to the laws of logic. “1. Being is (B is) = The Principle 
of Existence 2. Being Is Being (B is B) = The Principle of Identity. 3. Being Is Not Nonbeing (B is Not Non-B) = The 
Principle of Noncontradiction. 4. Either Being or Nonbeing (Either B or Non-B) = The Principle of the Excluded 
Middle” (Geisler, 1999:250).  
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signifies the inner cohesion of something by which it constitutes an individual whole 

(Clarke, 2001:60-61). 

The transcendental of unity is grounded in God’s Simplicity because in some sense the unity 

found in creation finds its ratio in God’s unity.   

Since unity as a transcendental property of every being must extend across the whole 

vast spectrum of different levels and kinds of being, adjusting to the similarity in 

diversity of each, its meaning must be analogous in each application, as in the case of 

being itself. It will include, therefore, all the modes of unity, from the absolute unity of 

pure simplicity, found only in God, all the way to the most complex unity composed of 

many parts, like a human being, for example, whose brain alone (some 13 billion 

neurons) is the most complex organism we know in the entire material universe. The 

number of possible connections between all these neurons is calculated to be larger 

than the number of all the individual material particles in the known universe. Yet the 

human being owning this brain is still one being, a single undivided whole (Ibid.:62-63). 

Clarke notes that the modes of unity in created reality point to the absolute and simple unity of 

the Creator. If unity on the creaturely level is a precondition for intelligibility, then a perfectly 

Simple being would be pure intelligibility. A perfectly Simple being is devoid of any internal or 

external restrictions when it comes to knowing.  

The creaturely example that Clarke gives is that of the unity of human beings and the whole 

universe. This unity is seen particularly in the unity of a human being’s consciousness. Although 

there are 13 billion neurons in the brain of a normally functioning human being, there is a unity 

of consciousness that allows a human being to know reality. Consciousness is simpler than 

material particulars, e.g., “the boundaries of a square excludes the boundaries of a circle (in the 

same respect) in whatever substance they might adhere at any given place and time.” (Spitzer, 

2010:122). Consciousness in the “act of thinking does not possess the boundaries of the 

content of our thoughts. That is, even though the boundaries of square exclude the boundaries 

of a circle in the same respect at the same place and time, I can hold them together—unify 

them—in a single act of thinking” (Ibid.: 127). Consciousness can intentionally hold “the two 

thoughts together, side by side, so that I can observe similarities and difference between them. 

. . grasping the relationship among the content of thoughts (e.g., seeing similarities and 

differences), which requires holding multiple thoughts in unity” (Ibid.). Consciousness 

transcends the material limitations found in square and circular objects.  
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5.5.3 Transcendental of unity found subjectively in reality       

This metaphysical unity found in reality and human consciousness reflects God’s unity. Self-

consciousness of human beings always comes with a feeling of self-dependence relative and 

absolute.240  

Bavinck on this topic: 

Self-consciousness is the unity of real and ideal being; the self is here consciousness, not 

scientific knowledge, but experience, conviction, consciousness of self as a reality. In 

self-consciousness, our own being is revealed to us directly, immediately, before all 

thinking, and independently of all willing. We do not approach it through reasoning or 

exertion of our own; we do not demonstrate its existence; we do not understand its 

essence. But it is given to us in self-consciousness, given for nothing, and is received on 

our part spontaneously in unshaken confidence, with immediate insurance . . . To ignore 

this fact of self-consciousness, this primary fact, this foundation of all knowledge and 

activity, to make it dependent on our own affirmation to undermine it by doubt is to 

 
240 For Herman Bavinck, the knowledge of self-consciousness is immediate and the knowledge of absolute self-
dependence on God is immediate. Herman Bavinck does not capitulate to ontologism because he is not claiming 
an immediate knowledge of God’s essence. Rather, Herman Bavinck is claiming an immediate knowledge of the 
givenness (giftedness), unity, and absolute dependence of created reality, upon God, and this knowledge happens 
within the domain of self-consciousness. Cory Brock in his dissertation on Herman Bavinck explains: “But Bavinck 
also uses ‘immediate’ alongside Schleiermacher’s notion of immediacy as an intuitive, pre-discursive, underlying 
consciousness of self, world, and God, that accompanies all states of representational life. Here, ‘immediate’ is in 
relation to ‘self-consciousness’, which is a domain of revelation that has no direct object in view (because self, 
world, and God are not objects to be perceived) and is directly associated with ‘feeling’. In this way, God can be 
revealed in immediate self-consciousness, because that experience is a feeling of being in relation with God. Here, 
in this primal subjective experience of self, God is not an object in view. But, what is immediate is the awareness or 
consciousness of being a self in distinction from not-I, the objective. Therein, the correlate of feeling arises from 
being in relations that are both relative and absolute. Bavinck, following Schleiermacher, uses immediate with 
respect to the self to refer to the pre-cognitive (as prior to thinking as the reasoning process), in which the domain 
of ‘feeling’ qualifies the term ‘immediate’. For Bavinck, feeling is indeed an aspect of the knowing faculty, but 
‘feeling’ is a term that signifies one aspect of knowing. Hence, while self-, world-, and God-consciousness arise in 
the experience of being a self in the world, they are not first concepts that result from thinking (denken). The 
‘immediate’ it must be emphasized, qualifies ‘self-consciousness’ and not one’s relation to God, which can never 
be immediate. Immediate, therefore, is a word that speaks of the self’s intuition of the self. And this consciousness 
has a correlative relationship to a feeling of dependence on that which is not-self. The idea of the immediate, for 
Bavinck, in relation to revelation does not refer to the negation of means in which one is removed in self-
consciousness from human life in the world or of a direct consciousness of God in se. Rather, ‘immediate’ with 
respect to self-consciousness is a reference to an intuitive, felt unity of the self with the world, which together 
depend absolutely on a personal, Absolute essence. Such self-consciousness is immediate because the basic 
awareness of the ‘I’ (Ik) is the ground of all thinking and willing. It is not discovered, but given. This feeling of self, 
of world, and of the Absolute God, before all evidence, for Bavinck, is the primal subjective correlate of the fact of 
God’s general revelation, what he calls after Calvin and Schleiermacher, pietas, referring to a religious feeling that 
exists by nature, in general” (Bavinck, 2017:23-24).   
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commit against ourselves and against others not merely a logical but also an ethical sin 

(Bavinck, 2018:53-54).  

1. Self-consciousness immediately participates in the knowledge of the unity, gift, and self-

dependence of created reality.  

2. Self-consciousness is not demonstrated but experienced but by an immediate feeling.  

3. Self-consciousness is the foundation of all knowledge.  

The unity of consciousness reflects the unity found in reality, i.e., the micro-cosmos of 

consciousness reflects the unity macro-cosmos of all created reality. The unity of consciousness 

participates in the transcendental of unity by exhibiting this unity subjectively and by being the 

means to participate in objective unity found in the world. This goes back to Bavinck’s remarks: 

“Thus, man forms a unity of the material and spiritual world, a mirror of the universe, a 

connecting link, compendium, the epitome of all of the nature, a microcosm and, precisely on 

that account, also the image and likeness of God, his son and heir, a micro-divine-being 

(mikrotheos)” (Bavinck, 2004:561-562). The micro-to-macro relationship is the basis for 

appealing to the subject in order to find the participation of self-consciousness in the 

transcendental of unity of reality and the feeling of self-dependence of this experience. The 

macro-to-micro relationship is why an objective argument(s) for the transcendental of unity and 

the feeling of dependence is grounded in the objective distinction of esse and essentia. This 

means an apologetic can move from the subjective to the objective or from the objective to the 

subjective and they are unified transcendentally. Bavinck brings out the fact that the unity and 

feeling of self-dependence point to the givenness or giftedness of created reality, including self-

consciousness that should be received Eucharistically.   

5.5.4 Reductionism, nihilism, and consciousness 

Given what was stated above, it should be obvious that to reduce consciousness to something 

more divided, restricted, and particular, e.g., materialism reduces consciousness to chemistry 

and/or physics, is an act of nihilising reality. This reductionism is a movement towards nothing; 

it is a participation in the in and below movement, i.e., moving something towards nothing (i.e., 

making something less than what it is in reality) and then calling this nihilised reduction the real 

something.   

Clarke explains this type of nihilistic reductionism:     

Let us see if we can think of some real being that is not in fact internally unified, not an 

undivided whole, but made up of parts that are divided off from each other, not joined 

together, not cohering together as a unity. In such a case there is no longer any 

objective ground for calling it this being, an “it,” but only a multitude of thises and thats. 

There is no something that exists in the singular. Furthermore, if we examine each of 

these parts in turn and if to be this part does not require it to be one, then each part 

immediately breaks down into a multiplicity of further parts, of thises and thats. Each of 

these in turn breaks down into many parts, and so on in an endless regress; there is no 
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way of stopping the disintegration until we reach and “infinite dust,” so to speak, of 

pure multiplicity, where nothing holds together to be a distinct something at all. But 

pure multiplicity with no inner cohesion at all is indistinguishable from pure 

nothingness, no-thing-ness” (Clarke, 2001:61-62).  

What Clarke writes is very helpful in understanding what happens when the transcendental of 

unity and unity of consciousness is rejected. This rejection of unity leads to a nihilised absurdity 

of unintelligible dismembered parts; the world becomes a decomposed cadaver.  

The transcendental of unity along with the other transcendentals is the basis for a multiplicity 

of creaturely perfections, and these perfections find their unity in the Simplicity of God. As 

Bavinck makes clear, “God’s simplicity is the end result of ascribing to God all the perfections of 

creatures to the ultimate divine degree” (Bavinck, 2004:176).   

5.5.5 The transcendental of unity and the Trinity  

Moreover, the doctrine of the Trinity makes sense of unity. Clarke holds that the 

transcendental of unity has a Trinitarian grounding (i.e., in the personal relations) because: 

being actively coheres within itself holding its parts together—if it has any—in a 

dynamic, self-unifying act. To be one is not a static state or given, but an active doing, 

and active ongoing achievement of reach being carried on by each according to its 

distinctive mode of being . . . So, too, in the Triune God of Christian revelation, the Holy 

Spirit is the active divine energy of love that is the bond of unity between Father and 

Son (Clarke, 2001:63). 241  

The Trinity is reflected in the unity and diversity found in creation and how this diversity is 

dependent upon the unity of creation in order to exist (i.e., the relative dependence Bavinck 

mentions). The act of communication, participation, and self-giving of the different parts of 

reality to other parts of reality in an organic manner imitates the eternal generation and 

procession found within the Trinity which is the basis for all creaturely intelligibility.  

 

 
241 Van Til defends the metaphysical grounding of the one and many as found in the autotheos of the Son and Holy 
Spirit which entails equal ultimacy of the persons of the Trinity which in turn is reflected in the one and many 
found in creation. The persons of the Trinity are mutually exhaustive of one another. The Son and the Spirit are 
ontologically on a par with the Father” (2008:48). B.A. Bosserman explains Van Til’s position on the one and many: 
“Unity in God is no more fundamental than diversity, and diversity in God is no more fundamental than unity, and 
diversity in God is no more fundamental than unity. “On the presupposition that the Trinity (as articulated by 
Calvin) exists, Van Til believes that it is quite clear why He would not be subject to the one-many problem in its 
various permutations. Like the Idealist Absolute, the Triune God is a harmony between unity and diversity, but 
unlike the Idealist Absolute, He is (a) strictly eternal and (b) exhaustively personal. The first point indicates that the 
Trinity is not in any measure dependent on an opposing, ever incomplete temporal sphere that would compromise 
the finality of His knowledge and being. The second point indicates that the Triune God is not married to any sort 
of unconscious being that would resist and fail to fully express his own Self-awareness and Self-direction” 
(Bosserman, 2014:87).  
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5.6 False nihilistic unity 

The will to enforce a false unity upon reality is an act of evil imitation of God’s power and being. 

To “create” others and reality into the image (ideology) one desires is to nihilise reality away 

from its divinely created reality (i.e., what it was created to be) to a false unity of the mind.  

Jonathan Mcintosh in his analysis of J.R.R. Tolkien’s writings (focuses on the character of Sauron 

in the Lord of Rings) on evil desire for domination as false unity of the will: 

Similar to the Elvish motive of preservation, the Sauronic will to dominate has its origin 

in the desire for an otherwise good end, and, like preservation, domination involves the 

desire to control other beings, to make their being more directly conformable to the 

desire or dictates of one’s will. In this respect, domination emerges as simply a more 

extreme form of coveting God’s own absolute unity of will and intellect that is his virtue 

of his statues as Creator. The difference between preservation and domination, 

however, is that, whereas the sub-creative, artistic impulse of Elvish preservation seeks 

to establish, protect, and set things free in their divinely-given “otherness” and 

independence—even if to the sometimes counterproductive point of wrongfully 

denying them their natural tendency for change and decay—the evil of domination lies 

in its deliberate suppression of otherness, in its attempted reductio of otherness, as it 

were, to sameness, to a complete univocity of subjective intention and objective 

existence (Mcintosh, 2017:233-234).   

We are created to participate in the unity of God by means of his grace, which allows us, as 
creatures, to know the love of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, that is, for us to participate in 
the God-created unity and the God-created diversity found in reality, i.e., to participate in the 
analogia participationis and all the “otherness” this participation displays. The created unity of 
consciousness is to reflect God’s glory in participating and receiving his revelation found in 
creation in all of its intelligible multiplicity. The sinful tendency of theological nihilism is to 
impose the subjective inordinate wishes of the fallen consciousness upon reality for the 
purpose of control and domination in a desire to reduce the world down to a nihilated 
subjective unity, i.e., the Sauronic will to power.  

Abraham Kuyper’s speech Uniformity: The Curse of Modern Life helps one to understand the 
ramifications of a false and privated unity. Kuyper explains how a corporate-voluntaristic 
imposition of a false unity on others falsely imitates the unity of God. This false unity is a 
privation of the true unity found in the church which participates in the Triune love of God. “So 
that they may be one as we are one, Father, as you are in me and I am in you, so may they 
become completely one” (John 17:22, 23).  

Abraham Kuyper explains nihilistic false uniformity as it is imposed by the Sauronic will to 
power: 

First, then, the rather abstract question. What do we mean by “false uniformity?” In this 

connection, ladies and gentleman, I ask you to grant me this one thesis: that unity is the 

ultimate goal of all the ways of God . . . But the deep meaning of the whole of divine 
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revelation is that the ways of God lead form all this diversity toward unity, out of this 

chaos towards order . . . The world strives for unity. You understand what I mean by that 

sinful striving of the world. You, with me, recognize that as a result of sin not just as a 

developmental phase in an otherwise healthy human life but as the degeneration of 

that life. You, with me, recognize that as a result of sin not only that life of the individual 

but the life of humanity as a whole has taken an abnormal direction. Thus, we are not 

dealing with isolated sinful facts but with a power of sin that controls sinful life in all its 

expressions. All sin has a common face, bears the stamp of a common origin, shows all 

well-ordered coherence in its manifestation and a regular development in its progress. 

In a word, there is a history of sin. All through the centuries, the family of sinners 

weaves at the same self-garment for no one of us has strung the loom. We here and 

those on the other side of the earth are together building the same unholy temple but 

to do so according to specifications we do not know, following a plan that is not our 

own. Either you must leave that momentous phenomenon completely unexplained or 

yield to what Scripture has taught you concerning Satan: that there is a thinking mind, a 

personal being, whose unity of plan and conception is manifest in that life of sin and 

whose mighty but disastrous endeavor is served by all of humanity in its pursuit of sin  

(Kuyper, 1998:21-22).  

The assumption of theological nihilism is that primal reality is a brute fact and chaotic, so there 

is no deeper unity and purpose than the one imposed upon “reality.” This “endeavor” for a 

false unity has to be done by an autonomous will to dominion (voluntarism) that makes all of 

reality reducible to the same kind of thing (univocity) this is possible because all of reality is a 

brute fact so we can name reality (nominalism). This is the nihilistic quest that attempts to 

name reality in a manner that mimics God’s act of naming reality (i.e., speaking the essence of 

being into existence) and then to dominate reality (i.e., the Satanic/Sauronic principle). 

Theological nihilism assumes that the whole world is an artifact awaiting conceptual dominion, 

as Bavinck states, “we comprehend only the things that are totally in our power, the things we 

can make or break” (2003:619). If everything is an artifact and is comprehended by one’s 

reductions, then man has total power over it so man can make it or break it. The reductionist 

acts metaphysically (univocity) and linguistically (nominalism) to impose a false unity based on 

imposing ideology rather than receiving reality.  

Building from Kuyper here are some points upon which to expand: 

1. Part of the imago dei is to strive for unity and have dominion over reality (i.e., the 

animals and other lower creation) as God’s prophets, priests, and kings.  

2. Sin takes this dominion drive and turns it into an abnormal and new direction from 

the original creation in an attempt to be as God by having dominion over all of 

creation including personal beings.  
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3. This dominion drive is expressed by imposing arbitrary categories upon the brute 

facts of reality in order to dominate reality; humans are part of those brute facts so 

they must be dominated by false ideological systems, like the rest of reality. 

Kuyper appeals to the spiritual forces behind the human scene as part of his explanation for the 

desire for a false unity that participates in the act of decreation.242 Moreover, within the fallen 

imago dei is a dynamic inner drive for unity because humans are created in God’s image but, 

like all the faculties after the Fall the drive for unity is perverted.  

Sin always acts so: it puts the stamp of God’s image on its counterfeit currency and 

misuses its God-given powers to imitate God’s activity. Itself powerless, without creative 

ideas of its own, sin lives solely by plagiarizing the ideas of God. Having estranged the 

nations from . . .  The similarity between God’s plan and that of the world is therefore 

undeniable . . . But as with counterfeit currency, the similarity is only in name . . . sin, by 

a reckless leveling and the elimination of all diversity, seeks a false, deceptive unity, the 

uniformity of death . . . Violence shackled together peoples whose mutual aversion was 

virtually inborn . . . Its attempts to blend all shades into the blank darkness of the grave 

are becoming ever more obvious . . . Blind to the rich profusion of the different shades 

of life, it crushes everything fresh and natural by its thirst for the conventional (Ibid.:23-

25).  

The drive to imitate God is good as long as it is the creature imitating the Creator as he 

designed the creature to imitate him. The archetypal mind is the standard, and the ectypal 

mind was made to conform to the standard. This “uniformity of death” is the attempt on the 

creature’s part to become the archetype of created reality. When humans attempt to become 

the archetype of reality, the assumption is that there is only one mind(s) in reality. The “thirst 

for conventionalism” is so man can define reality and make it or break it after the ideological 

image he desires (Bavinck). Kuyper explains the evil mimetic drive for unity is a result of the fall. 

After the fall, humans became privated of original knowledge, holiness, and righteousness but 

 
242 The spiritual forces working beyond and behind human activity should be assumed by any theology that follows 
the Bible. “And from the state of being wise, good, just, truthful, merciful, and holy he was rendered ignorant, evil, 
impious, a liar, and cruel, clothed in the image and likeness of the devil toward whom he moved as he departed 
from God, with the loss of that holy liberty with which he was created (Eccl. 7; 2 Peter 2), and thus was made a 
slave and servant of sin and of the devil” (Confession of the Spanish Congregation of London cited in Dennison, and 
written by de Reina, 2010:376). To be in the image of the devil is to have the drive to pervert the nature of things 
into our image, purpose, and definition. H. Kraemer calls the demonic influence in non-believing thought the “dark 
margin.” “We often have said that one should not forget the demonic side of the religious, Christianity included, 
and of the expressions of spiritual life in man. Many scholars are always so exclusively concentrated on building 
bridges, pointing to continuities and fulfillment, that they become wholly blind to the realism of the Bible, which 
calls Peter by the name of Satan, when he expresses his loving concern for this Master; which sees in the most 
interesting religious phenomena the demonic perversion of God’s will; which repeatedly speaks about the Devil 
appearing in the figure of an angel of light. All this simply means that not only patently deranged types of religion, 
but also highly efficient saviors and leaders, and very attractive and magnificent expressions of insight and spiritual 
counsel, may be the demonic perversion of genuine truth; the more dangerous, because it commends itself to 
strongly to sensitive high-minded persons” (Kraemer, 1958:379-380).    
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not of original creational drives (e.g., procreation and dominion) and their faculties (e.g., will 

and intellect).  

Van Til is helpful in explaining the faculties after the fall:  

The “disturbance” in which the faculties still function even after the loss of knowledge, 

righteousness and true holiness. The “’ disturbance’ has come in as the result of sin. 

Accordingly, every one of fallen man’s functions operates wrongly. The set of the whole 

human personality has changed. The intellect of fallen man may, as such, be keen 

enough. It can therefore formally understand the Christian position (Van Til, 2008:97).  

Kuyper makes clear that the dominion drive which was supposed to be towards the beasts is 

now applied to other human beings in order to develop a false unity.243 This is an act of making 

others in our image by means of our ideologies instead of Eucharitically accepting others as 

beings who have also been given the gift of esse and essentia by God. This creational drive 

when Eucharistically accepted has the goal of seeing others conformed into the intelligible 

image of the Creator244 so they may reflect his glory and participate in the love between the 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.245  

 
243 “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping 
thing that creeps on the earth.’ So, God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male 
and female he created them. And God blessed them. And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the 
earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every 
living thing that moves on the earth’” (Genesis 1:26-28). The mandate to procreate is in order to multiple the 
presence and glory of God by procreating new image bearers throughout the earth to icon God and fulfill the 
dominion mandate. After the fall rebellious image bearers did not want to icon God but rather to exercise  
dominion over others by creating others into the image of their fallen desires. This kind of dominion is done by de-
personalizing humans and having others hearken to the voice of man. Lamech is the proto-type for this kind of 
oppression which was done by commanding others to hear his voice instead of God’s voice but his voice was 
accompanied by the de-sacrament of violence and intimidation. “And Lamech took two wives. The name of the 
one was Adah, and the name of the other Zillah. Adah bore Jabal; he was the father of those who dwell in tents 
and have livestock. His brother’s name was Jubal; he was the father of all those who play the lyre and pipe. Zillah 
also bore Tubal-cain; he was the forger of all instruments of bronze and iron. The sister of Tubal-cain was Naamah. 
Lamech said to his wives: “’Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say: I have killed 
a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me. If Cain’s revenge is sevenfold, then Lamech’s is seventy-
sevenfold’” (Genesis 4:19-24), (bold and italics added). 
244 “But now you must put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. 9 Do 
not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, 
which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator” (Colossians 3:8-10) (bold and italics added). 
245 “I made known to them your name, and I will continue to make it known, that the love with which you have 
loved me may be in them, and I in them” (John 17:26).  “But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all 
have knowledge. I write to you, not because you do not know the truth, but because you know it, and because no 
lie is of the truth. Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, he who denies 
the Father and the Son. No one who denies the Son has the Father. Whoever confesses the Son has the Father 
also. Let what you heard from the beginning abide in you. If what you heard from the beginning abides in you, then 
you too will abide in the Son and in the Father. And this is the promise that he made to us—eternal life” (I John 
2:20-25). 
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This evil drive for unity assumes that all of reality, including all human beings, are brute esse 

waiting to be formed by man, i.e., man treats himself and others as an artifact and defines 

others in order to dominate them. Kuyper makes it clear that this nihilistic fiat “crushes 

everything fresh and natural by its thirst for the conventional” (1998:25). So, this is a movement 

from the nothingness of brute esse back to the nothingness. This analogia nihilationis is done 

by arbitrarily defining reality because man lives in a world where everything is just a 

convention. In the nature of the case, this takes away the personal nature of reality and the 

Absolute-Triune Personal God behind finite reality. In the political realm, de-personalization is 

done by imputing guilt, degrading, intimidating, violence, and destruction. Sometimes guilt is 

imputed to others in order to justify violence. There is always the paradox of suppressing guilt 

by imputing guilt to others in order to atone for one’s own guilt and justify the dominion of 

others.  

Those who fall under the theological nihilism are metaphysically committed to making 

“nothing” the primitive “reality” that “grounds” esse. This is done with the sleight of hand that 

the analogia nihilationis assumes, i.e., making nothing to appear to something while reducing 

something to nothing.246  

For the Nihilist, truth is not primitive, but power is primitive, so all truth claims are reducible to 

power. Objective morality is an illusion, so subjective morality is used to de-created as a means 

to gain power. This is contrary to the Christian faith in which morality exists as part of the very 

nature of being, and morality reflects the unchanging nature of God. This means metaphysics 

and ethics are inextricably united because the metaphysical and ethical are an ectypal 

reflection of the Creator. Therefore, truth, goodness, unity, and beauty are primitive, and 

falsity, evil, and ugliness are the privations of this primitive reality.  

5.7 Transcendentals their loss and importance   

Theological nihilism denies that the transcendentals exist hence they are not primal to reality 

rather brute fact and nothingness are what is primal to reality. If the transcendentals are lost, 

then privations replace the transcendentals then the analogia nihilationis appears once again.  

The importance of the transcendentals and their loss in philosophy are explained by Joseph 

Pieper:  

the general significance of the so-called “transcendentals” concepts (in the traditional 

sense)—unless it be realized that the concepts and theses in question do not refer to a 

 
246 This may be why in the history of philosophy there was a movement from metaphysics to epistemology. In the 
epistemological turn, esse was established by an indubitable cogito which then gave way to relativistic linguistic 
constructions. The end of deflating metaphysics or abandoning metaphysics for epistemology then turning to 
linguists resulted in everything becoming a linguistic convention. Instead of God’s speech acts being primal reality, 
the speech acts of human beings become what is primal. Even though these deflationary ontologies make the 
world smaller and thinner, for the fallen a thin world is a price worth paying if one can be a self-creator.  
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neutral Being that simply exists, not to an ens ut sic, not an indeterminate world of 

“objects” but formally to Being as creatura. That things are good precisely because they 

exist, and that this goodness is identical with the Being of things and is no mere 

property attached to them; that further, the term “true” is synonym for “existing,” and 

therefore that what exists is true by virtue of its existence, and does not first of all exist 

and then, in a secondary sense, become also true—these ideas, which belong no doubt 

to the basis of the classical ontological doctrine of the West and have been formulated 

with rare genius by St. Thomas, must—if we fail to consider reality and objects formally 

as created—simply lose their full savor. They become shallow, sterile and tautologous—

as has actual been for this very reason the destiny of all these propositions, so that Kant, 

in a celebrated passage in the Critique of Pure Reason, was to some extent justified in 

eliminating them from the philosophical category (Pieper, 1999b:48-49). 

The rejection of essences found in reality along with the transcendentals lends itself to the 

rejection of the doctrine of creation. When God creates, what he makes will be intelligible 

because creation images and participates in the archetypal knowledge (i.e., the exemplary 

forms in his mind). To deny the transcendentals is to deny creation as a reflection of God’s 

archetypal divine ideas.  

The puritan William Ames affirms the doctrine of divine ideas: 

The idea of all things is the divine essence, meaning that essence understood by God 

himself and imitable by his creatures—at least the image or vestige of that perfection 

may be expressed in some way in creatures. That is, the creatures themselves, as they 

are conceived in the divine mind are the idea or image of that nature which they have in 

themselves” (Ames, 1995:95).  

The composition of esse and essentia is a gift, so any act of reductionism that disregards the 

transcendentals is an act of nihilism that denies the fullness of creation. This reduction means 

that reality is not seen as creatura rich in intelligibility (imitations of the divine essence), but 

instead a brute fact (i.e., Pieper’s neutral being) that has not been pre-interpreted and pre-

defined.  

Given the doctrine of Simplicity, what God creates is good because God is good, and goodness 

is intelligible, i.e., God cannot create something unintelligible.247 Stephen Charnock explains: 

Again, the nature of all things are contained in God,—not formally, for then the nature 

of the creatures would be God;—but eminently . . . He hath in himself eminently the 

beauty, perfection, life, and vigor of all creatures; he cannot create anything contrary to 

himself, but everything with some footsteps of himself in them; he could not have 

pronounced them good, as he did, had there been anything in them contrary to this 

 
247 The transcendentals are convertible so if evil is a privation of the good then evil is unintelligible in the nature of 
the case.  
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own goodness; and therefore as his essence primarily represents itself, so it represents 

the creatures and makes them known to himself (Charnock, 2010:498).  

Charnock makes it clear that it is not possible for God to create anything that is not good and 

intelligible and remain God. The PSR holds that everything that exists has a reason and/or cause 

for its existence either by virtue of its own nature or from another being.  248  Because God is 

intelligible by his own nature, his effects must be intelligible but in a limited, conditioned, 

restricted, and finite mode. This assumes that everything that exists is intelligible from top to 

bottom but creation is intelligible in a qualitatively different mode than God.249  

5.8 Simplicity, chain of being, ontologism, and ontotheology 

If it is God’s Simplicity that protects the Creator/creature distinction, and this leads to the 

doctrine of analogia entis, which fights against pantheism and ontologism then it seems the 

doctrine of Simplicity plays a vital role in warding off these errors. Ontologism is the 

epistemological corollary to pantheism. Ontologism finds its metaphysical corollary in any kind 

of theology that holds to the univocity of being via monism or a chain of being. Ontologism can 

be stated as the belief that we know the essence of God unmediated by creation while in the 

pilgrim’s state (theologia viatorum). The knowledge of God’s essence is obtained by an 

unmediated intuition of God that comes by being a human being. It is the basis of knowing 

anything else.  

The Roman Catholic writer Joseph Pohle explains the error of ontologism in the following 

manner: 

The system of Ontologism consists of two main propositions: (a) the human intellect 

enjoys an immediate intuition of the Divine Essence here on earth; (b) this intuition 

which is the source and principle of all other human knowledge is natural to the human 

understanding, because the Absolute is not only the highest object of our cognition 

(veritas prima ontologica), but also the first thing that we actually perceive (veritas 

prima logica). The human intellect can conceive nothing whatever until it has conceived 

 
248 The view of causality held in this thesis embraces the full rich covenantal nuptial nature of causality, i.e., 
communication of beings (grounded in the personal Triune God) to other beings (i.e., efficient, formal, material, 
and final causality) in order to bring glory to God in their harmony and manifestation of his revelation. This is far 
removed from the modern, insipid, post-Humean understanding of causality as mere physical correlations without 
any rich participation and communication of being. Moreover, God is the reason for his own esse, i.e., his nature is 
to exist, but he is not the cause of his own existence because a self-caused being is logically and metaphysically 
impossible.  
249 The problem the believer has with the non-believing metaphysical physicalists and their corresponding 
epistemological scientism is not that the one who holds this position is too rational, but rather they are not 
rational enough. Because within their system they assume brute fact, in their version of mystery, as the primal 
basis of reality (i.e., the brute fact of the gaps) this leads to an ultimate irrationality. But the believer sees all of 
reality as intelligible and the most primitive reality as most intelligible. So, at no point should inquiry cease but all 
of reality should be pursued with humility and thankfulness with the expectation of participating in its 
intelligibility.   
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God, because it can apprehend the created things only in God, who is their archetype. 

Sense-perception serves merely to make us reflexively conscious of the ideas which we 

perceive directly though unconsciously in Him who is Truth itself (Pohle, 1952:116-117).  

Points that Pohle makes about ontologism: 

1. Ontologism holds that the human intellect has an immediate intution of God’s divine 

essence.  

2. This immediate intuition is necessary in order to understand anything else in the world 

and in knowing anything else in the world we know God’s essence.  

Herman Bavinck on the error of ontologism:  

The Logos enlightens every person coming into the world. Yet it is true that on earth we 

do not see face to face; we walk by faith; we see in a mirror dimly . . . On earth we 

cannot obtain a direct, immediate knowledge of God and his thoughts but only a 

mediate knowledge “through and in a mirror . . . They confuse the light of reason with 

the light of God, the universal truths in us with the ideas in the mind of God, our “logos” 

with “the Logos of God”, the order of being with the order of knowing . . . We get to 

know things because they exist and after they come into existence, and in our 

perception and thought we advance from the visible to the invisible, from the world to 

God. Should ontologism deem itself to be strong over against the idealism that 

considers the objective reality of things incapable of existing or of being known, it is 

abandoning itself to an illusion. For ontologism itself on its position can only maintain 

the objectivity of that reality by equating the idea of God within us with the being of 

God, the logos of God within us with the Logos of God, and thereby lapse into 

pantheism . . . God’s being as such, all knowledge of God is obtained indirectly and bears 

an analogical character. In fact, no one ever arrives at the knowledge of first principles 

or the idea of God apart from the universe . . . For that reason, there is no knowledge of 

the invisible world except by way of the symbols of that which is visible (Bavinck, 

2004:69-70).  

Points that Bavinck makes about ontologism: 

1. On earth one cannot have a direct (unmediated by creation) knowledge of God but 

must know God through the “mirror” of creation.  

2. To think that one can know God directly is to confuse the light of reason (our gift of 

logos) with the Logos, i.e., the knowledge of God.  

3. Ontologism confuses man’s idea of God with the being of God i.e., the created logos 

of God with the Logos of God.  

4. All knowledge of God is indirect and analogical, so we know the invisible world by 

means of the visible world. 
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Any natural theology that attempts to know God through the created order helps mitigate 

against ontologism. In the nature of the case, the analogia participationis (analogia entis-

revelationis), when properly understood, mitigates against the heresy of ontologism and 

upholds the Creator-creature distinction and relationship and fights against any falsely imposed 

unity upon reality.   

5.9 In conclusion of chapter five  

This chapter has focused mostly on the doctrine of Simplicity and the Trinity. Simplicity and the 

Trinity account for the gifts of creation, incarnation, and the Eucharistic presence of God. The 

doctrine of Simplicity protects against the errors of deism and pantheism while accounting for 

the non-competitive nature of the Creator/creature distinction and relationship. Simplicity 

accounts for the transcendentals of unity, truth, goodness, and beauty while avoiding the error 

of ontologism. The transcendental of unity, though often rejected and imitated by fallen 

creatures, plays a key role in understanding creaturely intelligibility. The Trinity accounts for the 

unity, diversity, and intelligibility found in the created world. This creaturely intelligibility needs 

to be further expanded upon by focusing on the analogia participationis (entis and revelationis) 

which has to be grounded in the Simple-Triune God as will be discussed in the next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



159 

CHAPTER SIX 

THE ANALOGIA PARTICIPATIONIS-ENTIS-REVELATIONIS, SIMPLICITY, AND CREATION 

6.1 Creation, analogia participationis and the analogia entis/revelationis 

6.1.1 The analogia entis-revelationis; the Reformed tradition and the chain of being.  

There has been an aversion to the analogia entis250 by some Reformed theologians (e.g., Van 

Til) because it has been perceived as breaking down the Creator/creature distinction (via a 

chain of being).251 If the analogia entis is grounded in the doctrine of Simplicity, it would seem 

 
250 The analogia entis (analogy of being) has been a revered and despised doctrine with no agreed upon definition.  
Of this, Barth remarked: “I regard the analogia entis as the invention of the Antichrist” (Barth, Dogmatik, I/1, VIII-
IX). For this project the analogia entis is understood as the gift of esse and essentia (i.e., the gift of ens (being)) 
grounded in the doctrine of God’s Simplicity and created being is qualitatively dissimilar to the Creator but still 
images the giver without being part of the giver’s essence (i.e., Creator/creature distinction and relationship is 
maintained). For some introductions (with differing views) to the analogia entis in general and the Barth and 
Przywara debate in particular see Thomas Joseph White, The Analogy of Being: Invention of Antichrist or the 
Wisdom of God?, (Grand Rapids, MI.: WM. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011); Hans Urs von Balthasar, The 
Theology of Karl Barth, trans. John Drury (Chicago, IL.: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston Inc., 1971); Archie J. Spencer, 
Theּ֙Analogyּ֙ofּ֙Faith:ּ֙Theּ֙Questּ֙forּ֙God’s Speakability, (Downer Grove, IL.: IVP Academic, 2015); Steven A. Long, 
Analogia Entis: On the Analogy of Being, Metaphysics, and the Act of Faith, (Notre Dame, IN.: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2011); Keith L. Johnson, Karl Barth and the Analogia Entis, (New York, NY.: T&T Clark, 2011). The 
doctrine of Simplicity is the precondition for the analogia entis, and the analogia entis is the proper precondition 
for the Creator/creature distinction (qualitative dissimilarity without a chain of being) and the Creator/creature 
relationship (knowledge by revelational analogy, i.e., analogia revelationis). Moreover, Simplicity and the ensuing 
analogia entis is the best theological context for the Eucharist and its correlative themes of mystery, intelligibility, 
and gift.   
251 The chain of being assumes that both God and creatures fall under the genus of being, i.e., both God and 
creatures participate in being; hence, the Creator/creature distinction is broken down. The esse/essentia 
distinction based on the doctrine of Simplicity best upholds the Creator/creature distinction and relationship. 
David Bentley Hart makes a helpful comment on the importance of the analogia entis in resisting a false notion of 
transcendence (“Wholly Other”) that actually breaks down the Creator/creature distinction. “Nevertheless—and 
this touches upon the other ‘false path’ to transcendence—the being of the creature must indeed be analogous to 
God’s pure act of being; otherwise, all talk of God would be confined within an arid dialectical theology of the 
‘Wholly Other’ so extreme as to posit—even if only tacitly—a logically absurd equivocity of being. Absolute 
otherness not transcendence, but merely a kind of ‘negative immanence’; for true transcendence must be beyond 
all negation. If creation were somehow something simply ‘outside of’ or ‘other than’ God, like one object outside 
another then logically one would have to say that there is something more than—something in addition to–God; 
God, thus conceived, within whatever wider abstract category is capacious enough to contain both him and his 
creatures under its canopy, without confusing their several essences (and inevitably that category will be called 
‘being’, in the barren univocal sense). It is one of the great oddities of most debates concerning the analogia entis 
that those who reject the principle in order to defend God’s sovereign transcendence against the encroachments 
of human reason are in fact effectively denying God’s fully ontological transcendence and replacing it with a 
concept of mere ontic supremacy. If being is not susceptible to the interval of the analogy (even though it is an 
interval of ever greater unlikeness), then God and creation exist in a reciprocal real relation to one another; this 
means an extrinsic relation between two mutually delimiting objects; not only in disregarding concept of God, but 
inevitably it must presuppose the mediations of some tertium quid, some broader context of ‘reality’ that 
somehow exceeds the difference between God and creatures. Nor is it enough to answer such concerns between 
God and world; for, unless, God is understood as the ontological source and ground of creation, creation itself 
must be understood as a thing separate from God, founded upon its own potentiality, and the creative will of God 
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to protect the Creator/creature distinction rather than break this distinction down while 

affirming the Creator/creature relationship. E. L. Mascall sees the doctrine of analogia entis252 

as undermining rather than affirming the chain of being as taught by the Greeks.  

While in one sense [the doctrine of analogy] postulates between God and the world a 

distinction than which none could be more ultimate and unconditional, in another sense 

it brings them into a relation more intimate than any other doctrine has postulated. In 

its unqualified assertion that God is self-existent and that every other being depends 

entirely upon him, it leaves no room for any semi-divine intermediaries between God 

and the world. No system of hierarchically graded aeons cascading down in a series of 

steadily diminishing divinity, no nous or World-Soul neither fully divine nor yet exactly 

finite, no Arian Logos near enough to God to be able to make a world and yet far 

enough from God to demean himself to so lowly a work, nothing whatever to bridge the 

gulf between a Being that is self-existent and being that is altogether dependent, except 

to sheer omnipotent fiat of God himself (Mascall, 1949:124).  

E.L. Mascall holds that the analogia entis affirms an absolute distinction as well as the most 

intimate relationship between the Creator and creature. This absolute distinction and intimate 

relationship are based in the fact that God is self-existent, and all other creatures depend upon 

him for being and knowing. Gregory of Nyssa affirms something very similar and grounds it in 

the doctrine of Simplicity as it relates to the Logos.  

And since the nature of the Logos is reasonably believed to be simple, and exhibits in 

itself no duplicity or combination, no one would contemplate the existence of the living 

Logos as dependent on a mere participation of life, for such a supposition, which is to 

say that one thing is within another, would not exclude the idea of compositeness; but 

since the simplicity has been admitted, we are compelled to think that the Logos has an 

independent life, and not a mere participation of life (Gregory of Nyssa, 1954:475).  

Gregory of Nyssa affirms that since the Logos is Simple, he has the fullness of life, therefore, he 

does not have life by participation but has life by his very nature. The analogia entis for Gregory 

of Nyssa would mean that the Logos has life without participation, but creatures have life by 

participation (analogia participationis) and in some manner, the participated life reflects the life 

of the simple Logos. Andrew Leslie gives a helpful caution when understanding the analogia 

entis.  

What is vital to see, however, is that any analogia entis construed along these lines is, in 

fact, considerably more modest in its claims than is sometimes presumed. On this 

account, any actual analogy or likeness between God and creatures only works one way. 

 
must then be understood simply as the spontaneous and arbitrary power of conjuration possessed by a very 
impressive—but still finite—divine sorcerer” (Hart, 2017:99-100).  
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It is never correct to speak of God and his creation as having something “in common.” 

Rather, creation is only like God insofar as its existence participates in him who is the 

true perfection of being . . . To speak of God as “good,” “loving,” or “powerful” is not to 

land upon some scene we discover through our experience, in which both God and 

creatures participate, nor is it to suggest God merely possesses these qualities in larger, 

or indeed infinite quantities. Rather, the analogia entis stipulates that these attributes 

only apply properly and absolutely to the infinite essence of God, so that whatever we 

define as “good”, “loving”, and “powerful” from our own agreed experience can only 

ever be a creaturely analogue of God’s eternal nature (Leslie, 2015:140).  

This project focuses on the analogia entis based on the creaturely metaphysical 

distinction of esse and essentia, and to some extent, this gift images the Giver, i.e., the 

imago dei is a living image of God. The arrow only flows one way from the Creator to the 

creature, i.e., we are created in God’s image and God is not in our image; to make God 

into our image is to participate in the analogia nihilationis.  

6.1.2. Analogia entis and the particularity of Christ  

Another critique of the analogia entis is that the analogia entis is seen as downplaying the 

particular revelation found in God’s Word (Jesus Christ) and downplaying the biblical view of 

sin. The form of the analogia entis defended here does not downplay the particularity of Christ 

or the truth suppressing nature of sin including the restraint of sin by God’s common grace. To 

the contrary, it is because the analogia entis is the metaphysical basis for the analogia 

revelationis; therefore, analogia entis is the metaphysical basis for truth suppression of God’s 

revelation. 253 The analogia entis defended here does not embrace any works-based theology 

that assumes one can climb the ladder of self-righteousness or self-enlightenment (e.g., a 

mystical experience(s), in a pre or post-lapsarian state, that acts as a ladder to the Creator) in 

order to “reach” God. The analogia entis defended here does not downplay the revelation of 

God found in Christ as the means of knowing God. The Logos (asarkos) in general revelation 

sets the backdrop for the historic salvific particularity of the incarnation (Logos ensarkos) in 

special revelation.  

Mark Mattes gives a helpful caution, in the context of discussing Luther’s doctrine of beauty, 

that can be applied to the analogia entis: 

If there is a ladder between God and the cosmos, it is a “down staircase” in which God 

descends to sinners instead of sinners presuming that they can raise themselves to God. 

Hence, an approach to a hierarchy that feeds self-righteousness is undermined in 

 
253 Analogia revelationis is the manifestation of being (i.e., grounded in the analogia entis) found in general and 
special revelation. The comprehensive archetypal knowledge God has of himself is the basis for the ectypal 
revelation God gives on the created level of existence. This is grounded in the Trinity in which the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit communicate their personal subsistence to one another in perfect unity. When God creates, the nature 
of creation is such that it is self-manifesting and revelatory on a created level; therefore, creation manifests the 
glory of the Triune God.  
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Christ’s incarnation and ministry. The key is to find a way to affirm the mystery at the 

heart of all things without baptizing a hierarchical approach that implicitly undermines 

the integrity of the physical, the material, the immanent, the contingent, and the 

particular (Mattes, 2017:173).   

The analogia participationis (entis/revelationis) makes one all the more accountable for his or 

her sin, because the analogia entis is revelatory; hence, sinners are all the more in need of an 

embodied, crucified, risen, and ascended Savior. Therefore, a consideration of the doctrine of 

Simplicity in all of its mystery along with the analogia entis/revelations, which is entailed by 

Simplicity, helps to avoid falling into a theologia gloria. The covenants particularize and 

contextualize the analogia entis, e.g., the  particularity of sin is derived and inherited from our 

first parents (Adam and Eve) under the covenant of works, and redemption under the covenant 

of grace. It is a common temptation to move away from the particularity of the stories of the 

Bible when dealing with philosophical and metaphysical issues. The Reformed tradition at its 

best has avoided this temptation with such an emphasis on the authority of the scriptures and 

the exegesis of the scriptures and affirming the normativity of the creeds that are derived from 

the scriptures.   

To deny a form of the analogia entis grounded in the doctrine of Simplicity (i.e., based in the 

esse/essentia distinction) is to lose an apologetical tool of explanation that helps defend the 

faith from attack (e.g., the Euthyphro dilemma)254 and lose the ground of intelligibility in 

creation. The doctrine of Simplicity acconts for the presence of God in the Eucharist wherein an 

unrestricted Logos is present in the bread and the wine. The doctrine of the Trinity and their 

mission in redemption focuses on the presence of Christ by the bond of the Holy Spirit.   

The order of knowing is grounded in the order of being;255 when it comes to the order of 

knowing, the analogia revelationis is primary, but in the order of being the analogia entis is 

 
254 “Divine simplicity also entails, of course, that God’s will just is God’s goodness which just is His immutable and 
necessary existence. That means that what is objectively good and what God wills for us as morally obligatory are 
really the same thing considered under different descriptions, and that neither could have been other than they 
are. There can be no question then, either of God’s having arbitrarily commanded something different for us 
(torturing babies for fun, or whatever) or of there being a standard of goodness apart from Him. Again, the 
Euthyphro dilemma is a false one; the third option that it fails to consider is that what is morally obligatory is what 
God commands in accordance with a non-arbitrary and unchanging standard of goodness that is not independent 
of Him. As Eleonore Stump points out in her book on Aquinas, ‘its role in resolving the Euthyphro dilemma is one 
reason theists should take seriously Aquinas’s doctrine of divine simplicity’” (Feser, 2010). Eleonore Stump says in 
the book referenced above, “The concept of God’s absolute simplicity, then brings with it not only metaphysical 
intricacy but also considerable explanatory power” (Stump, 2005:130). This project will not deal with the 
Euthyphro dilemma directly but will attempt to show the explanatory power of Simplicity as it relates to the 
incarnation and intelligibility of all of reality, including the Eucharist.  
255 “Finally, there is no doubt that the mode of knowing should not be confused with the mode of being. In reality, 
God, not the creature, is primary. He is the archetype (the original); the creature is the ectype (the likeness). In him 
everything is original, absolute, and perfect; in creatures, everything is derived, relative, and limited. God, 
therefore, is not really named after things present in creatures, but creatures are named after that which exists in 
an absolute sense in God. Conversely, because we have no knowledge of God, other than from his revelation in the 
creaturely world we walk by faith and not by sight; we have only an analogous and proportional knowledge of God, 
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primary. Both the analogia entis and analogia revelationis are necessary to have a full-orbed 

Christian worldview.  

6.1.3  Excurses on Francis Turretin and the need for the analogia revelationis  

Some of the reformers focused on revelation (analogia revelationis) emphasizing God’s 

communication to us and our dependence upon his communication in all of its redemptive 

particularity. Reformers like Francis Turretin emphasized the importance of the analogia 

revelationis and focused on the importance and uniqueness of Christ in special revelation. The 

emphasis was on the analogia revelationis which focused on the work of Jesus Christ in the 

context of the covenant of redemption and grace. Covenants are particularized promises that 

God makes and sets up between him and his creatures that are made in his image, and some of 

these particularized promises have universal effects, e.g., Adam and the covenant of works and 

Christ and the covenant of grace (Romans 5:12-21). 256 The covenants (i.e., Adamic, Mosaic, and 

Davidic Covenants find their fulfillment in the New Covenant) are focused on the particularities 

of the law and gospel that was given to some people at some places at a specific time. All 

particular covenants are grounded in the Trinitarian relationship of the pactum salutis257 where 

 
an indirect kind of knowledge, a concept derived from the creaturely world. Although not exhaustive, this 
knowledge is not untrue since all creatures are God’s and display something of his perfections. Therefore, both the 
way of negation and affirmation can be taken with safety. Precisely because everything comes from God, 
everything points back to God and we can also ascend from earth to heaven. All thought and speech about God—
whether by way of affirmation or negation—uses forms and images taken from the world.” (Bavinck, 2011:178) 
256 Covenants are like creation in that both creation and God’s covenants are free, gracious actions on the part of 
God and in some sense, the covenants and, creation reflect God’s unchanging nature and goodness. This unique 
reflection of God’s nature in the context of these covenants is seen especially in the imago dei. Geerhardus Vos 
explains: “According to the deeper Protestant conception, the image does not exist only in correspondence with 
God but in being disposed towards God. God’s nature is, as it were, the stamp; or nature is the impression made 
by this stamp. Both fit together” (2012-2014:13-14). For Vos in particular or the Reformed tradition in general 
there was no dona superaddita in the original creation, i.e., man was concreated with original righteousness, 
holiness, and knowledge. Van Til states the relationship of man’s nature to the law of God, which reflects God’s 
nature: “This law was for the most part not verbally transmitted to man but was created in his being. Man would 
act in accord with his own true nature, only if he would obey the law of God and, vice versa, if he would live in 
accord with his own nature, he would obey the law of God. True, God does communicate to man over and above 
what was embedded in his very nature the specific commandment not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil” (Van Til, 2003:42). 
257 Joel Beeke and Mark Jones explain the nature of the pactum salutis: “The idea of an eternal covenant of 
redemption (pactum salutis) between the Father and the Son can be located in the work of many sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Reformed Theologians. Simply put, the covenant of redemption between the Father and Son 
provides the eternal, inviolable foundation of the temporal covenant of grace (foedus gratiae). The Reformed 
orthodox in particular used the covenant of redemption as an argument for the ad intra trinitarian grounding for 
the ad extra work of salvation” (Beeke & Jones, 2012:237). One has to be cautious with the pactum salutis because 
there is the danger of imposing finite human categories onto the infinite Triune God in a kind of onto-theology. But 
it is safe to say that there is something in the Triune relationships that is the archetypal basis for the finite ectypal 
relationship of the covenant of grace; similar to the doctrine of the eternal generation of the Son that is the ratio 
for creation, the “covenant” of the pactum salutis is the ratio for the covenant of grace.   
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the three persons in the Trinity eternally dwell in perfect perichortic258 love and 

communication. The Trinity is the basis for the analogia revelationis because it focuses on the 

particularity of the work of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (ad extra that in some way reflects 

the ad intra relations on an ectypal level) along with the incarnation, and the Eucharist (in all of 

the embodied and historical details) in the history of redemption. This particularity is seen in 

the readings and teachings of the narrative of scripture that brings the believer into a new life 

and story (participatory narrative) by being united to Christ. The life of the believer in all of its 

particular history is redeemed when united to Christ in all of the particularity of his person and 

work. The redeemed believer now becomes part of the story of Abraham, Moses, David, and 

ultimately, Christ. The revelatory particularities of the narrative are seen in the act of eating the 

bread and drinking the wine, i.e., participating in the broken body and shed blood of his Son in 

a particular church with particular believers. Francis Turretin emphasizes the importance of the 

particular manifestation and revelation of Christ to his people by his word (and by extension the 

Eucharist).   

But when God is set forth as the object of theology, he is not to be regarded simply as 
God in himself (for thus he is incomprehensible [akataleptos] to us), but as revealed and 
as he has been pleased to manifest himself to us in his word, so that the divine 
revelation is the formal relation which comes to be considered in this object. Nor is he 
to be considered exclusively under the relation of deity (according to the opinion of 
Thomas Aquinas and many Scholastics after him, for in this manner the knowledge of 
him could not be saving but deadly to sinners), but as he is our God (i.e., covenanted in 
Christ as he has revealed himself to us in his word not only as the object of knowledge, 
but also of worship) . . . Thus, although theology treats of the same things as 
metaphysics, physics, and ethics, yet the mode of considering is far different. It treats of 
God not like metaphysics as a being or as he can be known from the light of nature, but 
as the Creator and Redeemer made known by revelation. It treats of creatures, not as a 
thing of nature, but of God (i.e., holding a relation and order to God as their Creator, 
preserver, and Redeemer) and that too according to the revelation made by him. This 
mode of considering, the other sciences either do not know or do not assume (Turretin, 
1992:16-17).259 

Francis Turretin offers a helpful caution against any view of the analogia entis that disregards 

the particularity of God’s work by ignoring God’s revelation as Creator and Redeemer and the 

covenant of grace administered by Christ. The covenant of Christ is expressed in the liturgy of 

the Eucharist and this is seen especially in the broken body and shed blood of Christ. That is 

 
258 John McGuckin explains the perichoretic relationship of the persons of the Trinity: “In the Trinitarian context, 

the word is referred to the manner in which the three persons (hypostases) dynamically share the self-same nature 
of the Godhead and enjoy dynamic intercommunion in the most intense unity imaginable through the distinct 
relation, within the common being of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” (McGuckin, 2004:261). The dynamic 
intercommunion of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is the transcendent basis for the analgogia particpationis and 
its communacative-revelatory nature expressed ectypaly in creation.  
259 Emphasis added.  
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why Martin Luther’s caution against theologies of glory that attempt to abolish the particularity 

of the cross of Christ for autonomous speculative knowledge is important. The analogia entis 

should only lead one to a sense of the fearful mystery of the incomprehensible Creator in order 

to drive one to the person of Christ.  

The metaphysical and revelatory implication of the esse/essentia distinction is that esse is the 

primal metaphysical grounds for all the revelatory nature of the particularity of reality. Francis 

Turretin held to the esse and essentia distinction and a participatory view of esse without 

forgetting the uniqueness of the revelation of Jesus Christ.260 The focus on esse as the 

metaphysical grounding of all particulars, in reality, makes sense because esse is the act of all 

acts and the gift that grounds all other gifts. Therefore, if esse is the most primal gift of the 

Logos (in all of the created particularity) to creation, and the crucified, risen, and reigning Christ 

is the most primal gift of recreation, then both need to be upheld to make sense of the 

Eucharist. 

6.2 Analogia participationis and the particularity of Christ  

A proper Christological understanding of the analogia participationis does not lead to an 

amorphous cosmic Christ that manifests his saving work in a myriad of ways.261 Andrew Moody 

cautions against rejecting the particularities of the person of Christ by embracing amorphous 

exemplar of understanding Christ which denies or downplays his redemptive particularity (i.e., 

engages in a filiomorphism):262 

A more serious problem is that it can move attention away from the person of the Son 

to his filiality/exemplarity itself—from him to what he is. It raises the question: Is 

creation’s goal to be for the Logos (filiocentrism) or simply to be like him 

(filiomorphism)? If it is solely the latter, then Jesus Christ becomes the supreme 

manifestation (or, more vaguely, establisher) of a universal telos; salvation is conflated 

 
260 Francis Turretin, when presenting the doctrine of Simplicity states the following about the esse/essentia 
distinction: “of essence and existence (as in created things in which the nature of existence differs from that of 
essence, since their essence can be conceived without existence; nor does existence enter into their definition 
because they can be and not be, and existence with respect to them is something contingent, not necessary. For in 
God essence cannot be conceived without existence, and it is repugnant to conceive of God as not existing; hence 
philosophers call him a being by essence (i.e., which exists in virtue of its own essence) and of the nature of whose 
essence it is that he always exists. For this reason, God calls himself Jehovah . . . to signify that being belongs to 
him in a far different manner than to all created thing, not participatively and contingently, but necessarily, 
properly and independently” (Turretin, 1992:191). 
261 In the area of theology of religions an amorphous Christ becomes the theological basis for religious pluralism.  
262 Exemplarism is “the eternal Son is the original and perfect exemplar of God, and the source for everything else 
that comes from God. For Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), the going forth of the Son and Spirit is the original cause 
of the procession of creatures. His Franciscan contemporary, Bonaventure (1221-1274), develops the same theme: 
‘For, as it has been said, the Father begot his own likeness, that, the Word coeternal with himself, and expressed a 
similitude of himself, and is so doing he expressed all that he could, Hence the expresses the Father and the things 
he made’” (Moody, 2018:220-221).  
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with sanctification, and the eschaton is remodeled into a general wooly notion of 

participation (or methexis) (Moody, 2018:223). 

This is a helpful caution against an analogia participationis that would end up in some kind of 

“general wooly notion of participation” (Ibid.). This kind of filiomorphism moves away from the 

particularity of the person of Christ found in the Trinitarian relations ad intra (i.e., filiation, 

eternally generated of the Father, and eternally spiration of the Holy Spirit) and ad extra (i.e., a 

male Jew who lived, died, rose, ascended, sent the Holy Spirit and is coming again). Sometimes 

this kind of amorphous Christ is seen as manifesting himself in general revelation and other 

religions with salvific effects. The antidote to this kind of thinking is not to separate the 

particular person and work of Christ as revealed in the scriptures from an analogia partipationis 

but rather embrace the incarnated Christ in all of his person and work given to us in word and 

sacrament. Moody quotes John Flavel on the subject of Christ’s tightly knit relationship of 

person and work: 

Christ and his benefits go inseparable and undividedly together . . . Many would 

willingly receive his privileges, who will not receive his person; but it cannot be 

the case; if we will have one, we must take the other too: Yea we must accept his 

person first, and then his benefits: as it is in the marriage covenant, so it is here 

(Flavel, 1820; cited in Ibid.: 224). 

6.3 Analogia participationis and particularity for natural theology  

It is well beyond the scope of this project to go into defending the philosophical assumptions of 

esse, but it seems reasonable to hold that esse cover all beings in all of their particularity. This 

metaphysics is consistent with the covenantal particularities of God’s revelation in his word and 

the Eucharist.263    

Stephen Duby gives a helpful comment on what particularity entails.  

Although general revelation continues truly to reveal God, particularity concerns chiefly 

special revelation because of the greater specificity of special revelation and because of 

the corruption of the sinful human intellect and reason which must first be purified by 

 
263 Thomas White explains the metaphysically comprehensive understanding of esse as it relates to singular reality. 
“At any rate, nothing could be less controversial than to affirm that for Aquinas, ens, like esse, is predicated 
analogically of the diverse genera of being (which is precisely why ens and esse are attributed to individuals of the 
same species in an analogical or in merely univocal fashion). So, for example, one might argue that esse is 
attributed to Peter and Paul univocally because of the commonality of their natural form, since both are human, 
even though, as concrete existents, they are of course truly distinct and do resemble one another ontologically. It 
seems to me, however, that this way of thinking would leave us with no way of allowing the full signification of the 
esse to unfold, i.e., as signifying not only an existent natural kind but also as signifying the irreducible existence of 
this singular reality (Peter) in its ontological uniqueness, as both similar to and distinct from other (such as Paul)” 
(White, 2011:265-266). It is well beyond the scope of this project to explore or defend the singularity of esse, but I 
believe that Thomas White is right when he includes esse as the “irreducible existence of the singular” (Ibid. 
2011:265-266:ff 48).  
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special revelation and illuminated by the Spirit before duly appropriating general 

revelation.264 . . . It also concerns God as the Trinity and as the subject of God’s actions 

pro nobis, including creation, the liberation of Israel from Egypt, the incarnation, 

Pentecost, the Parousia and so on (Duby, 2013:199).  

What Duby affirms is that a proper natural theology (i.e., properly appropriating general 

revelation) must be done under the guidance and purified illumination of the Spirit in the 

context of special revelation. This means to do natural theology is an act of worship when done 

in the community of God’s people and for his glory. Natural theology is very helpful in 

developing dogmatic explanations about created reality, and natural theology helps develop a 

theological metaphysics, a “pro-theology” philosophy to avoid reducing God to our creaturely 

categories (Schumacher, 2016). This is why Simplicity is such an important doctrine; it sustains 

the Creator and creature distinction and relationship. But the natural theology that is based in 

the doctrine of Simplicity needs to be contextualized by the particularities of special revelation 

and redemption in Christ.   

Creation and redemption are the theological foundations necessary for understanding the 

presence of Christ as found in the Eucharist and explain theological nihilism. In other words, the 

intelligible-mystery found in creation and redemption can be contrasted with theological 

nihilism (i.e., nothing, privation, brute fact, voluntarism, nominalism, un-intelligibility,265 and 

evil). As mentioned earlier, esse is the most primal gift that God gives because esse is the finite 

creature’s participation in the act of all acts, i.e., existence, e.g., the act of existence by which 

all of the rich universal, communal, and concrete details of reality are manifested and known. 

Essentia is the gift that determines what kind of being something is, and the essence 

determines the proper communal relationship that each being has with its Creator and the rest 

of creation. The gift of esse and essentia is a gift that God gives out of his Triune wisdom and 

love and good nature. Created or composed (esse/essentia) beings are revelatory as they act 

out of their God-given nature. Creation is composed of esse/essentia which is God’s donum 

given out of the abundance of his being and not out of any lack of his being, and creation in 

some way reflects God’s nature and glory on a finite mode of existence. In other words, the 

Archetypal is reflected in the ectypal.     

6.4 Participation, i.e., analogia participationis 

The doctrine of participation holds that creation exists because God is the originating, 

sustaining, and teleological cause of the created order. Creation has to participate in the gift of 

esse and essentia, which is the basis for the feeling of dependence and thankfulness. This is 

important as it relates to the Eucharist, which assumes that creation is a gift, and thankfulness 

 
264 “Peter van Mastrich, Theoretico-Practicia Theologia (Utrecht: Appels, 1724), I, 1, 22; Herman Bavinck, 
Prolegomena, vol. 1 of Reformed Dogmatics, ed. John Bolt, trans. John Vriend (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), pp.304-
305 and 318-322” (Duby, 2013:199:ff.9).  
265 Unintelligibility is a dark mystery not capable of being grasped by the mind because it gives no intelligible notes 
to grasp.  
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is the proper response to the gift of creation which can only be properly received in the meal of 

redemption that recognizes a right relationship to the Creator by the sacrifice of Christ. The gift 

of esse means to be brought forth out of nothingness and to stand out of the nothingness. The 

gift of essentia is the gift of God’s pre-defined order and form that reflects the glory of God (i.e., 

the finite participation in the Logos in an ectypal manner). As stated earlier the analogia 

participationis is the basis for the analogia entis which is the basis for the analogia revelationis, 

i.e., the order of knowing fits the order of being.  

The knowledge which we get of God by way of His revelation is therefore a knowledge 

of faith. It is not adequate, in the sense that it is not equivalent to the being of God, for 

God is infinitely exalted above all His creatures. Such knowledge is not purely symbolical 

either—that is to say, couched in expressions which we have arbitrarily formed and 

which do not correspond to any reality; instead this knowledge is ectypal (ectype: an 

impression, as in printing) or analogical (analogy: correspondence of similarity in form) 

because it is based on the likeness and relationship which, notwithstanding God’s 

absolute majesty, nevertheless exists between God and all the works of His hand. The 

knowledge which God grants us of Himself in nature and in Scripture is limited, finite, 

fragmentary, but it is nevertheless true and pure. Such is God as He has revealed 

Himself in his Word and specifically in and thorough Christ; and He alone is such as our 

hearts require (Bavinck, 1977:134).  

Bavinck’s doctrine of analogical knowledge mitigates against rationalism, i.e., the belief that 

reality can be comprehensibly known and the belief that the human mind is the only mind in 

reality. The analogical nature of knowledge means that we can truly know reality (contra 

skepticism; equivocal knowledge) without knowing reality exhaustively (contra rationalism); 

Bavinck mitigates against rationalism by emphasizing that knowledge is analogical and ectypal 

but not univocal. 

Bavinck brings out the revelatory and sacramental (symbolical) nature of general and special 

revelation. This revelatory and sacramental nature of reality is to be received by the imago dei 

and is properly understood via the Son of God.  

Antonio Lopez explains: 

Being created in the Son allows a fuller account of the classic doctrine of the imago Dei. 

The human being is a creature who is capable of receiving God and is always already 

turned towards him—so much so that, as Aquinas indicates, in every knowing and loving 

the human being implicitly knows and loves God (Lopez, 2014:157). 266   

Lopez, building off, Aquinas states that in any act of knowing the human being knows and loves 

God. If one takes the effects of sin and theological nihilism seriously and what Aquinas says 

 
266 “All cognitive beings also know God implicitly in any object of knowledge. Just as nothing has the note of 
appetibility except by likeness to the first goodness, so nothing is knowable except by likeness to the first truth” 
(Aquinas, De ver. Q. 22, a. 2, ad 1.).   
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about knowing and loving God in the act of knowing seriously then one has to acknowledge a 

paradox (subdoxy) results from the fall, i.e., a knowing and loving and unknowing and unloving 

that unbelief participates in; this is part of the analogia nihilationis. To use Bavinck’s insight, 

this means that the theological nihilist may accept God’s good gifts in a relative thankfulness, 

i.e., knowing and loving the good gifts of God and recognizing the gifts as participating in a 

relative goodness.  This accepting of God’s gifts by the unbeliever in a relative dependence is 

simultaneous with a subdoxical acknowledging and dismissing the Giver in an act of ingratitude 

by not embracing the absolute feeling of dependence in gratitude. The rejection of the giver 

happens because the reception of God’s gifts should come with a recognition and confession of 

the absolute dependence upon the Giver and thankfulness in the act of knowing and loving 

these gifts, i.e., a thankful recognition of the Giver that metaphysically grounds these gifts. This 

nihilation is always built off accepting the good gifts of God but then after accepting them 

grounding them in metaphysical nothingness. The analogia nihilationis always has to be done 

out of the feeling (knowledge) of dependence, or what may be called the revelation of 

giftedness. 

John Calvin expresses this thought in his Institutes: 

Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consist of two 
parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But, while joined by many bonds, which 
one precedes and brings forth the other is not easy to discern. In the turning his thoughts 
to the contemplation of God, in whom he “lives and moves” [Acts 17:28]. For, quite 
clearly, the mighty gifts with which we are endowed are hardly from ourselves; indeed, 
our very being is nothing but subsistence in the one God (Calvin, 1973:35).267  

This means that on some level the non-believer in the order of knowing (ectypal finite level of 
reality) experiences a knowing and loving in “thankfulness” but this knowing and loving does not 
come with an acknowledgment (but does have a feeling that is suppressed) of the absolute 
dependence upon God. This rejection is always done with some knowledge of the truth that our 
endowments cannot come from ourselves along with the irrational response of having no desire 
to seek, turn towards, and thank the Giver of these gifts. The unbeliever needs what the Eucharist 
signifies so their guilt may be dealt with and they will no longer desire to suppress the feeling of 
absolute dependence.  

Simon Oliver (reflecting Aquinas) states it this way—"God exists essentially (ens per essentiam), 
creation exists by participation (ens per participationem)” (2017: 47). God is the sustaining cause 
that gifts existence to creation in an act of continual donation. Oliver again: “creation in itself is 
nothing because it is continual receipt of its being from God . . . God sustains creation in existence 
‘out of nothing’ at every moment. Creation hovers over nothingness at every instant, held in 
existence only by God’s sustaining power” (Ibid.: 48).   

 
267 Institutes, 1.1.1. 
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Another way to state the analogia entis is that to some extent the gift of esse reflects the Giver. 
The analogia entis accounts for the dissimilarity of God and creation (i.e., creator and creature 
distinction) and the analogical character of creation to its Creator (Creator and creature 
relationship). The analogia entis is by virtue of analogia participationis, i.e., creatures do not 
possess being in themselves but participate in the gift of being. David Bentley Hart explains the 
analogia entis as the “idea that all finite things ‘partake of’ being rather than intrinsically 
possessing it, and that God alone—and in himself—is the source of all being as such” (2017:101).  

Hart, explaining Przywara’s doctrine of the analogia entis, states:  

Before all else one must grasp, that for Przywara, the ontological analogy does not treat 
‘being’ as some genus under which God and the creature—or the infinite and the finite—
are placed at distinct instances. Quite the reverse, in fact; it is precisely being that is to be 
understood as analogous; and it is precisely any univocal concept of being—any notion 
that God and creatures alike are ‘beings’ comprehended by ‘being as such’—that the 
analogia entis, as a principle, denies. The proper proportion of the analogy, after all, is 
that of the maior dissimilitudo . . . that separates God from any creature. So transcendent 
is God, one might say, that even being—that barest, most basic, most primordial of 
attributions—is only analogous between him and his creation (Hart, 2017: 99).268 

Hart brings out the following points about the analgoia entis via Przywara: 

1. In the analogia entis, there is no genus of being under which God and creatures fall.  
2. Being can only be used analogously of God and creatures and not univocally. 
3. Hence the analogia entis brings about a major qualitative dissimilarity (maior 

dissimilitudo) between God and creation.  

The analogia entis finds its basis in the doctrine of the Simplicity of God and the doctrine of the 

Trinity. In some analogous manner, the created order reflects the Creator, but this can never be 

at the expense of the Creator/creature distinction. Both of these transcendent realities are the 

basis for the transcendentals that exist in the created order. This is why being reflects the 

nature of God, and the transcendentals are ectypal reflections of the creator.  

6.5 Analogia participationis, the Trinity, and the Incarnation 

Along with the doctrine of Simplicity, the doctrines of the Trinity and incarnation play an 

essential role both in explaining and understanding the analogia entis. As stated earlier the 

analogia entis269 assumes that a Simple God creates a world composed of the most primal gift 

 
268 It is well beyond this project to enter the whole debate over Przywara’s analogia entis, but he was accused of 
collapsing the Creator/creature distinction (Barth) and he was accused of not allowing for any relation between 
the Creator and his creation (Jungel).  
269 The doctrine of analogy is grounded in the theological/metaphysical principle that effect(s) reflect their cause(s) 
(i.e., the principle of proportionate causality). This means that metaphysics, epistemology, and language are 
analogical rather than equivocal or univocal. Metaphysical equivocity means that there is no relationship, i.e., no 
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of esse and essentia, and in some dissimilar qualitative manner, this created gift is analogous to 

God.  

Giles Emery referring to Aquinas explains that the “relations of divine persons (paternity, 

filiation, and procession), insofar as they are identified with these persons themselves, are the 

origin of the distinction and of the multiplicity of creatures. The plurality of creatures, in the 

extraordinary diversity of an ordered universe, finds its source in the personal relation of God 

the Trinity” (Emery, 2011:171). Creation assumes an act of communication of being by the 

Father via the Logos (ad extra) that in some manner reflects the ad intra relations (i.e., eternal 

generation of the Son)270 of the divine persons. The analogia entis presupposes the Trinity and 

likewise reflects the Triune God on the created mode of existence. Moreover, the Son is in the 

very image of the Father (perfect image), takes on human nature in the incarnation, and 

perfectly displays the missio dei. The Logos asarkos of eternity (autotheos in nature and 

eternally generated Son in his person) was revealed in creation and the incarnation (Logos 

ensarkos) which reveals the Trinity in redemptive history.271  

As mentioned earlier, the analogia entis is the metaphysical basis for the epistemological 

analogia revelationis, and both fall under the analogia participationis. The two go together and 

cannot be separated because they are united in Christ and his relationship to the Father and 

Holy Spirit. What God reveals to us is ultimately grounded in who and what he is, and this is 

seen in his revelation of himself. Therefore, the analogia entis and the analogia revelationis are 

grounded in God’s Simplicity, Triunity, and the incarnation, which creates the context for the 

presence of Christ found in the Eucharist.  

6.6 Christ as the mediator of the analogia participations and the Eucharist 

Dogmatic explanations find their ontological grounding in the Triune God and the unique 

epistemological status of the Logos revealed in general and special revelation. Dogmatic 

 
analogia participationis between God as a cause and creation as an effect (i.e., some forms of deism and 
naturalism). A univocal cause means that the effect (i.e., creation) would be exactly like the cause (i.e., God) that 
is, on the same mode of being as the cause, hence we can know his essence (ontologism) and hence language 
about God and creation is isomorphic (theopanism and pantheism).  
270 “It is the eternal, necessary act of the First Person of the Trinity, by which, within the same divine being, He is 
the ground for the existence of a second person, equal to His own person, and by which He makes this second 
person share in the possession of the divine being without thereby, any split taking place” (Vos, 2012:60).  
271 The term of autotheos is “a term applied to each of the persons of the Trinity, in particular to the Son and the 
Spirit, in order to identify them as divine by nature rather than by grace. The term is specifically applied to the Son 
to distinguish him from ‘sons’ by creation and ‘sons’ by adoption” (Muller, 2017:49). Micheal Horton explains the 
doctrine of the autotheos: ”Calvin highlighted the distinction between the shared divine essence and the unique 
attributes of the persons that distinguish each from the other. The essence is unbegotten, but only the Father is 
unbegotten in his personhood. Granted the autotheos is a bold way of stating the ontological equality of the 
person in their distinct subsistence . . . each person as autotheos in his shared essence, yet the Father as the 
source of the persons of the Son and the Spirit, navigated between tendencies of toward subordinationism on the 
one side and modalism on the other” (Horton, 2011:289). It is beyond the scope of this work to defend this 
position for a modern explanation and defense of the autotheos, see Brannon Ellis’ Calvin, Classical Trinitarianism, 
& The Aseity Of The Son, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2012).  
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explanations include all of the particularity of redemption and the universality of revelation 

found in creation in the gift of esse and essentia. The Logos (asarkos and ensarkos) is the basis 

for the origin, sustenance, teleology, mediation, 272 and intelligibility of creation.   

Christ is the cosmic mediator of the universal and the embodied particulars of history, and in 
Christ, there is no “ugly broad ditch”273 between history and reason. In Christ, the particulars 
participate in the transcendent, and embodied reality engenders a Eucharistic existence via a 
sacramental revelation; in Christ all revelation is united and in him all things will be fulfilled.  
 
To participate in the Eucharist is to participate and celebrate the gift of esse and essentia within 

the redemptive context of God’s historical act of salvation accomplished by the incarnate Logos 

(i.e., grace eschatologically restores nature). The Eucharist is a gift given by the Triune God to 

the church, as a means of grace, during the church’s pilgrim’s journey.  This gift falls under the 

broader themes of the covenant of redemption and grace. When the Eucharist is received by 

faith and with thanksgiving, the believer’s mystical union with Christ is strengthened (by the 

Holy Spirit), and we are drawn closer to the love of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The gift of 

the Eucharist is one of the means of grace, that forms us into the intelligible image of the Son of 

God. This intelligible imaging is done by changing our will to desire what is good and 

transforming our intellect to know what is true and is mediated by embracing the beautiful. 

That is, to be in union with the incarnate Logos fulfills the notion of ontological truth found in 

the analogia entis. Therefore, redemption involves an existential change (e.g., sanctification) 

but not an ontological change of the nature of the redeemed person. In redemption, the nature 

of the creature starts to be formed in the image of Christ so it may reach the potential for 

which it was created (i.e., to reflect God’s glory) but the nature remains the same. Intelligibility 

and presence go together. Where God is revealed and Eucharistically embraced, He is present. 

The presence of God is revealed in the believer who embraces the person and work of Christ 

and then is transformed into his image. This means that God’s intelligible glory will be reflected 

in the church.  

 

 
272 This project assumes that Christ is the mediator of creation, but this mediation will be defended in such a way 
as to avoid any hint of intra-trinitarian subordinationism.  
273 Herman Bavinck on Lessing’s ugly ditch. “The ‘truths of history’ accordingly, are not accidental, least of all the 
truths of the history of revelation. They are necessary to the degree that without them all of history and all of 
humankind would fall apart. History is the bearer of the thoughts of God, the revelation of God’s intent, which 
over and over filled the apostle Paul with wonder and adoration, the revelation of mystery, without which human 
beings grope around in the dark. The ‘truths of reason’ of which Lessing spoke, on the other hand, are far from 
necessary. Kant’s critique has shown that to be otherwise. Precisely with respect to the ‘necessary truths of 
reason’ a doubt filled skepticism prevails today. Hence the relation is exactly the reverse of what Lessing believed. 
Their historical is now understood in its eternal significance, and the rational has evinced its mutability . . . The 
center of that revelation is the person of Christ. And Christ is a historical person: his incarnation, his suffering and 
death, his resurrection and ascension to heaven are not susceptible of repetition. Indeed, it is integral to the 
incarnation that he enters history and live in the form(s) of time” (Bavinck, 2003: 379-380).  
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6.7 The Trinity, creation and the Logos  

The Trinity is the basis for the analogia participationis found in creation and redemption along 

with the particularity found in the incarnation and the Eucharist because of the personal 

relations found in the Trinity. Bavinck on the importance of the Logos for creation: 

The Father expresses all his thought, and his entire being in the one personal Word, and 

the idea of the world consequently is contained in the Logos. Accordingly, the Logos can 

be called ‘a certain kind of form, a form which is not itself formed but the forma of all 

things that have been formed’ [Augustine, Sermon 117] . . . In him, the Father 

contemplates the idea of the world itself . . . He is the Logos by whom the Father 

created all things (Bavinck, 2003:425).  

Bavinck brings out the following points: 

1. The Father expresses his thought and entire being in his personal Word. 

2. The Logos is the basis for the idea of the world and the archetypal forma of all created 

ectypal forms.  

3. It is by the Logos the world was created.  

Because the analogia entis is mediated by the Logos, when the analogia entis is rejected and 

supressed, so is the revelation of the Logos is rejected and supressed. The analogia entis is 

what holds the truth suppressor all the more accountable because it is the most primal 

revelatory gift. Everyone is accountable because truth suppression is always done out of 

knowledge and engagement of God’s revelation on the pre-cognitive, insita, and rational levels 

of knowing. The transcendentals, (e.g., unity, truth, goodness, and beauty) are grounded in the 

analogia entis and are revealed in creation; to deny them is an anti-Eucharistic act of truth 

suppression. The analogia entis is the basis for the archetypal/ectypal distinction on which all of 

revelation is understood and based. 274  

6.8 Excurses on Van Til and Bavinck and the personal analogia entis-revelationis   

Van Til would certainly reject certain forms of the analogia entis that would compromise the 
Creator/creature distinction, via some pantheistic chain of being ontology. He does embrace a 
type of personal analogia entis that allows for qualitative dissimilarity between Creator and 
creature, while embracing a personal similarity. Van Til states, “As Christians we say that we can 
be like God and must be like God in that we are persons, but we must always be unlike God in 
that he is an absolute person while we are finite persons” (Van Til, 2008:33). Van Til focuses on 
the personal similarity to “be like God,” and the personal dissimilarity in that God is an 

 
274 See Willem J. Van Asselt’s The Fundamental Meaning of Theology: Archetypal and Ectypal Theology 
Seventeenth-Century Reformed Thought (Westminster Theological Journal, 64, 2002, 319-335).   
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“absolute person”275 and humans are “finite persons.” So, the personal nature of God makes 
the incarnation fitting without losing the incomprehensible mystery involved in God’s 
transcendence; this can be referred to as the personal analogia entis.  

James Baird lays out Van Til’s philosophy of revelation as it relates to Christology: 

We might say, then, that according to Van Til’s philosophy of revelation, all of history 

radiates with revelation: ‘the revelation of the absolute God [is] everywhere found in 

the created universe, so that no matter where man would turn, to himself or to nature 

about him, he would meet God.’276 God’s revelation of himself and his eschatological 

plan is in one covenantal scheme constituted by two forms (natural and special). Both 

forms of revelation are Christologically generated, cohered, and oriented; they are 

created by Christ, sustained by his work in redemption and are so tightly knit that the 

natural and special revelation issuing from Christ’s activity cannot be divided in the 

human consciousness, but must be organically integrated by the human subject in the 

categories of Christ’s eschatological person and work in order to be understood. In 

short, Van Til’s metaphysics and epistemology are inherently Christological. The 

particulars and the universals of reality are couched in the broader situation of the 

triune God’s historically unfolding revelatory intentions in Christ, and the human subject 

must interact with his objects of inquiry with this redemptive-historical truth in mind 

(Baird, 2015:92).  

Van Til holds that Christ unites all of reality and revelation (general and special), and he is the 
mediator of creation and redemption. The two forms of revelation are to be distinguished but 
never separated because they cohere and are oriented in and towards Christ. Van Til holds 
God’s covenant with Adam involved both general and special revelation. God creates nature 
along with its regularity and the regularity of nature is the background for God’s grace and all of 
God’s covenants. Moreover, nature and its regularity is the  backdrop for the sacramentality of 
the trees in the garden and what they represent, i.e., the tree of obedience and life (i.e., the 
tree of life as a means of grace) and the tree of rebellion (tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil). These themes of the Eucharist and anti-eucharist were found in the sacramental trees of 
the garden and are also found in Paul’s understanding of the Lord’s supper; Paul discusses the 
Eucharistic “table of the Lord” and the anti-eucharistic “table of demons” (I Corinthians 
10:21b).  
 
Bavinck like Van Til expresses the universality of God’s revelation in creation and how nature 
has the in and beyond (Przywara) dynamic:  

The world itself rests on revelation; revelation is the presupposition, the foundation, the 

secret of all that exists in all its forms. The deeper science pushes its investigation, the 

 
275 This goes against the normal formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity, i.e., God is one in Nature and three in 
Persons; hence, it does not fit the traditional orthodoxy to call God a Person. Calling God a Person is Van Til 
reacting against those who would treat the Nature or Being of God as if it were impersonal.  
276 (Van Til, 1974; cited in Baird, 2015:92)  
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more clearly will it discover that revelation underlies all created being. In every moment 

of time beats the pulse of eternity; every point in space is filled with the omnipresence 

of God; the finite is supported by the infinite, all becoming is rooted in being. Together 

with all created beings, that special revelation which comes to us in the Person of Christ 

is built on these presuppositions. The foundations of creation and redemption are the 

same (Bavinck, 2018:24).  

Like Van Til what Bavinck expresses fits the extra calvinisticum in that the Logos manifested 

himself in a restricted human nature (Logos ensarkos), but he did not stop being unrestricted 

(Logos asarkos). The divine Logos asarkos did not stop being a Simple being and the conserving 

cause of reality who presently gives esse to all creatures (Colossians 1:15-17) while also being 

the risen God-man who offers his body and blood for his church (1:18-20). This means all of 

reality is revelational because of the Logos.  

6.9  Doctrine of the Personal Relations within the Trinity and the ratio for creation 

The doctrine of the relationship of the persons of the Trinity is the ratio for creation. The 

eternal perichortic communication between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is the very basis for 

creating. Given the nature of theological mystery, it is not possible to fully know what it means 

for the Trinity to be the ratio, but one can know that fecundity of the Trinitarian relations is 

reflected in the act of creation and the revelation of creation. Both Aquinas and Herman 

Bavinck hold that the Trinity is the ratio for creation and accounts for the possibility and 

actuality of creation.  

Gilles Emery explains Aquinas on this doctrine:   

In fact, St. Thomas developed a profoundly Trinitarian idea of creation. Weaving a 

coherent synthesis which closely binds together faith in the Triune God, creation and 

the economy of grace. Thomas systematically presented the Trinitarian principles acting 

within creation, and their repercussions for understanding of the created world . . . the 

procession of the divine persons are the cause of creation (Emery, 2007:338).  

 

On this doctrine Bavinck states: 

 

But Scripture and therefore Christian theology knows emanation and creation, a twofold 

communication of God—one within and the other outside the divine being; one to the 

Son who was in the beginning with God and was himself God, and another to the 

creatures who originated in time; one from the being and another from the will of God. 

The former is called generation; the latter creation. By generation, from all eternity the 

full image of God is communicated to the Son, by creation only a weak and pale image 

of God is communicated to the creature. Still, the two are connected. Without 

generation, creation would not be possible. If in an absolute sense, God could not 

communicate himself to the Son, he would be even less able, in a relative sense, to 
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communicate himself to his creatures. If he were not triune, creation would not be 

possible (Bavinck, 2004:420).  

 

Bavinck puts the theology of eternal generation and creation under the analogy of 

communication. Bavinck holds that creation (an analogia similitude) is a “weak and pale image” 

of God. The analogia entis is why nominalism and voluntarism are irrational because in some 

distant manner the created order reflects the unchanging nature of God and one should submit 

to this revelation.  Van Til holds that “God’s being is exhaustively rational;”277 hence, in some 

small way the natural light of reason reflects God’s absolute rationality (Van Til, 2008:303).  

6.10 In conclusion of chapter six  

This chapter has focused on the analogia participationis (entis/revelationis) and how the 

doctrines of Simplicity, Trinity, and incarnation ground these above analogia. It is important 

that these analogia be understood without disregarding the particularity of God’s covenants 

and the particularity of the incarnation. The next chapter will focus on the intelligibility and 

mystery and the ways one knows the intelligible-mystery of the presence of the Logos. This 

theme is important because this thesis focus on the presence of the Logos found in the 

intelligibility of creation in general and the Eucharist in particular.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
277 Strictly speaking, God is not rational in the sense that he does not ratiocinate, i.e., go through a process of 
reasoning. This is why knowing intuitively is to know most like God. Intuition starts with the Logos/logos intuitive 
revelation or with nothing. “It must be said at the outset that knowledge, in its highest and most perfect state, is 
intuitive knowledge. God knows by intuition. Angelic intellects comprehend their own essence intuitively since 
their essence is intelligible in act” (Possenti, 2014:72). The face to face meeting with Christ in the glorified state will 
be the most intelligible experience the believer will ever have.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

INTELLIGIBILITY AND PRINCIPLE OF SUFFICIENT REASON (PSR)  

7.1 Intelligibility, Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR), and kinds of knowledge (pre-cognitive 

insitia, cognitive insita, and aquisita knowledge) 

7.1.1 Introduction    

This project is focusing on intelligibility found in general and special revelation especially as 

intelligibility relates to apologetics and dogmatic explanations. Dogmatic explanations assume 

that the world is intelligible because God has created a world that is revelational. Revelation is 

found within consciousness, conscience, and the external created order, and revelation is found 

in the person and work of Christ that is attested to by word and sacrament and self-evidenced 

by the Holy Spirit. The intelligibility of reality is revealed subjectively and objectively. 

Intelligibility is the basis for natural theology and dogmatic theology. A natural (general 

revelation) and dogmatic theology (special revelation) presupposes the world is irreducibly 

intelligible; there are no brute facts, and the intelligibility of the world is grounded in the fully 

intelligible, Simple-Triune God.  

7.1.2 Simplicity, Intelligibility, and the Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR)   

Dogmatic explanations assume the Principle of Sufficient Reason, i.e., God is perfectly 

intelligible and what he creates is intelligible. The PSR is part of natural theology and is attained 

by philosophical reflection and is revealed in the scriptures. William Norris Clarke defines the 

PSR this way: “Principle of Sufficient Reason: Every real being must have a sufficient reason 

(grounding its intelligibility) either in itself or some other real being” (Clarke, 2001:318).278 Scott 

Sullivan defines the PSR in the following manner: “Whatever exists has an act of being (a reason 

why it is distinct from nothing) either in itself or from another” (Sullivan, 2015:99).279  

1. The PSR holds that every real being must have a grounding for its intelligibility either 

in itself or from another. 

2. The PSR means that any act of being must either be from itself or another, i.e., have 

its reason for being from itself or from another.  

3. The PSR as related to the analogia participationis entails that a being that is its own 

reason for existing and intelligibility, by virtue of its own nature, is Simple 

 
278 Alexander Pruss states the PSR in this way: “Everything that is the case must have a reason why it is the case” 
(Pruss, 2006:1). 
279 The PSR is related to but different from what is known as the principle of causality. Edward Feser explains: “One 
difference is that, while a cause must be distinct from its effect, there need not be a distinction between a 
sufficient reason and that for which it is a sufficient reason. That is to say, though nothing can be the cause of 
itself, there could in principle be something which is self-explanatory . . . A related difference is that while . . . the 
principle of causality does not entail that everything has a cause, PSR does entail that everything has a sufficient 
reason. Everything which has a cause has its sufficient reason in something distinct from it, whereas if there is 
something that does not have a cause, it would have to have its sufficient reason in itself. All causes are reasons in 
the sense of making their effects intelligible, but not all reasons are causes” (Feser, 2017:148). 
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(unparticipated being), or a being is one that receives the gift of existence from 

another; therefore, this being is composed (i.e., participated being).   

It is only a Simple being that can exist in and of itself and be its own sufficient reason. The PSR 

ties together metaphysics (i.e., God is his own existence) with intelligibility (i.e., God is the 

reason for his own existence). The assumption is that because God is pure existence, he is also 

pure intelligibility and because his being is Simple then the two are coterminous. God’s nature 

is the reason for his existence, and God’s nature is the reason for his pure intelligibility and not 

because of anything outside of himself, i.e., God is a se.  

This PSR mitigates against any kind of ontological brute fact. Sullivan defines ontological brute 

fact: “This kind of brute fact would be a being whose existence is utterly unexplainable and 

attributable to nothing; a thing that exists neither because of itself nor because of another. 

There is absolutely no ontological explanation for its existence” (2015:96). An ontological brute 

fact is not an epistemological problem (i.e., we do not know what the fact is but in principle we 

can know) but a metaphysical problem, hence the fact is irreducibly unknowable. An 

ontological brute fact has no explanation in principle because it is metaphysically brute (i.e., in 

the order of being) and mute (i.e., in the order of knowing the fact sends forth no intelligible 

notes).  

It is not the purpose of this project to go into detail about how to refute the notion of brute 

facts. But below are a few arguments against brute facts in favor of a PSR offered by Edward 

Feser: 

We also suppose that our cognitive faculties track truth and standards of rational 

argumentation rather than leading us to embrace conclusion in a way that has no 

connection to truth or logic. But if PSR is false, we could have no reason for thinking that 

any of this is really the case. For all we know, what moves or cause us to assent to a 

claim might have absolutely nothing to do with deliverances of our cognitive faculties, 

and our cognitive faculties themselves might in turn have the deliverance they do in a 

way that has nothing to do with truth or standards of logic . . . Now this would apply to 

any grounds we might have for doubting the PSR as much as it destroys any other 

conclusion we might draw. Hence, to doubt or deny PSR undercuts any ground we could 

have for doubting or denying PSR (Feser, 2017:150).   

1. The PSR presupposes that our cognitive faculties track truth, and our reasoning 

connects us to the truth. 

2. If PSR is false, we would have no grounds to assume that our reasoning connects us with 

the truth.  

3. If one had no reason to believe our mind connects us to the truth that would include the 

“truth,” that the PSR is false, which leads to an absurdity.   

Below, Feser argues against someone who wants to make brute fact the primal constituent of 

reality. Reality must be grounded in something self-explanatory and not something 
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inexplicable; Feser explains that reality must terminate in something self-explanatory and not 

brute fact:  

 It must terminate in something that is self-explanatory and can thus impart explanatory 

power without having to derive it. Something that is unexplained cannot do that. 

Something that is explained only by reference to something else also cannot do that, for 

it will be just one more thing that has to derive whatever explanatory power it has. Only 

what is purely actual, without parts has existence as its very essence, and is thus 

absolutely necessary can do that, because only such a thing is self-explanatory (Ibid.: 

287).  

Notice that a self-explanatory being has to be without parts because if that being was 

composed of parts, then each part would have to be explained. The explanation of a composed 

being would have to include how that being is composed of these parts in order to make it a 

whole (i.e., what gives esse to essentia). Only a being that is purely intelligible can be its own 

reason for existing, i.e., a Simple God of pure intelligibility, so he is his own explanation, and he 

is the only one that can know his explanation (i.e., his essence is only knowable unto himself). 

Moreover, esse is necessary for intelligibility because it would make no sense to say that 

“nothing” or brute fact is intelligible. Something must have esse in order for it to be intelligible, 

and for a compound being that has an esse that is distinct from its essentia then that esse has 

to actualize an essentia and that esse has to be given as a gift from God alone.  

As has been mentioned earlier, Simplicity is the metaphysically necessary precondition for 

existence and for the intelligibility of creation, the incarnation, and the Eucharist. Because God 

is unrestricted in his being, he is free to reveal himself on any mode of existence. Therefore, he 

is free to create beings that participate in the gift of intelligibility because he does not 

participate in the gift of intelligibility but has full intelligibility within himself.   

7.2       Mystery  

7.2.1 Mystery and Explanation  

  

The doctrine of created mystery is grounded in the incomprehensibility of the Simple-Triune 

God (archetypal), and his manifestation of himself in creation (ectypal).280 Theological mystery 

assumes that there is something knowable and unknowable in any experience of reality 

because of the divine Logos. Creation ex-nihilo is foundational to the concepts of truth and 

mystery as found in God’s revelation of himself. Given the nature of God’s existence and 

intelligibility, he is irreducibly incomprehensible to the created intellect. He is only 

comprehensible unto himself because his knowing and being are one. His existence is the basis 

for the intelligibility of the created order. Because God is incomprehensible, he must reveal 

himself through ectypal creaturely modes of being and knowing. He condescends and reveals 

 
280 For a helpful treatment on the topic of paradox and mystery, see: James Anderson’s Paradox in Christian 
Theology: An Analysis of Its Presence, Character, and Epistemic Status (Wipf & Stock Publishing; 2007).  
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himself in an accommodated piecemeal, analogous manner to the creature’s mind. The fact 

that all of created reality comes from God means that there is an organic one and many 

relationships that in some manner reflect him.  

       

As seen in an earlier chapter, the analogia entis is grounded in the doctrine of the Simplicity, as 

well as the doctrine of the Trinity. In some analogous manner, the created order reflects the 

Creator, but this can never be at the expense of the Creator/creature distinction, hence 

mystery is metaphysically inevitable. Both of the doctrines of the Simplicity and Triunity of God 

are the ontological basis for the transcendentals that exist in the created order and the 

transcendentals make creation intelligible. This is why being reflects the nature of God and the 

transcendentals are reflected in creation on an ectypal mode of existence that icons God’s 

archetypal existence.  

The rejection of objective essences along with the rejection of the transcendentals lends itself 

to the rejection of the doctrine of creation. When God creates, what he makes will be 

intelligible because creation images and participates in his archetypal knowledge on an ectypal 

mode of existence (i.e., the forms in his mind become embodied). The intelligibility of creation 

is grounded in God’s divine essence. God knows the many ways his essence is “imitable by his 

creatures—at least the image or vestige of that perfection may be expressed in some way in 

creatures. That is, the creatures themselves, as they are conceived in the divine mind are the 

idea or image of that nature which they have in themselves” (Ames, 1995:95).281  

The doctrine of mystery is not an intellectual copout, nor should mystery be avoided in 

dogmatic explanations because it is the “lifeblood of dogmatics” (Bavinck). Moreover, mystery 

is the lifeblood of liturgy because the knowledge that takes place between the Creator and 

creature happens in the act of worship. Those who hold to the univocity of being will be less 

likely to appeal to mystery and see the necessity of participating in liturgy. The quest of those 

who hold to the univocity of being is to define God and reduce him to our categories of being.  

 

When God is reduced to univocal categories then God is often found to be rationally wanting. 

This kind of univocal reduction only makes sense if the one doing the critique is a non-believer 

because he can only trade in creaturely categories because there is no doctrine of the analogia 

participationis, i.e., only the natural world exists. Therefore, everything is reduced to this world 

including “god.”  

 

 

 
281 See Richard A. Muller’s, Calvinist Thomism Revisited: William Ames (1576–1633) and the Divine Ideas, found in 
From Rome to Zurich, between Ignatius and Vermigli (Brill, 2017).  

 

https://brill.com/view/title/33956
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St. Hilary of Poitiers explains the method of reducing God to creaturely categories even by 

theologians who participate in nihilistic reductions.  

While I was thus engaged there came to light certain fallacies of rash and wicked men 
hopeless for themselves and merciless towards others, who made their own feeble 
nature the measure of the might of God’s nature. They claimed, not that they had 
ascended to an infinite knowledge of infinite things, but that they reduced all 
knowledge, undefined before, within the scope of ordinary reason, and fixed the limits 
of the faith (1997:44). But if there is an inconceivable distinction between us and God, 
why do they set up the weaknesses of our own nature as a rule and canon for God, 
subjecting the nature that is mightier than all necessity to that necessities of our 
weaknesses? They are caught doing something absurd and unreasonable. They are 
constructing the archetypes from the types and the truth from things that imitate the 
truth. They are giving the second place of honor to that which has the first and arriving 
at their conception of the first through things that have second place after it (Ibid.:I-XV).  
 

1. The method of theological nihilism is to set up the human nature as the rule and canon 

for God. That is, fallen men make God into their image and reduce him to creaturely 

categories, hence no mystery and no need for liturgy that participates in the 

transcendence.  

2. St. Hilary of Poitiers explains the fallen human tendency to construct “archetypes from 

the types and the truth from things that imitate the truth” (Ibid.). This is religion based 

on one mind and not two minds (duos intellectus constituta), therefore a religion built 

on human autonomy.  This reduces the transcendental res to the immanent signum.  

 

Some critiques of the classical understanding of God (i.e., God is Simple and Triune in the 

creedal sense along with the Chalcedon definition) are done by theologians who hold Cartesian 

and analytic assumptions of clarity and univocity (on the level of mathematics) as the standards 

of rationality. These assumptions hold that the criteria for God to be rationally acceptable is 

that he must be reducible to clear and distinct ideas of the creaturely categories. To theologize 

in this manner is to participate in an analogia nihilationis because it is reducing God to 

creaturely categories. When creaturely categories are used to critique and understand God 

then these categories function as the “archetype(s)” of reality. This kind of approach assumes 

the univocity of being, and God is subject to the same categories as creatures. This approach is 

contrary to the assumption that God is metaphysically primary in the order of being; therefore, 

he is the archetypal basis in the order of knowing.  

 

Dogmaticians should not assume that created categories are the primary metaphysical and 

epistemological categories for God and he is subject to those categories. God, in the nature of 

the case, is incomprehensible; his infinite mode of existence is qualitatively different from the 

creature’s finite mode of existence. So his revelation has to come in a manner that can be 
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known truly but never exhaustively; “one can know neither what God is (quid)282 nor how God 

is (quomodo); One can grasp only that God is (quia est), what God is not (quid non est), and how 

he is not (quomodo non est)” (Emery, 2007:53). This means that mystery is the result of God’s 

Simplicity and Triunity, and in some dissimilar qualitative way, the created order reflects the 

mystery of his glory.  

 

The creature is completely metaphysically dependent upon God in the order of existence, and 

the creature is completely dependent upon God in the order of knowing. The feeling of 

dependence (Bavinck) touches upon all of reality; hence, it covers all the transcendentals 

including the transcendental of truth (i.e., intelligibility). The feeling of dependence includes the 

feeling that one is completely dependent upon the intelligibility that the mind receives as a gift 

along with the feeling of the mystery that surrounds this intelligibility.  

 

This analogia participationis assumes that mystery exists because of the relationship of the 

infinite mind to the created mind and this relationship should result in worship.  

 

Nothing should motivate true Christian worship more than the majestic mystery of God. 

Things that we understand, that we can wrap our minds around, are rarely objects of 

worship. We may seek to control them. We may try to manipulate them. We may want 

to change them. But we will not worship them, not really. If what we are seeking is true 

worship, it is the riches of the mystery of God and His ways in the world that will 

produce and motivate worship in us to Him. (Oliphint, 2016:1).  

 

Mystery should be humbly accepted and bring about thankfulness, adoration, and worship. 

Dogmatic mystery should not be approached as a problem to be solved by the primacy of 

rational ingenuity but the basis for liturgy and worship.  

 

Michael B. Foster, when speaking about the Anglican theologian E. L. Mascall explains Mascall’s 

position on theological mystery: 

 

Dr. Mascall suggested that it is characteristic of the analytical philosopher to treat all 

mysteries as puzzles. For him there are problems, which the scientist solves, and 

puzzles, which the philosopher resolves. But for the Christian theologian, there must be 

a third thing also, namely, mysteries, which remain mysterious even when understood, 

because, though understood, they exceed our comprehension (Foster, 1957:19). 

 

 
282 We can know something of the “what” of God on the ectypal existence when it is adapted to our mode of 
knowing and also know that in some mysterious way (i.e., non-quidditative knowledge of God’s essence) reveals 
the archetypal “what” but we can never know the archetypal “what” on God’s mode of existence. The problem 
occurs when theologians and philosophers try to use the ectypal knowledge as a basis to determine what the 
nature of the archetypal “patterns.” 
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When theological mysteries are treated as problems to be solved rather than mysteries to be 

adored, then rationalism replaces liturgy, and conceptual domination replaces the Eucharist 

and worship becomes superfluous.  

 

There is a sense one can know the what and how of God as revealed in ectypal realities. For 

example, we may know how God shows His love by sending his Son to die for our sins and 

therefore indirectly know something about his essence, i.e., a non-quidditative knowledge of 

his essence. The quid and quomodo are given in the revelation of the incarnation on the ectypal 

level of existence, and that is why historical particularity is so important for the Christian faith, 

i.e., participation in the Eucharist and the particularities of the bread and wine in order to 

participate in the ascended Christ.  

 

The presence of the Holy Spirit working in the local Church and the local and particular lives of 

the believers is important. This particularity should not be overlooked by reducing the faith to a 

set of coherent propositions (i.e., not accepting the mystery) at the expense of the 

particularized narrative of the incarnation worked out in a believer’s life and all the mystery this 

entails.283 The participation in the Eucharist is a participation in one common table, with one 

common Lord, by one common Spirit, and with one common people, including the 

particularities of each person’s experiences and struggles. But to treat the faith only as 

adherence to propositions is to miss the importance of the presence of God in the particulars of 

life. To make the faith devoid of propositions is to make the faith devoid of truth and revelation 

but to make the faith devoid of mystery is to have no faith at all.  

7.2.2 Mystery and ontologism 

There is no mystery in God’s knowledge of Himself. God knows his being perfectly and 

completely, and it is the case that God is the most knowable being there is to be known, but 

only to Himself.284  

 
283 Peter Kreeft and Ronald Tacelli give a helpful description of the importance and limitations of propositions. 
“Propositions are not expressions of the act of believing, but expressions of the content believed. Liturgical and 
moral acts express the act of believing. However, the propositions are not the ultimate objects of faith, but only 
the proximate objects of faith. They are manifold, but the ultimate object of faith is one. The ultimate object of 
faith is not words but God’s Word (singular)—indeed, God himself. The propositions are the map or structure of 
faith; God is the real existing object of faith . . . It is equally wrong to stop at propositions and not have your faith 
reach out to the living God, or to denigrate propositions as dispensable or even harmful to a living faith. Without a 
live relationship to the living God, propositions are pointless, for their point is to point beyond themselves to God” 
(Kreeft & Tacelli, 1994:29-30). Propositions and their aboutness is sacramental, i.e., propositions participate in and 
point to something beyond themselves.    
284 “God knows his own being to its very depths in one eternal act of knowledge. There are no hidden depths in 
one eternal act of knowledge. There are no hidden depths in the being of God that he has not explored. In the 
being of God therefore possibility is indentical with reality and potentiality is identical with actuality. In this repect 
the knowledge of God is wholly different from ours. We can never know the full depth of our being. With us 
potentiality must always be deeper than actuality. God’s knowledge is as incommunicable as is his being. God’s 
knowledge is what it is because his being is what it is” (Van Til, 2003:25-26). 
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Each thing is knowable to the extent that it has actuality, and so God, who is pure 

actuality without any admixture of potentiality, is in Himself maximally knowable 

(maxime cognoscibilis). But what is maximally knowable in its own right may not be 

knowable to some intellect because its intelligibility is too great for that intellect—just 

as the sun, which is maximally visible, cannot be seen by a bat because its light is too 

great. Taking note of this fact, some have claimed that no created intellect can see 

God’s essence (Aquinas, ST I-I. Q 12. CO 1).  

This explanation of intelligibility by Aquinas avoids the heresy of ontologism (i.e., for Aquinas 

we cannot know God’s essence directly) while allowing for the intelligibility of created reality. 

God’s full knowledge of himself becomes the basis for intelligibility and mystery on the created 

level of reality. The finite mind knows reality but knows reality on the ectypal level and never 

transcends these categories.  

7.2.3 Mystery: Duos Intellectus Constituta 

 

The precondition for a Christian understanding of mystery is that reality is fully intelligible 

because God knows all of reality, which is the basis for PSR. The doctrine of creation assumes 

that there is truth in the world and that one can know truth. But in any encounter with reality, 

there is an encounter with the transcendent; and this encounter with the transcendent is what 

causes mystery. Aquinas holds that intelligibility is accounted for and determined by the fact “a 

natural thing is placed between two knowing subjects, namely, as he explains, between 

intellectus divinus and the intellectus humanus, between the Divine and the human minds 

(duos intellectus constitutaI)”ּ֙(Pieper, 1999b:53-54). There are no neutral brute facts for 

Aquinas. All of reality is intelligible because it reflects the Creator in some very dissimilar sense 

(i.e., the analogia entis).285  

 

1. Truth is the adequation of reality by the mind in an intentional manner. This potential 

for the adequation of reality means the mind has potency to be all things in an 

intentional manner. Consciousness is a microcosm of the whole cosmos, and God has 

made man able to participate intentionally with the whole cosmos. Herman Bavinck 

states: “First of all as microcosm a human being as such is an excellent workshop for the 

innumerable works of God, but this is also true of the entire realm of nature” (2004:67). 

The knowing of reality is the reception of a pre-created, pre-formed, and pre-defined 

reality that should be Eucharistically received (i.e., received in thankfulness). Van Til 

 
285 The analogia entis is represented by the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, stated: “Between Creator and creature 
there can be remarked no similarity so great that a greater dissimilarity between them cannot be seen.” The 
analogia entis is the metaphysical basis for the similarity and dissimilarity in the epistemological act of knowing, 
i.e., any epistemological act of knowing is not some arbitrary revelation but a revelation grounded ultimately in the 
very nature of God. “At the same time, of course, when man knows something, it is man doing the thinking and 
not God—which introduces a discontinuity between the two acts of knowing, a discontinuity that is greater and 
more profound than the discontinuity between one person’s act of knowing something and another person’s act of 
knowing it” (Bahnsen, 1998:226).  
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states this truth this way: “All his [man’s] knowledge is analogical of God. God is the 

original knower, and man is the derivative re-knower. Man knows in subordination to 

God; he knows as a covenant keeper” (quoted from Bahnsen, 1998:229).  

 

2. The second definition is ontological truth, which is concerned with the divine mind’s 

relationship to reality. Truth, when defined in this manner means that the created mind 

is measured by reality, i.e., by the way God creates and defines reality. “To put it more 

explicitly, they are real because they are thought creatively, that is, they have been 

fashioned by thought. The essence of things is that they are creatively thought” (Pieper, 

1999b:51). The above definitions of truth relate to the Eucharist.286 The possibility and 

actuality of the adequation of reality is a gift that is given by God. Man’s participation in 

 
286 Herman Bavinck explains the different senses of truth: “Scripture, accordingly, uses, the word ‘truth’ in more 
than one sense. And philosophy, too, as a rule distinguishes between three concepts of truth: truth or veracity on 
essence (in things); truth or veracity in expression (in words); truth or veracity in knowing (in the intellect); in other 
words, metaphysical, ethical, and logical truth or veracity. Metaphysical or ontological truth consists in an object, 
person, or cause, being all that belongs to its nature. In that sense gold that is gold not only in appearance but in 
reality, is true gold. The antonyms of truth in that sense are falsehood, spuriousness, vanity, nonbeing. In this 
sense truth is a property of all being; it is identical with substance. Especially Augustine often spoke of truth in that 
sense. All being or essence as such is true and a beautiful and good. Grant there is immense diversity in degrees of 
creaturely being; yet all things have received from God a unique being of their own and as such participate in the 
divine being. From the consideration of this creaturely being Augustine moves to the consideration of God. In 
Scripture God is called the true God in distinction from idols, which are vanities. Thus, in Augustine, God is the 
true, unique, simple, immutable and terminal being. By comparison to his being, the supreme truth, and the 
supreme good. He is pure being. He does not possess but is the truth. ‘O Truth, which you truly are!’ In addition, 
God is also the truth in the second sense, that is, the ethical sense. By ethical truth we mean the correspondence 
between a person’s being and a person’s self-revelation in word or deed. Those who say one thing but think 
another are untrue; they are liars. The antonym of truth in this sense is the lie. Now in the case of God, there is 
complete correspondence between his being and his revelation (Num. 23:19; I Sam. 15:29; Titus 1:2, Heb. 6:18). It 
is impossible for God to lie or deny himself. Finally, God is also the truth in a logical sense. This truth consists in 
correspondence between thought and reality, the conformity or adequation of the intellect to the [real] thing; in 
this sense truth is opposed to error. Now God is also the truth in that he knows all things as they really are. His 
knowing is correct, unchangeable, and fully adequate. Indeed, in his knowing he is truth itself, just as in his being 
he is the ontological truth. God’s knowledge is dynamic, absolute, fully correspondent truth. It is not acquired by 
research and reflection but is in inherent in the divine being (essential) and precedes the existence of things. It is of 
one piece with God’s very nature and, therefore, substantial truth. God’s word, law, and gospel, accordingly, are 
pure truth. They are all as they should be. Now though these three meanings of the term ‘truth’ are distinct, they 
are also one. This unity arises from the fact that truth in all three senses consist in correspondence between 
thought and being, between the ideal and the real. God is truth in a metaphysical sense, for he is the unity of 
thought and being He is completely self-conscious. He is truly God, fully answering to the idea of God that is 
present within himself. God is truth in the ethical sense, for he revealed himself, speaks, acts, and appears as he 
truly is and thinks. And he is the truth in a logical sense, for he conceives thing as they are; rather, things are as he 
conceives them to be. He is the truth in its absolute fullness. He, therefore, is the primary, the original truth, the 
source of all truth, the truth in all truth. He is the ground of the truth—of the true being—of all things, of their 
knowability and conceivability, the ideal and archetype of all truth, of all ethical being, of all the rules and laws, in 
light of which the nature and manifestation of all things should be judged and on which they should be modeled. 
God is the source and origin of the knowledge of truth in all areas of life; the light in which alone we can see light, 
the sun of all spirits. ‘You I invoke, O God, the truth in, by, and through whom all truths are true'” (Bavinck, 
2004:208-210). 
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this gift is a sign of something transcendent and the gift itself is a medium to encounter 

something transcendent through the bond of the Holy Spirit. The Eucharist is analogous 

to the above definition of ontological truth in that one participates in Christ during the 

Eucharist and one is transformed into his image (i.e., a Eucharistic adequation).  

When it comes to the intelligible-mystery of created reality, it is important to embrace the 

comprehensible and incomprehensible pole found in the Eucharist. To accept God’s mystery 

and intelligibility in the Eucharist maintains God’s transcendence and immanence, i.e., he is in 

and beyond the Eucharist. Michael Hanby states this truth this way as it relates to the 

incarnation: “The Incarnation of Christ disclosed a god at once nearer and more remote than 

that of the Greeks and was indeed both for the very same reason; being no part of any cosmic 

monism, this God was so wholly other as to be able to become ‘non-other’ in Christ without 

diminution of his divinity or negation of his humanity” (Hanby, 2013:107).  

The creature has a certain divinely pre-defined nature and certain proper actions that will and 

should follow from that nature. For example, as it is the created nature of a sunflower to face 

the sun or the nature of the bird to build nests or a bear to protect her cubs, so it is the created 

nature of a human being to “glorify God and enjoy him forever” (WSC Q.1). To the extent 

human beings glorify God, they will properly express their created nature (actio sequitur esse), 

and then the unity of their being will shine forth and properly represent ontological truth.287 

Jesus perfectly expresses the image of the Father in his person (both divine and human nature). 

He is the exact image of the Father and perfectly exegetes the Father as the perfect God-man 

by the power of the Holy Spirit. It is not until the incarnation that human nature finds its proper 

and full imago dei manifestation.  

The Reformed view of theological anthropology is that Adam was by his nature concreated with 

original righteousness, holiness, and knowledge. The reformed view has rejected the position 

that original righteousness was a donum superadditum. The Reformed position is that donum 

naturalia of Adam was devoid of the donum superadditum and man was concreated with 

orginal rightouesness (Berkhof, 1996:209). The teaching of the donum superadditum is the 

anthropological counterpart to the broader nature and grace dualism. “In addition, in Roman 

Catholicism, human destiny was divided into a natural and supernatural end” (Bavinck, 

2011:82). For the Reformation, the tension found in creation was not between nature and 

grace but between grace and sin (Bavinck, 2004:330). The tension between grace and sin is 

metaphysical and ethical in nature because Adam was created with a natural telos 

(metaphysical) to glorify God and enjoy him forever and sin (ethical) thwarted this natural telos. 

Nature and grace are distinct but never separate. Where one exists the other exists; they are 

correlative to one another and both are gifts from God. Heaven and earth were meant to be 

united from the beginning, but the Fall separated them therefore fallen men attempt to create 

their own heaven on earth.  

 
287 This is why the Bible warns against double mindedness and exhorts single mindedness.  
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Herman Bavinck explains the nature and grace relationship in the following manner: 

To this, finally, we must add that these arguments uncover and preserve the 
connectedness between nature and grace, between creation and re-creation. The God 
who created and sustained us is also he who re-creates us in his image. Grace, though 
superior to nature, is not in conflict with it. While restoring what has been corrupted in 
it by sin, it also clarifies and perfects what is still left in it of God’s revelation. The 
thinking mind situates the doctrine of the Trinity squarely amid the full-orbed life of 
nature and humanity. A Christian’s confession is not an island in the ocean but a high 
mountaintop from which the whole creation can be surveyed. And it is the task of 
Christian theologians to present clearly the connectedness of God’s revelation with, and 
its significance for, all of life. The Christian mind remains unsatisfied until all of existence 
is referred back to the triune God, and until the confession of God’s Trinity functions at 
the center of our thought and life (Bavinck, 2004:330).  

For Herman Bavinck, grace and nature must be understood in light of the doctrine of the 

Trinity, and this means that mystery is at the very center of existence. The desire to avoid 

mystery is the desire to know in an autonomous manner of knowing, i.e., the desire to be able 

to know with clear and distinct ideas in order to dominate and control reality in order to self-

create and express the will to power.288 This, of course, is to commit the fallacy of reductionism 

by trying to reduce all of reality down to the level of mathematics and the physical sciences. 

This willingness to try to control seems to explain the love of fabricated phantasms more than 

the love of reality. The desire to create a simulacra and its phantasmagorical existence is the 

same temptation that was in the garden, i.e., to be as God knowing good and evil and defining 

creation.  

The analytic quest for conceptual domination assumes the univocity of being and falls prey to 

the temptation of reducing reality to its concepts and conceptual schemes, and this is done in 

the name of science and clarity. The problem with conceptual domination is making conceptual 

clarity the archetype of reality, then this “clarity” nihilises the mysterious aspects of reality. This 

is contrary to a Eucharistic disposition that accepts that concepts participate in the truth but 

always fall short of the fullness of the reality of the thing because the intelligibility of is always 

more, but not less, than what the concept captures. This happens especially when one aspect 

of reality is used as the only aspect of reality, e.g., everything is reducible to biology, chemistry, 

and physics. These nihilised conceptual reductions retort back on themselves in a diminishment 

of reality in the quest for a self-contained “clarity.” This kind of reductionism is the incurvatus in 

 
288 The potential to be known by a finite intellect and to be actually known by an infinite mind, i.e., a manifestation 
of reality capable of being grasped by the mind. As stated, earlier intelligibility is between two knowing agents 
(duos intellectus constituta), i.e., ”Truth, understood as knowability, is inherent in all things together with their 
very being . . . Rather it is part of a thing’s essence to be intelligible; that including the finite mind. ‘By itself’—this 
means by God. It is not of the essence of a thing to be actually perceived by a finite mind; it is its essence, 
however, to be potentially perceived” (Pieper, 1989:61). 
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se of the intellect in that the intellect acts in an a se manner, either individually or collectively 

to determine the nature and limits of reality. These depleted conceptual schemes are a privatio 

of reality; however thin and depleted the mind’s de-creations are, they must parasite off of the 

real in order to construct these phantasmagorical imitations.  

Those who construct conceptual schemes often attempt to force or manipulate others into 

conformity to these schemes, often by persuasion. These conceptual reductions do not treat 

reality as an arena of worship (i.e., a cosmic temple) but as an artifact to be used or exploited in 

order to control and dominate others. Propositions have an in and beyond reality to them; i.e., 

propositions have an intentional direction that should cultivate a longing within the heart for 

things outside of itself. The heart longs for intelligible things that may indwell one’s intellect 

and be indwelled in intentionally (relational knowledge), rather than seeing propositions as 

being self-contained creations of the mind. If the mind is a micro-cosmos of the world, then one 

should desire to know the good in the world and the supreme good that made the world.  

Herman Bavinck explains:  

The supreme good of all things strive for, the fount of all good things, the good of every 

good, the one necessary all-sufficient good, the end of all good. (Ps. 4:6-7; 73:25-26). He 

alone is the good to be enjoyed, while creatures are goods that are to be used. 

Especially Augustine frequently described God as “the supreme good.” In him alone is 

everything creatures seek and need. He is the supreme good for all creatures, though in 

varying degrees, depending on the extent to which each creature shares in the divine 

goodness and is able to enjoy him. It is he towards whom all creatures, consciously or 

unconsciously, willingly or unwillingly, strive, the object of every creature’s desire. A 

creature finds no rest except in God alone. Thus, Christian theologians have at all times 

located the supreme good in God, and it did not enter their minds to locate it in some 

moral deed or virtue of creatures, in duty (Kant), in the kingdom of God (Ritschl), in love 

(Drummond), or in any other creature. Furthermore, as God is perfectly good, he is 

unceasingly beneficent. No good exists in any creature except that which comes from 

and through him. He is the efficient, exemplary, and final cause of all good, however 

diverse it may be in creatures. All natural, moral, and spiritual good finds its source in 

him (Bavinck, 2004:212-213). 

To invite others to the ultimate good is to invite them to reality, and this is to treat others as 

persons in the fullest sense so they may image the glory they were made to image. To invite 

others to idolatrous phantasmagorical creation of one’s own making is to invite others to be de-

created and to act as de-creators.  
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7.3      Different Categories of Knowledge in Reformed Theology  

7.3.1   Cognitio Insitia/Acquisita knowledge   

This section will go through the different categories of theological knowledge held by the 

Magisterial Reformers and some modern neo-Calvinists which falls under the broader theme of 

intelligibility. These categories of knowledge are helpful to make theological distinctions 

between believers and non-believers in relationship to the knowledge of God, which in turn 

helps move along the understanding of theological nihilism. The Magisterial Reformers made an 

epistemological distinction between cognitio insita289 and cognitio acquisita knowledge. Insita 

knowledge is revealed knowledge that is mediated directly to one’s consciousness and 

conscience. Insita knowledge is obtained without a process of reasoning unlike aquisita 

knowledge which is obtained by conceptual clarity and the process of reasoning (i.e., discursive  

knowledge). The neo-Calvinists developed a kind of insita knowledge, i.e., a primal pre-

cognitive knowledge. Nathaniel Gray Sutanto explains Herman Bavinck’s view on this kind of 

knowledge: “revelation is initially received in the psyche, known by way of feeling rather than 

cognition” (2018:205). Theological nihilism presupposes revelatory pressure on the level of 

feeling that has implications for cognition. “With his eternal power and deity, he exerts 

revelatory pressure upon humans both from without and from within” (Bavinck, 2004:73). This 

kind of knowledge is a primal pre-cognitive knowledge which is the most basic level of 

revelatory pressure. It is a type of insita knowledge because it is not obtained by reasoning, but 

this kind of knowledge does not come with the clarity of other kinds of implanted insita 

knowledge (e.g., objective moral clarity about certain actions without having arguments for 

that action). The pre-cognitive insita knowledge is the obscure basis for the implanted insita 

 
289 The pre-cognitive and the cognitio insita knowledge need to be understood in a manner that avoids the heresy 
of ontologism which holds that we can know God’s essence through immediate cognition. The heresy of 
ontologism assumes that the nature of God can be known in a direct experience disregarding any creational 
mediation along with that mediation’s intelligible mystery. This heresy is not often discussed in modern theology, 
specifically in Protestant theology. This may be because theological mutualism and univocism have taken root 
within much modern theology. “‘Mutualism,’ as I am using the term, denotes a symbiotic relationship in which 
both parties derive something from each other. In such a relation, it is requisite that each party be capable of being 
ontologically moved or acted upon and thus determined by the other . . . Univocist approaches to thinking and 
speaking about God necessarily conceive of God’s being as existing (in some respect) within the same order of 
being as that of creatures and thus, as existentially correlative to them. A God who can be moved or affected by 
His creatures, even if only in accord with His choice to be so moved or affected, is such a God” (Dolezal, 2017, ff. 
1&4: 1-2).The way to avoid ontologism in relationship to pre-cognitive and implanted insita knowledge is to know 
that this knowledge has to be seen as mediated through creation. “In a strict sense there is no immediate 
revelation either in nature or in grace. God always uses a means—whether taken from among creatures or chosen 
freely—by which he reveals himself to human beings. By signs and symbols, he makes his presence felt by them; by 
acts he proclaims his attributes; by speech and language he makes known to them his will and mind. Even in cases 
where he reveals himself internally in the human consciousness by his Spirit, this revelation always occurs 
organically and hence mediately. The distance between the Creator and creature is much too great for human 
beings to perceive God directly. The finite is not capable of containing the infinite (finitum non est capax infiniti)” 
(Bavinck, 2003: 311).  
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knowledge that comes with clarity (after philosophical reflection), and from this clarity one may 

obtain aquisita knowledge.   

This primal pre-cognitive knowledge is the deepest level of interaction between human 

consciousness and the Logos. Gray Sutanto quotes and translates Herman Bavinck: 

This way of taking cognizance is of the highest significance . . . it is not less certain than 

[reasoning and thinking], but exceeds far above them in certainty. But it is indeed less 

clear and conscious, precisely, because it is not a knowledge in concepts [juist omdat zij 

geen kennis in begrippen], is not the fruit of deliberate reflection and reasoning 

(Sutanto, 2018:503).290   

The Reformers and especially the Neo-Calvinists developed and focused on pre-cognitive and 

implanted insita knowledge. This kind of knowledge gets developed throughout Reformed 

theology and plays an important role in Reformed theology finding its root in Calvin’s sensus 

divinitatis. The cognitio insita knowledge was developed mainly out of the Reformers readings 

and exegesis of Romans 1:18-32 (human consciousness of God is subjective and objective) and 

Romans 2:14-15 (moral categories are received subjectively and objectively) and the Neo-

Calvinists interaction with romanticism (Brock & Sutanto, 2017). Insita knowledge is the 

foundation for all reasoning and is based on a primal pre-cognitive knowledge which is either 

embraced out of gratitude and humility or suppressed in unrighteousness.291 The regenerate 

embraces this insita knowledge with gratitude and therefore participates in reality in a 

Eucharistic manner while the un-regenerate suppress the insita knowledge and this is 

expressed in un-thankfulness toward God and create their own reality.  

Pre-cognitive primal knowledge is the basis for natural theology (theologia naturalis 

regenitorum),292 and this knowledge is what the non-believer first suppresses in order to build 

privated ideological systems. From this pre-cognitive and insita knowledge, one can produce 

arguments to gain acquisita knowledge through reasoning, and, in the case of natural theology, 

the reasoning is transcendental and/or from effects to causes, i.e., demonstratio quia.293  

 
290 Herman Bavinck, Beginselen der Psychologie: 57-58 
291 Since the Fall, truth suppression and a nihilised theology that grows out of this suppression is the “normal” state 
of affairs.  
292 That is, natural theology of the regenerate. “Hence, in the Reformation, natural theology, lost its rational 
autonomy. It was no longer treated separately but incorporate in the doctrine for the Christian faith” (Bavinck, 
2003:305). This should be done under the approach of faith seeking understanding (fides quaerens intellectum). 
“Turretin argues from causality, design, teleology, morality, ethnology, and pragmatic, together with a brief 
consideration of evil. This demonstration is undertaken from within Christian theology, although it is clear that 
Turretin believes that natural theology is able to refute atheists as well. It is a theologia naturalis regenitorum 
where, in the context of the prior saving knowledge of God in Christ, the natural witness to the divine is 
formulated for the strengthening of believers and for the establishing of a point of contact with unbelievers 
(III.i.20). Here it is reason renewed and enlightened by the Holy Spirit through the Word that is at work (I.x.3, 5)” 
(Rehnman, 2002).  
293 This kind of natural theology would not assume any kind of autonomous reasoning (it presupposes what the 
scriptures teach). The basis for natural theology starts in the pre-cognitive and clear insita knowledge of God 
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Michael Sudduth helps explain moving from insita knowledge (natural theology α) to aquisita 

knowledge (natural theology β):  

First, there is a distinction between natural theology as natural knowledge of God and 

natural theology as rational proofs or arguments for the existence of and nature of God. 

. . I will designate the former natural theology α and the latter natural theology β. 

Reformed thinkers have traditionally distinguished between the knowledge of God 

engendered by philosophical arguments and the knowledge of God that arises 

spontaneously in the human mind with our experience of the world. Although reasoning 

may be a source of natural knowledge of God, the natural knowledge of God typically 

does not first arise as the result of any conscious process of reasoning. From this 

viewpoint, natural theology β involves the conceptual clarification and reflective 

development of natural theology α kind of formalization of an innate or spontaneously 

acquired knowledge of God. Hence, we can think of natural theology β as grounded in 

natural theology α. Moreover, to the extent that the Scripture itself affirms natural 

theology α (a traditional interpretation of Romans 1:19-20), we could view natural 

theology β as a clarification, development, and defense of α datum of Scripture. In this 

way, the project of natural theology β would have a biblical warrant, in much the same 

way that the systematic development of other biblical doctrines is warranted (Sudduth, 

2016:4). 

Whether pre-cognitive knowledge is developed into philosophical arguments or not, this pre-

cognitive knowledge is the first part of a revelatory encounter one has with the world and God. 

This is why Herman Bavinck’s ressourcement of Schleiermacher’s feeling of dependency can be 

developed into the esse and essentia distinction (after philosophical reflection) which can be 

developed into an argument for God’s existence (after more philosophical reflection).294   

 
(implanted) to the acquisita (acquired) knowledge of God. Natural theology starts from what all men know 
naturally in a pre-cognitive and clear insita manner to what all men can reason to in acquisita knowledge. The end 
of reasoning should reflect the attributes and nature of God as found in Romans 1:18-32. In other words, “invisible 
attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature” (Romans 1:20). Paul’s description seems to fit the 
doctrine of Simplicity, because all of compound creation is completely dependent on the Simple God. Now given 
the fallen state of reasoning as expressed in Romans 1:18-32, it is clear men suppress the pre-cognitive and insita 
knowledge, as well as the acquisita knowledge of God.  
294 Does this mean that every Christian who has embraced this pre-cognitive revelation will be able to develop an 
argument from this knowledge? The answer is no, but in theory such acquisita knowledge is possible from this pre-
cognitive revelation. Not being able to develop acquisita arguments does not do away with the veridical nature of 
this pre-cognitive revelatory experience. This pre-cognitive knowledge is far more abundant and thicker than the 
attenuated acquisita knowledge because acquisita knowledge has to be limited to the one aspect of reality that is 
found within the argument. This is why several different kinds of arguments can be developed from the abundance 
of this pre-cognitive revelation. Moreover, this knowledge can only be fully embraced by embracing the incarnate 
Christ. Only those united to Christ will Eucharistically accept the gift of esse and essentia and will use Natural 
Theology as an occasion for worship instead of a demonstration of one’s genius.   
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7.3.2 Why insita knowledge does not reduce to arbitrariness, fideism, and 

subjectivism.  

It would seem that pre-cognitive and insita knowledge cannot avoid the charge of arbitrariness, 

fideism, and subjectivism. Therefore, any appeal the believer would make to pre-cognitive and 

insita knowledge would be no more valid than non-believers appealing to their “feelings” or 

intuitions of subjective experience.  

The charge of irreducible subjectivity can be countered for the following reasons: 

1. Remember, for Herman Bavinck, the “feeling of absolute dependency” is 

comprehensive; therefore, it covers all modes of knowing and being. This means that 

this feeling can be developed into the esse and essentia distinction (which Herman 

Bavinck holds) which in turn can be developed into an argument for a Simple God that 

can explain all of reality. The subjective pre-cognitive knowledge can be displayed in an 

objective argument.  

As stated earlier, the believer can develop acquisita knowledge from pre-cognitive and insita 

knowledge via arguments (natural theology β), e.g., the PSR based on the doctrine of Simplicity 

and the esse and essentia distinction this doctrine entails. “From this viewpoint, natural 

theology β involves the conceptual clarification and reflective development of natural theology 

α kind of formalization of an innate or spontaneously acquired knowledge of God. Hence, we 

can think of natural theology β as grounded in natural theology α” (Sudduth, 2016:4). This pre-

cognitive insita knowledge can be seen by the fact that people experience a primal feeling of 

contingency and dependency which can be developed by philosophical reflection into the esse 

and essentia distinction and then into an argument for a Simple God. Herman Bavinck holds 

there is an “ineradicable consciousness of dependence. It is the mind of man, with all of 

peculiar nature and organization, its intellect and reason, heart and conscience, desire and will, 

and with ineradicable consciousness of its dependence” (2018:66). Revelatory pressure reveals 

that our esse is not upheld by our being, and revelation reveals the feeling of a definite mode of 

being (essentia) (Ibid.:57). As Herman Bavinck states: “humans are not content with 

impressions and intuitions in any area of knowledge. Mere consciousness of a thing is not 

enough for them. It is not sufficient for them to know: they want to know they know” 

(2004:74). Hence, aquisita knowledge is the natural outworking of pre-cognitive and insita 

knowledge. Aquisita knowledge is the natural telos of insita knowledge, and the desire for 

aquisita knowledge is part of insita knowledge. This desire to know is part of being a human 

being, and even this desire for aquisita knowledge is revelatory of God. The reason that 

knowledge in the pre-cognitive feeling is not reducible to just the subjective realm; is because 

an argument can be developed out of this knowledge.  

2. The non-believer in the suppression of the feeling of dependency always has to nihilise 

some part of reality. Therefore this nihilised worldview is always devoid of full 

explanatory power because some part of reality is disregarded. This kind of worldview 
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does not leave room for the fuller intelligible mystery of the Creator but reduces reality 

towards brute fact. In a worldview that is nihilised the “feeling of absolute dependence” 

does not cover the full plenitude of being and knowing but turns away from this feeling 

of dependency to something less.  

Adrian Walker, writing about John Milbank’s thought as it relates to the crises of Catholic 

theology, has application to the above point. 

Contrarily to what it may seem at first, then, the crisis of Catholic theology today boils 

down to a conflict between two and only two possible first principles: experience or 

divine revelation. Or, to be more precise: between the logos of what John Milbank calls 

“secular reason” or the logos contained in divine revelation itself. This contest, it is 

important to see, is an unequal one. Of the two alternative principles, in fact, divine 

revelation has the greater integrative power: it can comprehend all that is true in 

“secular reason,” whereas the converse is far from being the case (Milbank, 2008:18). 

It should be added to the above point that not only can divine revelation “comprehend all that 

is true in ‘secular reason,’ whereas the converse is far from being the case” (Ibid.). Divine 

revelation can explain why “secular reason” rejects divine revelation and loses its integrative 

power, i.e., suppresses the truth in unrighteousness by its reductions.  

“Secular reason” is always reductive, and in its modern manifestation(s) reduces personal 

reality (e.g., persons, consciousness, objective morality, love, beauty, meaning, other minds, 

laws of logic, goodness, etc .) into “impersonal” reality, e.g., biology, chemistry, and physics. 

Moreover, “secular reason” cannot explain the esse and essentia distinction as a personal gift, 

so it mitigates what is most primal to reality. Instead of the Christian’s thick view of esse and 

essentia as God’s most primal gift, “secular reason” embraces a brute phantasmagorical esse 

built on brute fact(s) without primal meaning.  

7.3.3  Subjective reasons that pre-cognitive revelation is not reducible to being just subjective 

There is a subjective qualitative difference between participating in true revelation versus a 

phantasmagorical creation of the fallen mind that suppresses this true revelation. This means 

that when knowledge of God is subjectively experienced on a pre-cognitive level, there is an 

objective qualitative difference between a true veridical experience and the experience of one’s 

own consciousness suppressing the truth (incurvatus in se). Vos gives a theological basis for a 

subjective veridical experience of the divine within one’s consciousness that covers both special 

and general revelation. “According to the deeper Protestant conception, the image does not 

exist only in correspondence with God but in being disposed towards God. God’s nature is, as it 

were, the stamp; or nature is the impression made by this stamp. Both fit together” (Vos, 2012-

2014:13-14). God is the one who forms (divine stamper or former) and fits veridically with the 

one who is formed (i.e., the stamp; imago dei) and when the two come together there is a sui 

generis veridical experience  
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Below are some analogies to try to illustrate objective qualitative differences in veridical 

subjective experiences that are analogous to divine revelation. When one experiences certain 

veridical subjective experiences, it is hard to explain or argue for the uniqueness of these 

experiences. These analogies will attempt to show that being able to prove these unique 

experiences to someone else is not a necessary condition for these experiences to be veridical. 

The person(s) who have experienced such sui generis experiences are still justified in believing 

the veridicality of these experiences, despite their inability to argue for their veridicality.   

For example, there is a qualitative difference in the experience of music in harmony opposed to 

music out of harmony, or qualitative difference in the experience of an orphan as opposed to 

being a member of a loving family. It is not possible to know the uniqueness, veridicality, 

richness, or distinctiveness of these kinds of experiences without participating in these 

experiences. However, even after one has participated in these kinds of experiences, the sui 

generis nature of these experiences makes these experiences hard to explain and equally hard 

to deny. These kinds of experiences take place on a primal level of knowing and come with such 

an abundance of intelligibility, that they are irreducibly mysterious. One of the deepest 

mysteries of reality is the immediate experience of love and beauty. These kinds of deep and 

rich experiences illuminate the gift of esse and essentia in a unique revelatory manner that’s 

hard to explain but wonderful to experience.  

If a child has lived in an orphanage with indifferent caretakers that show no love or interest in 

that child, and then the child is adopted into a loving home, it will be hard for that child to 

argue for or explain the differences between these two experiences (even as an adult). This 

example is not to deny that the child could explain such objective acts such as hugs, kisses, and 

caring attention, but in this experience, there is something deeper than just the acts of 

affection i.e., the tacit dialogical experience of a deeper reality. The point is that these deeply 

personal and aesthetic experiences are best known by experience and are hard to explain to 

others who have not had these experiences.  

Non-inferential pre-cognitive knowledge in human relationships is revelatory of God’s common 

grace in revealing the esse and essentia distinction by experience.295 This distinction is seen in a 

relative dependency (child dependent upon the mother) which points to and participates in an 

absolute dependency.  As stated earlier, the esse and essentia distinction is experienced in a 

non-conceptual and non-inferential manner (pre-cognitive feeling of dependency), even by 

those who cannot parse out this distinction.   

Conner Sweeney gives an example of this kind of revelatory richness of dependence, 

contingency, and giftedness as found in a Mother’s smile. “To gaze upon and experience a 

mother’s smile is to recognize the contingency and non-necessity of one’s own existence, and 

by extension, the radical gift-character of all that is.” (Sweeney, 2015:225). Sweeney combines 

the aspects of contingency, dependency, and gift that are revealed in the particular experience 

 
295 It is also preparatory for understanding redemptive revelation better once one is regenerated.  
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of a mother’s smile. This personal engagement between a mother and child illuminates the esse 

and essentia distinction; hence, the gifted character of created reality is illuminated. God has 

made human nature in such a way that the personal relationship between a mother and child 

illuminates the very nature of reality as one of gift.  

Erich Przywara (2014:54) expresses the multifaced revelation of God in creation: 

The more specific ways in which God can be known can be very different: at one 
moment, one might ascend from the perfection of the thing to the infinite source of all 
perfection; at another moment might catch a glimpse of the majesty of the immutable 
shining through the flitting back and forth of mutable things; at another moment one’s 
experience of other persons may give one a lively sense of the personality of God is the 
fulfillment of everything we intimate in personal greatness; or, at yet another moment, 
we might happen to perceive in the restless activity of creation the ‘active repose and 
reposing activity’ of the Creator (2014:54). 

 

Przywara gives a glimpse of the multifacedness of the revelation of God found in the created 

order. This means one may start with any area of reality in order to start with and move 

towards the transcendent truth of God’s existence.  

Below is an excerpt from the screenplay for the movie Super 8 that illustrates the revelation of 

God found in the contingency of human experience. The context is a conversation between two 

adolescents (a boy name Joe and girl named Alice). Joe has recently lost his mother in an 

accident indirectly caused by Alice’s father (who did not show up to work because he was in an 

inebriated state, so Joe’s mother took his shift). Alice feels a sense of guilt about Joe’s mother’s 

death because of her father. While Joe and Alice are conversing, they experience a loss of 

power and then the power comes back on and a film projector begins to play. The film has Joe 

and Joe’s mother on it, and despite Alice’s sense of guilt, she is compelled to watch.  

                                 
                      CONVERSATION-- 

                          
          And the POWER RETURNS -- Joe's CLOCK LIGHT goes on behind him 
          -- but more chilling, the PROJECTOR comes back on; the SILENT 
          HOME MOVIE OF HIS MOTHER PLAYS. Joe crawls to the projector 
          to stop it -- but: 
                          
                          ALICE 
           -- no, keep it-- please -- 
                          
          Alice moves closer to the screen. Joe sits behind her. She 
          watches the film. Can't take her eyes away. 
                          
                          ALICE (CONT'D) 
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           ... is that her? 
          
                           JOE 
           ... yeah... 
                          
          And as Alice watches, we GENTLY PUSH IN... as tears start to 
          fill her eyes. Behind her, at a near WHISPER: 
                          
                           
JOE (CONT'D) 
           ... it's so weird watching her like 
           this, like she's still here . . . 
           (beat, lost in it) 
           . . . she used to look at me, this 
           Way . . . like really look. And I 
           just . . . knew I was there. That I 
           existed (Super 8, 2011). 
                         

This conversation also illustrates the contingency, dependency, and the gift of created esse. 
Joe’s existence was established and confirmed by the gaze of his mother (i.e., a non-inferential 
communication). When Joe’s mother gazed upon him, his esse was being fulfilled in a new way, 
and his essence was reaching new potentialities by participating in and moving towards the 
transcendent. The experience of the child when gazed upon by his mother is revelational of 
God. This dialogical communication of a mother to a child echoes the Triune Archetypal 
communication of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This kind of non-inferential knowledge 
brings to light the gift of esse and essentia to prominence and shows the proper teleology of 
the heart is to long for one who is not subject to the vicissitudes of death. That is, the proper 
longing of the heart is to long for one whose very essence it is to exist. These experiences are 
sacramental because they have the in (relative dependence) and beyond (absolute 
dependence) reality. This in and beyond experience of reality is displayed by virtue of the fact 
the experience moves from the relative dependency of the mother to child relationship to the 
relationship of absolute dependency upon the Triune God.   
 
7.4   H.G. Stoker and knowledge   

7.4.1 H.G. Stoker’s “special problem” 

H.G. Stoker helps understand the richness of these kinds of particular experiences as presented 

above. Stoker, in his interaction with Van Til, addresses a certain kind of revelation he calls “my 

special problem.” H.G. Stoker’s “special problem” is concerned with “the revelation of the 

created universe to man” (Stoker, 1971:30). H.G. Stoker focuses on the revelatory nature of 

knower to the known on the ectypal mode of existence and God as the transcendental ground 

for this kind of revelation. This includes the revelatory nature of human relationships, e.g., 

mother to child, and how these relationships are revelatory of God. H.G. Stoker expounds this 
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point (quoted below) by using the revelatory categories provided by, Herman Bavinck and V. 

Hepp, and gives them under the following four headings:  

a. the revelation of God himself to himself within his trinity. 

b. the revelation of God himself to himself through his works.  

c. the revelation of God himself and of his relation to all “things,” to man in his Word 

and in his creation; and  

d. the revelation of the created universe (including man) to man in an ultimate sense 

by God (Ibid.). 

As H.G. Stoker explained above (a-d) about the revelation of the created universe (d.) is 

grounded in the third kind of revelation (c.). This kind of revelation (d.) may be called revelatory 

in a unique manner and focuses on the relationship between the knower and known interacting 

on the level of creation. The revelation of God in the created universe calls the mind to know 

reality, and, though it is philosophical in nature, it is to be received in a Eucharistic manner. “It 

is this fourth type of revelation (presupposing the other types) that I require for a philosophical 

(as well as for a particular scientific) approach to man’s knowledge” (Ibid.:31).   

Objections may be raised against calling this fourth type also a type of revelation, 

because revelation is here said in an uncommon sense. For it is not a revelation of God 

himself to man, but the revelation of created reality (in an ultimate sense by God) to 

man. But to state the case as simply as possible (although I am somewhat apprehensive 

of using the term “conscious”); why should man’s being conscious of (i.e., his 

perceiving), for instance, a rose not to be taken to be equivalent to the revelation of a 

rose to (perceiving) man—a revelation that has ultimately its origin in God, who created 

the universe knowable and endowed man with the acts on function of knowing? 

Especially when we keep in mind the principal correlative interdependence of knowing 

and the knowable (Ibid.)?  

1. This fourth type of revelation is not a direct mediation of God’s revelation to man but a 

revelation of the created known to the created knower which indirectly reveals God. 

This is dialogical in the sense that the known gives itself to the knower but the knower 

must be humbly open to the revelation of the known.  

2. The revelation of this kind shows the interdependence of knower to the knowable; the 

rose reveals itself to a perceiver. This revelation fulfills the roses’ relative and proximate 

teleology, and this relationship has an ultimate dependence upon and revelation of God.  

3. This kind of knowing is the epistemological counterpart to the metaphysical relative 

dependence that Herman Bavinck discusses. This category of knowing means that the 

mother to child relationship is real and is revelational, i.e., secondary causality and all of 

its meaning is established and participates in and points to something transcendent.  

H.G. Stoker makes clear that this fourth kind of revelation is not immune from the noetic 

effects of sin. This kind of knowing is thwarted because man does not live up to his calling 
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because he does not “fully meet” God’s creation in order to receive his revelation. It seems 

congruent with H.G. Stoker’s thought to say that that the non-believer does not meet reality 

Eucharistically.  This is because the non-believer “directs his faith wrongly; he ‘derails’ his 

thinking by forming wrong concepts, judgments, theories, and so forth; he thus perceives the 

knowable in accordance with wrong theoretical constructions; and so forth. All this implies he 

draws a veil between himself as knower and the knowable. His knowledge no longer answers 

fully the knowable but falsifies it. The genuine connection between knowing and the knowable 

is disrupted” (Ibid:33-34). The knower should dialogically engage the knowable with a heart of 

thankfulness in order to bring God glory, but instead some form of nihilistic reduction takes 

place. This nihilistic act knows no pre-cognitive reception and embraces of reality in a 

Eucharistic manner; this indifference may be considered an act of bad faith, which leads to a 

liturgy of bad faith. This means the rejection of the fullness of creation will lead to rituals and 

patterns, i.e., liturgical acts that do not give God glory but subvert his glory for the glory of 

another (liturgical incurvatus in se).  

7.4.2 H.G. Stoker and meaning moments  
 
H. G. Stoker (engaging Van Til) refers to the revelation of the created universe to the mind of 
humans as revelational meaning moments composed of specific cosmic meaning and ultimate 
cosmic significance. This fits the categories of relative and absolute dependency of Herman 
Bavinck’s insight and Przywara’s insight about the multifacetedness of revelation given above.  
 

But of paramount significance is what you have elaborated so intensively as well as 
extensively, namely that (in my words) the whole of creation and every “thing”, within 
it, as well as every relation between “things” has not only analytical (intra-cosmical) 
meaning moments but revelational meaning moments as well; they are revelational of 
God and his plan, ultimately depending of God and on God’s knowledge of himself and 
his counsel. Here we have arrived at the ultimate meaning moment of everything 
created. The rose in my garden is, a rose; but it is at once also a creature revelational of 
its origin, God and his council (and plan). This rose has at once inseparably its specific 
cosmic and its ultimate creational and revelational meaning moments; fundamentally it 
is God’s work. If its ultimate (revelational) meaning moment (and herewith its position 
in the plan according to which God created the universe) is denied, this rose can no 
longer be taken for what it virtually is; it is then, according to your view, a mere brute 
fact. Leaving aside the problem of brute facts (which we will touch on later), our 
contention that only if we accept any fact for what it revelationally really is, can we 
know it truly (although not comprehensively), is of basic significance that you—as an 
apologist—primarily stress the ultimate meaning moment of anything in our created 
universe, whereas it cosmically specific or an analytic meaning moment needs a stress 
too (of course presupposing its ultimate meaning moment) . . . A rose is not only a 
revelation of God . . . it is also a rose and for instance, not a lily or a butterfly . . . but we 
may not fall into the opposite error of not giving the specific or analytical meaning 
moments of created reality their full due too (Stoker, 1971:45-46).  
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1. H.G. Stoker holds that the rose has a “specific cosmic” and “ultimate creational” 

“revelational meaning moments.”  
2. The “specific cosmic” revelational meaning moments focus on the relationship of the 

person as a knower to the rose (i.e., the known), i.e., the rose is a rose and is known as a 
rose. Howerver, this “specific cosmic” meaning moment is grounded in the transcendent 
and reveals the transcendent and it is the transcendent, that makes the rose to be a 
rose. The ectypal revelation is a manifestation of the archtypal ideas within the mind of 
God.  

3. If the “specific cosmic” meaning moments are not grounded in God, then they would be 
grounded in brute fact, and this would destroy the intelligibility of the “specific cosmic” 
meaning moment and make it disolve into the nothingness.296   
 

This is very helpful in understanding what one sees in reality when reality is participated in by 

means of a Eucharistic disposition and reception. A rose or a mother’s smile becomes a 

sacramental meaning moment and is an overture to know God and to be transformed by his 

presence while knowing created reality. It is sacramental because it has a reality in itself and 

points to and participates in the beyond that is beyond itself. A rose is still a rose and a mother 

still a mother, and these particulars participate in and beyond297 their particular existence and 

sacramental transcendence (i.e., a sign of the gift of existence) is not lost.  

William Norris Clarke gives a similar picture to H.G. Stoker’s that fits the Eucharistic motif:  

 
296 Edward Feser explains the problem of grounding something in brute fact: “The appearance of having ‘explained’ 
C and B is completely illusory if A is a brute fact, because if there is neither anything about A itself that can explain 
A’s own operation nor anything beyond A that can explain it, then A has nothing to impart to B or C that could 
possibly explain their operation. The notion of an explanatory nomological regress terminating in a brute fact is not 
the instrument of anything” (2017:151). A precondition of rationality is to be able to give explanations about 
reality but to assume reality, is ultimately grounded in inexplicability and irrationality is alogos. Feser explains what 
a rational explanation must ultimately do and why brute facts cannot be rational: “It must terminate in something 
that is self-explanatory and can impart explanatory power without having to derive it. Something unexplained 
cannot do that. Something that is explained only by reference to something else also cannot do that, for it will be 
just one more thing that has to derive whatever explanatory power it has. Only what is purely actual, without 
parts, has existence as its very essence, and is thus absolutely necessary can do that because only such a thing is 
self-explanatory” (Ibid.:287).  
297 The in and beyond language of Erich Przywara’s “creaturely metaphysics” is expressed by William Norris Clarke: 
“When we first come to know or—love—some particular finite being, we are satisfied with it for a while, exploring 
it and savoring its goodness. But as soon as we reach its limits, discover its finitude, that is onto the fullness of 
being and goodness, our minds and wills immediately rebound beyond, seeking for some further being to know 
and enjoy. And the same process continues indefinitely as long as the object of our knowledge (being as knowable) 
and goodness (being as good) remain limited incomplete less than the totality of all truth and goodness. We keep 
rebounding spontaneously as soon as we hit the limits of partial truth or goodness. We can observe the same 
dynamism at work in our effort to understand any one particular being or event. As long as our inquiry leaves 
something incomplete, unexplained, presupposed, we try spontaneously to push further until we get it all clear, 
out in the open, fully understood. This insatiable curiosity, this wanting to know all that there is to know, is a 
defining characteristic of human being, as distinguished from all non-intelligent beings below them” (2001:15).  
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The whole key of a realist epistemology like that of St. Thomas is that action is the “self-

revelation of being” that it reveals a being as this kind of actor on me, which is 

equivalent to saying it really exists and has this kind of nature = an abiding center of 

acting and being acted on (Clarke, 2001:12).  

Given the revelational nature of the gift of esse and essentia, reality is to be participated in a 

manner that brings glory to God; this is done by embracing reality as God has created it and 

not as one’s fallen desire want reality to be. This happens when the abiding center (nature) of 

the thing is accepted for what it was created to be along with accepting the revelational notes 

the thing exudes, instead of nihilising those intelligible notes. The analogia nihilationis of non-

belief happens “by forming wrong concepts, judgments, theories, and so forth; he thus 

perceives the knowable in accordance with wrong theoretical constructions; and so forth” 

(Stoker, 1971:33). 

7.5 Intelligibility, meaning moments and the extra calvinisticum 

The revelatory nature of reality is a gift because it is God communicating himself in and to 

creation. Just as God called forth something out of nothing, the created being imitates God in 

that it pours forth its intelligibility and calls forth the knower to know it, as H.G. Stoker 

expressed above with the idea of “meaning moment(s)” which upholds the proximate 

manifestation of particular reality (e.g., a rose is a rose) and the ultimate manifestation of this 

particular reality. The rose is a sacrament of gift in that it points to and presences the Giver in 

the rose disclosing its being. 

Theological nihilism suppresses the revelation of God manifested in the esse and essentia of 

reality in these particular “meaning moments” that start their manifestation in the primal pre-

cognitive knowing and its feeling of dependency. The Eucharist presupposes creational and 

redemptive “meaning moment(s)” (revelation) which is grounded in the person and work of 

Jesus Christ and assumes the doctrine of the extra calvinisticum and what the extra entails for 

creation and redemption.  

For creation, it means that the Logos is the originating cause of creation as well as the 

conserving cause of creation. The Logos originates all finite esse and sustains all finite esse at 

every moment even after the incarnation (Colossians 1:16-17). The Logos is the wisdom of the 

creation and determines and defines the nature/meaning of all creation (i.e., the ground of all 

finite essentia), and the Logos providentially controls all of creation. This applies directly to the 

Eucharist because by the providence of God and the wisdom of creation humans can learn the 

culinary arts and the science and art of husbandry to produce bread and wine. The making of 

bread and wine relies upon God’s common grace, including the regularity of the seasons, the 

rising of the sun, and allowing the rain to fall.298  

 
298 And God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the heavens of separate the day from the night. And let 
them be for signs and for season, and for days and year,” (Genesis 1:14). “While the earth remains, seedtime and 
harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease” (Genesis 8:22). “so that you may be 
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For redemption, Christ is the head of the church, the firstborn from the dead, so he reigns 

preeminent as the incarnate Logos (Colossians 1:18).  In him, the fullness of God dwells, and he 

brings everything in heaven and earth together by his blood on the cross (Colossians 1:19). Paul 

in Colossians 1:16-19, gives a scriptural presentation of the extra calvinisticum in that Christ 

originates and upholds all things by the word of his power and, after the incarnation, Christ 

does so as a particular man. The extra calvinisticum has the above metaphysical implications, 

and the extra has epistemological implications because in Christ “are hidden all the treasures of 

wisdom and knowledge” (Colossians 2:3). All intelligibility is grounded in the Logos, including 

the particular “meaning moments” of any human being experiences.  

 
7.6 Christ the orphan and nihilism 
 
The eternal filial relationship of the Father and Son in the bond and love of the Holy Spirit is 
what all human relationships are supposed to imitate and image. This is why one of the most 
nihilised states of human existence is that of the orphan. Being an orphan means the absence 
of a father, and this absence misses the ectypal reflection of the archetypal intra-Trinitarian 
relationships. These absences can be seen as a dark sign (i.e., what is missing “points” to what 
ought to be there) in that these absences point to what ought to be present. This is why the 
death of Christ on the cross and his abandonment by the Father is so profound.  

Jesus Christ’s cry on the cross and the Father’s silence represents the embrace of what 
the human being most fears; final solitude. Jesus would not truly have taken our place if 
he had not experience, as a human being, this solitude that is the most rancid fruit of 
man’s original ingratitude. Christ’s loneliness on the Cross is, in this regard, a sharing in 
man’s darkest experience: fatherlessness. The man Jesus Christ tasted on the Cross the 
orphanhood that Adam brought upon himself when he squandered his own sonship. 
The original rejection generated many different forms of solitude. Betrayals of any sort 
leave us alone with the bitter taste of meaninglessness. Death, however, leaves us in a 
greater solitude . . . Christ’s death reveals the meaninglessness is fatherlessness. (Lopez, 
2014: 275) 

This substitutionary aspect of Christ’s life and death is that he is the Son by his divine nature 
and he became an orphan, on our behalf, so that we might know the Father as sons united to 
Christ by adoption.299 The orphan can see in the Eucharist and can come to know the 
abandoned broken-bloody savior who participates in the orphan’s abandonment. The work of 
Christ on the cross goes so deep in its suffering and redemption that it can reach those who 
suffer the most, including the fatherless, in order to make them Fatherless no more.  

7.7 Non-discursive self-attesting (autopistos) revelation of Christ 

The primary rational and volitional justification for belief in God is found is the non-discursive, 

self-evidencing and self-attesting experience of God found in Christ illuminated by the Holy 

 
sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 
just and on the unjust” (Matthew 5:45).  
299 See: Sons in the Son: The Riches and Reach of Adoption in Christ by David B. Garner (2016).  
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Spirit. This revelation penetrates the pre-cognitive, cognitive, and rational aspects of knowing. 

Douglas Kelly explains the self-evidencing (αυτοπιστος) experience: “An understanding of this 

αυτουσια of God’s supreme truth in Person and Word lies behind John Calvin’s teaching that 

the final proof of the truth of the Holy Scriptures is that, since they are given by God, they are 

αυτοπιστος (or ‘self-evidencing’)” (2008:15). Richard Muller explains the autopistos: “This self-

attestation is found externally in the scriptures (principium cognoscendi externum) and 

internally by the inner witness of the Holy Spirit embraced by faith (principium cognoscendi 

internum)” (Muller, 2017:288).300  

This ultimate cause of this autopistos encounter is the Holy Spirit who brings Christ to the 

sinner (John 16:8-15), and Christ is externally testified to by word and sacrament.301 This kind of 

revelation “shine in their own light, when the One who inspired them illumes the mind of the 

recipient. No auxiliary, creaturely light is needed to convince the reader of their ultimate 

authority” (Kelly, 2008:15). The believer’s engagement with the scripture by virtue of hearing 

and/or reading the scriptures certainly can be a discursive action, but the witness to the 

scriptures being the word of God is non-discursive, i.e., a direct creational mediation302 with an 

internal illumination.303 This kind of illumination reveals the beauty, goodness, truth, power, 

and clarity of the scriptures. This kind of self-evidencing encounter comes within a non-

discursive manner, and this knowledge is analogous to the pre-cognitive knowledge found in a 

feeling of dependence. This self-attesting experience is important to apologetics for a few 

reasons.  

 
300 As mentioned earlier, Herman Bavinck uniquely adds the Holy Spirt, faith, and believing reason as the 
principium cognoscendi internum. The Holy Spirit is the objective principium cognoscendi internum while faith and 
believing reason are the subjective principium cognoscendi internum. “We thus identify three fundamental 
principles for theology: God is the essential foundation (principium essendi); Scripture is the external cognitive 
foundation (principium cognoscendi externum); and the Holy Spirit is the internal principle of knowing (principium 
cognoscendi internum). The foundations of theology are thus Trinitarian: The Father, through the Son as Logos, 
imparts himself to this creature in the Spirit. Theologians also distinguish God’s own Trinitarian self-knowledge 
(archetypal) from the revealed knowledge accommodated to human understanding (ectypal)” (2011:50).  
301  “And when he comes, he will convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment: concerning sin, 
because they do not believe in me; concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father, and you will see me no 
longer; concerning judgment, because the ruler of this world is judged. “I still have many things to say to you, but 
you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not 
speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to 
come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you.  All that the Father has is mine; 
therefore, I said that he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:8-15).  
302 It has to be mediated in an ectypal manner or it would be direct knowledge of God’s essence, but that is not 
possible given God’s incomprehensibility. 
303 “A witness to God’s reality and redemption can include discursive evidence but it need not do so. For instance, 
a nondiscursive mode of human existing or relating can be a witness to God’s redemptive character in virtue of 
manifesting de re some distinctive features of God’s character, such as divine agape, without making an assertion. 
The inner witness of the Spirit of God can manifest in the same way, without loss of distinctive non-propositional 
content. This lesson bears directly on an aim to manifest one’s reasons for acknowledging God, including an aim to 
manifest a reason for the hope of God within one (I Pet. 3:15). The desire manifestation and witness need not be 
discursive. Even when a witness to God’s reality includes a discursive component, that component need not be an 
argument. It could be a descriptive testimony to what God has done in one’s life” (Moser, 2017:13). 
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First, it grounds the believer’s faith in “experienced-oriented foundationalism,” i.e., in a “non-

discursive manifestational witness” (Moser, 2017:12).304 This is fitting given the reality that God 

is a Triune God who is the creational ground for human persons and reveals himself in the most 

personal manner. That is “God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit 

who has been given to us” and the Holy Spirit reaches the deepest recesses of a person’s being 

(Romans 5:5b). God could not communicate to humans in a more perspicacious and personal 

manner than by becoming a man (Emmanuel). God could not show his love for sinners in a 

more profound manner than by living and dying on the cross for sinners. God best displays his 

power in the most profound ectypal mode of revelation by raising his Son from the dead and 

seating him at his right hand. Moreover, the most intimate profound way for God to reveal 

himself, during this dispensation of redemptive history, is by sending the Holy Spirit and 

witnessing to us in the deepest parts of our being, including testifying to our adopted filial 

relationship with God. 

 

Paul K. Moser on the self-attesting nature of the believer’s filial relationship with God: 

 

Paul introduces the filial theme to the Galatian Christians by using the Aramaic language 

of Jesus, as follows: “when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a 

woman, born under the law, in order to redeem those who were und the law, so that 

we might receive adoption as children. And because you are children, God has sent the 

Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Gal. 4:4-6), NRSV, here and in 

subsequent biblical translations). The Sprit of the risen Jesus, in Paul’s account, confirms 

one’s being a child of God with the cry “Abba! Father!” Paul makes a closely related 

point to the Roman Christians, as follows: “you did not receive a spirit of slavery, to fall 

back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ 

it is that very Spirit bearing witness with (summatrurei) our spirit that we are children of 

God’” (Rom. 8:15-16). The filial language of Paul in the wake of Jesus, indicates that the 

Spirit of God seeks to witness not only to God’s reality and faithfulness, but also to one’s 

having become (or, at least, one’s becoming) a cooperative child of the living God, in 

filial relationship with God. We may think of the “witness” identified by Paul as part of 

the “testimony” of God’s Spirit (Moser, 2017:3).  

 

Secondly, a self-authenticating experience is sui generis and stands as evidence for the one who 

has experienced God’s self-authentication. This experience is full of mystery and can only be 

explained by means of the most rock-bottom evidentiary encounters. The scriptures talk about 

it in the following fashion. “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our 

 
304 Moser repudiates some aquisita arguments for God’s existence (see: RA014: Paul Moser on Religious 
Epistemologyּ֙andּ֙God’sּ֙Elusiveness, found at https://realatheology.wordpress.com) because of his strong 
emphasis on “experience-oriented foundationalism.” But given what was stated above that acquisita knowledge 
grows out of insita knowledge, it seems there is no reason to juxtapose these two kinds of knowledge against one 
another because they are complementary on different levels of knowing.  

https://realatheology.wordpress.com/
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hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 

Corinthians 4:6). Paul combines the generality of creatio ex-nihilo (i.e., the gift of esse/essentia) 

with the particularity of redemption (i.e., the face of Christ) to explain this experience. The 

person who experiences this bringing about of something from nothing (nihilism reversed) and 

seeing someone’s face has the most basic non-discursive evidentiary experience possible, 

similar to the child that sees the face of his parent.   

 

This non-discursive, self-attesting revelation, when embraced, illuminates the implanted 

knowledge found in general revelation which allows for the building of a natural theology. This 

theologia naturalis regenitorum is done by taking these intuitions and being faithful to the 

authority of general revelation and the authority of the scriptures.  

7.8 Primal knowledge non–inferential internal insita knowledge in creation    

Cornelius Van Til held to insita pre-cognitive knowledge, i.e., “the Reformed apologist must 

seek his point of contact with the natural man in that which is beneath the threshold of his 

working consciousness, in that sense of deity which he seeks to suppress” (2008:120). For Van 

Til, whatever false system the natural man sets up is in reaction to this primal knowledge that 

works beneath the threshold of the working consciousness. This primal knowledge rejects the 

revelatory pressure of the Logos that is found in a non-discursive manner. This makes sense, 

given that God is the very sustainer of the gift of esse and defines our very essentia and this is 

where theological nihilism starts. Moreover, Herman Bavinck held to pre-cognitive insita 

knowledge. Sutanto explains that this kind of knowledge “is the primordial basis of how 

creatures know and inhabit God’s organic creation – and creaturely reasoning in the acts of 

thinking and knowledge formation are derivatives that are contingent on this prior fact of 

revelation and the primordial, pre-cognitive connections that representations have with reality” 

(Sutanto, 2017:203). 

Abraham Kuyper holds to this kind of knowledge as well: 

Knowledge of God is implanted, infused into man. It is inseparable from his nature. He 

cannot shake it off . . . The infused knowledge of God is not something that man 

possesses. It radiates from God from moment to moment as the steady impression on 

man’s heart of God’s omnipresent power. God has made of man’s heart a mirror. That 

mirror may be split and broken but it still reflects God’s radiance, though not His true 

image. The human heart, though fallen, remains open to knowledge of God. Our 

philosophers may talk proudly of our capacity for knowing God, but the Church speaks 

of the majestic impression of the Lord that bears down on all men.  Thus, the natural 

knowledge of God is not acquired through training or study. It is infused into all men. 

That is why all people share in it. It is inseparable from human nature and belongs to 

man as a human being (Kuyper, 2015:75).  
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Kuyper expresses this same kind of primal and primitive precognitive knowledge that all men 

have by virtue of being created in God’s image. This understanding of primitive knowledge 

explains much, but this kind of precognitive knowledge is difficult to explain because it involves 

the mystery of precognition. Lopez calls this kind of knowledge an originary experience and it 

has two aspects to it: “originary experience—man’s engagement of all of himself with all of 

reality and its center, God—has a twofold dimension. It implies a receiving and a capacity to 

create” (Lopez, 2014:16). The twofold dimension implies a receiving and sub-creative aspect to 

originary experience. The Logos is revealed in this originary experience and should be 

welcomed by the receiver with gratitude and joy in a Eucharistic manner. Furthermore, out of 

this reception grows a creative movement towards becoming more and more in the image of 

the Word in order to show forth the intelligible presence of the Word found in creation.305 But 

when out of an anti-eucharistic disposition the Logos is rejected on a primitive insita level, the 

result is a “reception” of “nothing” and a decreation to “nothing.” 

The PSR is grounded in the very nature of God and affirms the intelligibility of creation. The PSR 

affirms the perfect archetypal intelligibility of God and the limited ectypal knowledge of the 

creature, which entails an inevitable mystery. The PSR also upholds that reality is intelligible on 

all levels of existence enabling humans to receive this intelligibility on all levels of knowing (i.e., 

pre-cognitive insitia, cognitio insita, and aquisita knowledge). The Logos is the basis for the PSR 

and when the Logos is rejected on all levels of being and knowing then a privatio boni is the 

origin and result of this rejection. The privatio of evil mitigates the intelligibility that the PSR 

presupposes, which will be explored in the next chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
305 In the Reformed tradition this will happen only with an act of God’s regenerative work. “Regeneration consists 
in the implanting of the principle of the new spiritual life in man, in a radical change of the governing disposition of 
the soul, which, under the influence of the Holy Spirit, gives birth to a life that moves in a Godward direction. In 
principle this change affects the whole man . . . It is an instantaneous change of man’s nature, affecting at once the 
whole man, intellectually, emotionally, and morally . . . It is in its most limited sense a change that occurs in the 
sub-conscious life. It is a secret and inscrutable work of God that is never directly perceived by man. The change 
may take place without man’s being conscious of it momentarily, though this is not the case when regeneration 
and conversion coincide; and even later on he can perceive it only in its effect” (Berkhof, 1996:468-469). It is the 
act of regeneration that puts one in the Eucharistic disposition of gratitude. The creative aspect of the originary 
experience that Lopez refers to can be seen in progressive sanctification which is the creative aspect (progressive 
sanctification not definitive sanctification) of this experience. Sanctification has two parts to it in that the “old 
structure of sin is gradually torn down, and a new structure of God is reared in its stead . . . the gradual erection of 
the new building need not wait until the old one is completely demolished . . . the gradual dissolution of the old 
the new makes it appearance” (Ibid.:533).  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

THEOLOGICAL NIHILISM AND EVIL AS A PRIVAITON  

8.1 Evil as a privation of the good 

8.1.1 Evil as a dark sign 

This project assumes that non-belief can and should be seen as an absence of what ought to be 

believed306 and trusted in; unbelief falls under a privation of the good that is a privatio boni 

(i.e., a volitional and gnoseological privation). This absence of what ought to be believed is 

ultimately a result of truth suppression which, results in suppressing the truth as it is found in 

God’s special and general revelation.307 This suppression is a rejection of the presence of God in 

creation, and it rejects the possibility of participation in the Trinitarian life offered to the sinner 

through Christ as found in the gospel.  

Unbelief acts as a dark sacrament because the sign (signum) attempts to point back to the finite 

originator, therefore the sign and reality are one (res). But even in this retortion, what Luther 

termed the incurvatus in se,308 the nature of sin itself testifies to God. This dark sacrament 

testifies to the good that is present (i.e., the beings that are privated still have the good gift of 

esse/essentia) and what is absent (i.e., the good that ought to be but is not) in an image-bearer 

of God.  

Francis Turretin brings this point out when he states that even false religions reveal some sense 

of true deity; however, this sense is suppressed and used to build idolatrous systems: 

The institution of religions in the world most clearly proves natural theology. For 

whence that hidden propensity of men towards religion which induced Plato to call man 

the most religious animal (zoon theosebestaton, Timaeus 41 [Loeb, 9:90-91]), unless 

from the sense of a deity whom they ought to worship. Nor would the people have been 

disposed to embrace idolatry even in its most shocking forms and to receive so readily 

false and counterfeit religions which impostors by political contrivance devised to keep 

men under subjection, unless they had been impelled by some instinct to religion and 

 
306 This will be called the privational view of unbelief which will be based on the larger category of the privational 
view of evil.  
307 “The Bible testifies to a twofold revelation of God: a revelation in nature round about us, in human 
consciousness, and in the providential government of the world; a revelation embodied in the Bible as the Word of 
God” (Berkhof, 1996:36). 
308 “This is so because, due to original sin, our nature is so curved in upon itself at its deepest levels that it not only 
bends the best gifts of God toward itself in order to enjoy them (as the moralists and hypocrites make evident), 
nay, rather, "uses" God in order to obtain them, but it does not even know that, in this wicked, twisted, crooked 
way, it seeks everything, including God, only for itself. As the prophet Jeremiah says in Jer. 17:9: "The heart of man 
is crooked and inscrutable; who can know it?" i.e., it is so curved in upon itself that no man, be he ever so holy, can 
know it (apart from a testing experience). As it says in Ps. 19:12: "Who can discern his errors? Clear thou me from 
my hidden faults!" And Ps. 32:6: "For this let everyone that is godly pray unto thee at the proper time." The 
Scripture calls this fault by the very special name of " 'awah" which means wickedness, crookedness, curvedness” 
(Luther, 1961:159-160). 
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the worship of some deity. Nor can it be said that the Gentiles did this not so much by 

instinct as by initiation. If there had been no instinct, man (a creature of glory) would 

never have bowed down to the most debased creatures, that there might not be 

thought to be destitute of any sense of deity; nor could what arises only from imitation 

be so common and universal (1992:8).  

 It is out of “some instinct to religion, and the worship of some deity” that false religions are 

“created” (i.e., de-created). It is the privation of a “sensing” of something that is true on which 

false religions are phantasmagorically built. A creational view of reality assumes that goodness, 

truth, and gift are primitive and not the privations of evil, falsity, and brute fact as primitive.  

Donald De Marco and Benjamin Wiker see Schopenhauer as reversing the primality of 

goodness, truth, and gift. “But when this metaphysics is inverted when evil and being are 

considered synonymous, it is apparent that a Culture of Death will ensue. Thus, a Culture of 

Death, for Schopenhauer, is merely the natural acting out of his Metaphysics of Death” 

(2004:32). The metaphysics of death claim that evil is primal, and goodness is what is fleeting; 

good is the “privation” of evil and the result is a culture of death. This kind of deflated and 

perverse metaphysics would mitigate against the intelligibility of reality because what is at the 

base would be brute fact and not infinite intelligibility. It will not be the purpose of this project 

to show all the problems (i.e., self-defeating ones) with the privational view, but the goal is to 

contrast the privational view to the Eucharist.    

8.1.2 Privational view of evil and the evil of evil  

The privational view of evil shows just how evil, evil really is because evil always accompanies 

the good (i.e., there can be good without evil but not evil without good). On the privational 

nature of the Fall explaining this presence and absence motif, John Milbank states: 

Also, I would hope, any true Calvinist would appreciate that we tend to have a far more 

realistic and robustly ontological doctrine of the fall than any other contemporary 

theologians apart from the Russians. I have always insisted, after St. Paul, that death (in 

its current form) as well as sin is an intruder upon the original creation and that, after 

the fall, sinister cosmic forces became (literally) in charge of the world. But to have a 

doctrine of the fall does not mean to believe that creation is totally corrupted or that it 

is corrupted in part. In a kind of negative version of the causality of gift, it rather 

remains entirely perfect—else it would not exist at all—and yet also entirely corrupted 

through and through. Existentially we know this. It is not when we learn that the world 

contains active pedophiles, as well as celebrators of the innocence of children that we 

know that the world is fallen. It is rather when we learn, for example that the author of 

one of the most remarkable series of fictional celebrations of childhood of all time, the 

British author William Mayne, was also for a time a systematic sexual abuser of little 

girls (as has recently been exposed in English courts) that we know that the world is 

indeed abysmally fallen. Because then the terrible truth has to be faced that innocence 



208 

and corruption may in our world lie so close together that the sources of inspiration and 

the sources of perversion are hard to disentangle (Milbank, 2005:17).  

 Milbank illustrates that a privational view of evil explains a lot about evil, increases its mystery, 

and magnifies the evil of evil. This privational view always assumes that evil is always reliant 

upon the good, true, beautiful, and gift. If the transcendentals of the true, the good, and the 

gift exist, then no being can be devoid of some goodness and truth just by virtue of existing, no 

matter how corrupt.  

Evil is so bad and is anti-Eucharistic because it is always engaged in using the gifts of God to 

corrupt others while, at the same time, being ungrateful for those gifts. Romans 1:18-32 follows 

this line of reasoning: “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give 

thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were 

darkened.” (Romans 1:21). Notice the epistemological implications of the anti-Eucharist 

existence (not giving thanks); “thinking became futile” (i.e., a detachment from reality) and 

“foolish hearts were darkened” (privation of the light of God, i.e., a de-creation devoid of 

intelligibility). Paul goes on to say: “Though they know God's righteous decree that those who 

practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who 

practice them” (Romans 1:32).  Spiraling down the vortex of privation is a communal effort 

(anti-communal) of corrupting one another with approval (i.e., they “were consumed with 

passion for one another”) (Romans 1:27).309 

8.1.3 The cause of evil  

If evil is a privation of the good, then the cause of evil must have its origin in the will of human 

beings. However, even in the human will the cause of evil is not a per se (good in itself) cause 

but a per accidens (accidentally) cause.    

Jonathan Mcintosh explains Aquinas on this topic:  

Thomas begins the corpus of his first article with an emphatic affirmation that “every 

evil in some way has a cause” (ST I.49.I). As the “absence of the good which is natural 

and due to a thing,” there must be a cause to explain why anything should “fail” to be 

“drawn out” from its “natural and due disposition.” Thomas nevertheless agrees with 

the Neoplatonic premise that “only good can be a cause, because nothing can be a 

 
309 Bold and italicizations added. On a privational view, the apologist can focus on the reality privated or the 
privation of reality. The Bible does both: “Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and 
patience, not knowing that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? But because of your hard and 
impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God's righteous judgment will be 
revealed” (Romans 2:4-5). Both the goodness of God and our sin should lead us to repentance, so both areas can 
be covered by the apologist. This gives the apologist flexibility, e.g., the apologist could reduce the non-believers to 
absurdity and show that their position cannot account for some aspect of reality or move from what is agreed 
upon to the best explanation.  
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cause except in so far as it is a being, and every being, as such, is good.” The question, 

then, is how something good can cause evil. Thomas’s answer is that what is good is 

able to cause evil, not insofar as it is good in itself (per se causality), but only 

“accidentally.” An accidental cause of an effect is a cause that produces an effect not 

intentionally, but by producing some first, intended effect with which the second, 

unintended effect is somehow accidentally or coincidentally connected (Mcintosh, 

2017:212).  

Given the doctrine of a good creation, only a per se cause can produce what is good, and a per 

accidens cause what is evil. This does not mean that evil does not take on the appearance of 

being a result of a per se cause which seems to give it the appearance of radical evil. Radical evil 

would be the desire for the privatio qua privatio (acting evil for its own sake) without any desire 

for the good (Ibid:219). 

J. H. Bavinck captures this truth in recognizing the dialectic of unbelief; even in our rebellion 

against God, we desire him and at the same time hate Him.  

Every world view is living proof of the strange discord existing in the human soul. No 

human person can rise above this internal unrest inasmuch as the relationship between 

man and God is invariably twisted and contorted. The subtle poison of sin creeps into all 

of man’s faculties and appetites. Humans can do nothing other than seek God in view of 

the fact that they yearn after Him in the very depths of their being, and they can do 

nothing else than sidestep Him because they fear Him and hate Him with every fiber of 

their nature (J. H. Bavinck quoted out of Visser, 2003:107-108).310  

H. Kraemer expresses this same kind of dialectic: 

The religious and moral life of man is man’s achievement, but also God’s wrestling with 

him; it manifests a receptivity to God, but at the same time an inexcusable disobedience 

and blindness to God. The world fails to know God even in the highest wisdom, although 

it strives to do so. Man seeks God but at the same time flees from Him in his seeking, 

because his self-assertive self-centeredness of will, his root-sin always breaks through 

(Kraemer, 1956:126-127).  

Theological nihilism is built out of the desire to know God, to be like God, and to usurp God all 

at the same time. As will be seen below even the desire to usurp God and be an autonomous 

creator relies upon the goodness of creation and shows the imago dei as an irreducible sub-

creator that imitates the Creator. This helps explain the convoluted nature of sin, and this is 

why great evil can be done in the name of good. It might be argued that out of a feeling of self-

righteousness that many evils have been perpetrated in the name of the “good.” “Woe to those 

who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put 

 
310 Persoonlijkheid en wereldbeschouwing (Personality and Worldview, 1928:23).  
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bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter! Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes, and shrewd 

in their own sight!” (Isaiah 5:20-21). The transaction of replacing good with evil and then 

naming (nominalism) the evil the good pays compliment to the good as the final goal and the 

real substance. This is why so much corporate effort has to be given to this act of imitating and 

denying created reality in order to call the fabricated reality real. Sometimes this is 

accompanied by controlling language and creating false liturgies in order to reinforce belief in 

this fabrication.  

The Reformers held the privatio aspect of sin along with the reality that sin appears to be an 

active principle (i.e., the appearance of being a substance).  

Heinrich Heppe, quoting the Leiden Synopsis (XVI, 4-9) on this topic: 

When therefore it is asserted by some writers of the Reformed Church that evil is not a 

pure privation, this is not to be understood as thought evil possessed per se as some 

truly positive or metaphysical nature. Every such entity is good and comes from God, 

alone the author of all good; for in Him we live and move and are, Ac. 17.28. This is 

understood by them of ineffective and otiose privation, such privations absolutely 

remove a power, as blindness remove vision.—Now sin is an actuosa privatio, whereby 

the principle of action and the act itself proceeding there-from is deprived of the only 

righteousness, by the corruption (not just the removal) of the principle itself, like the 

loosening of the legbone, from which movement is not taken away, on the ordering a 

correctness of movement. Whence it comes about that sin is enunciated by Scripture 

not only negatively but positively and an efficacy is assigned to it contrary an inimical to 

holiness and righteousness Rom. 8.7 ( the mind of the flesh is enmity against God; it is 

not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can it be:) Gal 5:17 (the flesh lusteth 

against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; these are contrary the one to the 

other; that ye may not do the things that ye would); because the action in which the 

privatio inheres,  by dint of the inherent privation, oppose the holy and righteous 

movement and action and in consequence the law of God as well.—Moreover the 

proximate subject of this sin which we are dealing with (‘material’ is the Scholastic term) 

is a thing or action physically good, in which the privatio inheres, like a moral form of 

rather deformity. Whence it happens that not only the badness itself, but also the whole 

act conjoined with the badness is called sin and the evil denominative, as the school 

men say (Heppe, 1950:324-325).311   

 
311 Heinrich Heppe quoting the Amandus Polanus gives an example of what “is asserted by some writers of the 
Reformed Church that evil is not a pure privation” (1950:325), essentially, therefore, sin in itself is not a negation, 
nor yet something properly positive or substantial. All positive being is created by God and therefore good as such. 
Rather sin is in the first instance is a privative or privatio iustitiae, a lack of harmony in human being and action 
towards the holiness and law of God. But this lack is not a mera privatio, but simultaneously an active equality 
opposed to the good, an actuosa privatio or vitiositas, the absolute opposite of righteousness.—Palon (VI, 3): “The 
formal or final nature of sin is deformity, i.e., aberration from divine law, ἀνομία. Accordingly, sin is nothing but 
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Points made above: 

1. Evil is not possessed per se, i.e., evil does not have a truly positive metaphysical 

nature.  

2. All created goods come from God.  

3. Sin is an actuosa privatio, i.e., a principle of action that is done out of the privation 

of original righteousness.  

4. The misuse of the good gifts of God and the whole act “with badness” is called sin 

(denominative).  

The good that is present during the act of evil is what makes the evil appear to be a substance 

and participate in a per se cause and the good gets pulled into the evil action and is seen as part 

of the sin. For example, physical health is a good gift but when used to harm someone it can be 

viewed as evil. Francis Turretin explains that a privation is not “pure and simple, but corrupting; 

not idle, but energetic; not of pure negation, but of depraved disposition, by which not only is 

the due rectitude taken away, but also an under unrectitude and a depraved quality laid down, 

infecting all the faculties” (Turretin, 1992:592). The “depraved quality” (nihil-quality) is part of 

the analogia nihilationis because the “depraved quality”ּ֙appears to be a real quality when it is 

not but rather a privation of a real quality. Francis Turretin explains that “inasmuch as it is the 

want of righteousness that ought to be in, it is well called privation; even so, inasmuch as it 

taints and corrupts the soul, it is called a corrupt quality and is usually described as a stain and 

disease” (Ibid.).  

8.1.3.1 Evil as a perversion of sub-creation 

The primal evil desire manifests itself in the attempt to be like God by knowing like God knows 

and being able to do what God does. To know like God knows means that our knowledge is not 

receptive but creative (by knowing we make reality after our image and desire), and to do as 

God does means that we can speak reality into existence. That is fallen man wants to be the 

creator and redeemer.  

Mcintosh explains J.R.R. Tolkien’s view of evil that echoes Aquinas: 

In terms of at least the narrative sequence of Tolkien’s mythology, then, the very first 

thing we learn about evil is that it begins with the creaturely aspiration for the Creator’s 

own power to create . . . In making the desire for creative power the primeval sin, 

Tolkien again strikes a familiar chord with St. Thomas, who argues in the Summa’s 

discussion of the angels that the latter fell by seeking an “unnatural” way to be like God 

(ST I.63.3) . . .  At the same time, unnatural as it may be for a finite being to desire the 

 
what is committed against the law of God—So it is not mere privatio, but also an evil quality inherent in a soul, 
contrary to the good quality which conforms with the law of God. Hence vices are opposed to virtues not just 
privately. They are contrary qualities” (Ibid:323).  
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infinite Creator’s power of creation, taken by itself the power of creation is of course 

infinitely good (Mcintosh, 2017:218).  

Even in the evil desire to usurp God as Creator by imitating his ex-nihilo power as Creator the 

good and the Giver of the good is complemented by acknowledging that the creatio ex-nihilo 

power is good. The reason this is “unnatural” is that it is outside of a finite beings nature to be 

the Creator. That is, creatures have not the knowledge nor power to give the gift of esse and 

essentia because only a Simple being can be the Creator and compound beings have to receive 

the gift of esse.  

8.1.3.2 Evil and annihilation  

The final telos of theological nihilism is annihilation; this is the most extreme expression of the 

desire to be God. The will to annihilate is imitating creation in reverse but still comes with the 

desire to imitate God’s power. To refer to Brandon's quote found in Hitchcock’s movie the 

Rope: “The power to kill is as great as the power to create” (Rope, 1948). Brandon’s statement 

is false but it shows that when the desire to create ex-nihilo is expressed it has to opt for de-

creation instead, i.e., to private something by denying its proper nature and then attribute this 

act the same power and profundity as creatio ex-nihilo. Even in Brandon’s perversion and its 

destructive ramifications he shows his desire to be like God and this desire points and attests to 

God’s goodness and power.  

Jonathan Mcintosh references the character Sauron on the topic of annihilation as an imitation 

of God: 

How can someone will nothing, that is, find the utter absence of anything desirable, 

given that the proper object of the will is always some real or perceived good, and what 

is good is always something that has being? Nothing, in short, cannot be a cause, even 

of desire. To answer this question, we may recall how the Sauronic desire to suppress 

the alterity of things is in fact a desire for something of the aseity of God, and even the 

express desire to rebel against God is a desire for an apparent good, namely 

independence. In the same way, the desire to annihilate, like the desire to create, is a 

desire for a power that God alone has, and therefore, taken by itself, is something good. 

Indeed, the power to create is identical to the power to give existence being one with 

the power also to take it away (Mcintosh, 2017:250).  

The will to annihilate is a desire to have the power that only God has, and this power is good. 

God is the only being that can annihilate because he is the only being that cannot be 

annihilated. He cannot be annihilated because his esse and essentia are one; hence he is a se 

and must exist. God, who cannot be annihilated is the only being that can annihilate because he 

alone can give the gift of esse so he alone can take away the gift of esse.  
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Aquinas holds that there cannot be an absolute desire for non-being because non-being is 

nothing. This is why the logic of nihilism is to make something into nothing and then convince 

oneself that the nothing is something. The logic is not to make something into nothing and then 

refer to the nothing as nothing.  

8.1.3.3 Theological Nihilism and Reductionism 

Theological nihilism always engages in the act of reductionism, that is, reducing God’s full 

creational reality away from what it really is to what it is not by an act of the mind. This 

happens by reducing reality to the phantasmagorical creations of the mind. It is most 

dangerous when ideologies are imposed upon reality, along with imposing those ideologies 

upon others, normally by the power of the state.312  

Any particular science in the nature of the case is reductionistic in its analysis, which is 

legitimate as long as it does not totalize reality but recognizes its limited domain. The sciences 

(apart from metaphysics) in the nature of the case focus on one aspect of reality, and this 

analysis always comes with the totalizing temptation to make that aspect of reality all of 

“reality,” which leads to a nihilised reduction of reality. For example, Edward Feser explains that 

“physics focuses its attention on those aspects of nature which can be described in the 

language of mathematics, abstracting away everything else . . . That is why physics has achieved 

such breathtaking precision and predictive success. It simply does not allow into its 

characterization of physical phenomena any feature that would not be susceptible to 

mathematically precise description and prediction” (Feser, 2014:117).  

Ideological reductions often act in a totalizing manner by imperializing or denying the other 

sciences (e.g., reducing everything to physics, chemistry, and/or biology) these reductions set 

up the metaphysical boundaries of reality (e.g., materialism) and the epistemological 

boundaries of knowledge (scientism). These sciences should be affirmed in their own analogical 

domain(s) as discussed earlier but the totalizing reductions of metaphysics and epistemology 

deny the analogical nature of reality. The different sciences are distinct but never separate and 

relate to the other domains of reality and knowledge in order to be known on the personal 

level of existence.313   

When reductionism is set up in a totalizing manner, these reductions determine the boundaries 

of what can and cannot exist as well as what can and cannot be known. The reductionist 

becomes enamored with his ideological precision, predictive power, and the fabricated 

 
312 Christianity can be accused of reductionism and it must be admitted that totalizing reductions have taken place 
in the history of the church in the name of a pseudo-Christianity. But real Christianity gives forth a message of 
peace and love (gospel) which appeals to others reason to lead them to the incarnate Logos.  
313 Joseph Ratzinger explains the reductionism of all the human sciences to the “canon of scientificity.” “First, only 
the kind of certainty resulting from the interplay of mathematical and empirical elements can be considered 
scientific. Anything that would claim to be science must be measured against this criterion. Hence the human 
science, such as history, psychology, sociology and philosophy, attempt to conform themselves to this canon of 
scientificity” (2007:142).  
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comprehensibility. This echoes back to Herman Bavinck’s statement “we comprehend only the 

things that are totally in our power, the things we can make or break” (2003:619). This is why 

comprehensibility is such a temptation; one can feel epistemically and morally justified in 

imposing the fabricated reductions upon others because the mysteries of reality have been 

conquered so others must conform. Feser explains the reasoning of a reductionist: “It is like 

reasoning from the success of metal detectors to the conclusion that there are no non-metallic 

features of reality.” (Feser, 2014:117). Michael Hanby refers to reductionism as the “principle of 

annihilation” that reduces reality away from its full creational meaning and its many relations. 

Descartes is an example of this when he tries to reduce philosophy and all of reality to 

mathematical precision of clear and distinct ideas (Hanby, 2013:115). Descartes tried to fix 

these elements in his mind and then impose them upon reality in order to “draw a map of 

certain defined space of land” (Oliver, 2009:152). Simon Oliver goes on to explain Descartes’ 

program as spatialization, based on Catherine Pickstock’s work: 

The key problem with spatialization is that its arrangements do not conform to the 

reality in at least this sense: the world we investigate is characterized by constant flux, 

ambiguity, encounter, exchange and creativity. It cannot be straightforwardly “mapped” 

unto a special, fixed and ossified grid. Pickstock contrasts this spatialization—the middle 

of modernity—to the much more varied arrangements of pre-modern learning 

communities which, crucially, had liturgy at their heart. Liturgy is not special and fixed; it 

exhibits temporality, non-identical repetition, and praise of donating sources of life 

which we cannot control and therefore cannot fix on a spatial grid of knowledge (Ibid.: 

152-153).  

Pickstock contrasts spatialization to liturgy—spatialization focuses on dominating while liturgy 

focuses on celebrating the gift of actus essendi and all of the mystery involved in this gift. The 

desire for spatialization is based on breaking down the Creator-creature distinction by assuming 

the univocity of being. The desire for univocism is a result of the Fall. Van Til explains: “The non-

regenerate man takes for granted that the meaning of the space-time world is immanent in 

itself, and that man is the ultimate interpreter of this world, instead of its humble reinterpreter. 

The natural man wants to be creatively constructive instead of receptively reconstructive” 

(2007:63). Van Til shares the same kind of insight as Pickstock.  

1. Negatively, that immanent space-time world is all that exists, and humans are the 

ultimate determiners and interpreters of reality.   

2. Positively, that liturgy is a receptive reconstruction of the broader universe which is 

meant to resonate the glory of God. This truth echoes back to G.K. Beale’s 

understanding of the temple: “The rationale for the worldwide encompassing nature 

of the paradisal temple in Revelation 21 lies in the ancient notion that the Old 

Testament temple was a microcosm of the entire heaven and earth” (Beale, 

2004:31-32).  
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The above observation about reductionism is relevant to the Eucharist. If reality is such that 

bread and wine can be broken down to just chemistry and physics, then sacramental realism is 

not possible by de-created fiat. Accordingly, the practice of the Eucharist would devolve into an 

empty exercise of fantasy created by some rather strange religious people. The problem with 

this reductionistic position is that it would also destroy chemistry and physics because they 

would be an epiphenomenon of nothingness.  

Liturgy is the humble admission that we cannot spatiate reality to fit our categories, but rather 

reality is sacramental and participates in a higher reality that is the very source of life and 

intelligibility.  

8.2 Goodness, truth, and privation in apologetics 

8.2.1 Apologetics as an appeal to goodness or the privation  

This project assumes that evil is a privation of the good and that falsity is a privation of the true 

(i.e., ontological truth). So, everything that exists, post-fall, will exemplify (however distorted 

and privated) the God-given gifts of truth and goodness to some extent. So, every false 

philosophy has borrowed (stolen) capital314 of truth and goodness along with the privation(s) of 

evil and falsity. As a point of contact the apologetics may appeal to what is true in someone’s 

philosophy or to what is false. One may show that a false worldview leads to absurdity because 

of internal incoherence or lack of explanatory power (e.g., naturalism), or one may start with 

something agreed upon (e.g., objective morality) and then show this truth makes the most 

sense within a Christian worldview and ought to lead one toward the transcendent God. 

Truth resides within the consciousness of the non-believer; therefore, the non-believer has to 

participate in a deliberate and willful act of privating the pre-cognitive insita manifestation of 

God’s revelation. The disposition of Adamic consciousness is one of covenant breaking hostility 

towards God rather than covenant-keeping thankful hospitality. Truth suppression is done out 

of a privated state and, in turn, attempts to private reality in an idolatrous act of dominion. 

Unbelief does the reductive act of denying truth that is manifested in reality and then replaces 

this truth with a phantasmagorical nihilistence.  

All of these constructed systems are, in the nature of the case, irrational in terms of their 

metaphysical assumptions and gnoseological basis. These systems are phantasmagorical 

because they are projections of the mind, and they are nihilistic because they reduce reality to 

the categories of the mind. Some false ideologies attempt to incarnate their mental 

 
314 “No Christian can escape facing the fact that many non-Christian scientists have discovered much truth about 
nature. If he does not explain this fact with Calvin by virtually saying that this is true in spite of their immanentistic 
view of life and because of the fact that they cannot help but work with the ‘borrowed’ capital of Christianity then 
he must grant that the naturalist is partially right” (Van Til, 2007:153). Van Til grants that the unbeliever does 
discover much truth about reality, in spite of, not because of their false philosophy of naturalism. For discovery to 
be possible, the world must be objectively intelligible (true) and objectively desirable to know (good). God is the 
metaphysical precondition for goodness and truth (not naturalism which is a privation of reality) so the unbeliever 
has to borrow from God in order to know reality.  
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constructions into the world as a type of anti-incarnation. While trying to deconstruct the real 

world, one must rely upon (borrow from and metaphysically and epistemologically parasite off 

of) the real world in order to construct its projections. This means that in every unbelieving 

system there will always be borrowed truth and privated falsity that always falls short of 

personal reality. In unbelief, the mind closes itself off from reality in the act of inhospitality. It 

then seeks intellectual dominion instead of an act of covenantal receptivity.  

The analogia entis holds both a qualitative dissimilarity between God and creation and an 

analogical similarity between God and creation. The dissimilarity and similarity between God 

and creation is the very metaphysical basis of reality. The pre-fall eschatological drive and 

longing of creation was naturally towards the Creator; this movement brings the revelation of 

God in creation through the image-bearers of God reflecting His glory. After the fall, the drive 

towards the Creator becomes turned inward (incurvatus in se) individually or expressed in the 

desire to make a name for oneself instead of proclaiming the name of God.315 It drives the soul 

to nothingness, not metaphysically, but by virtue of the fallen ethical bent to a 

phantasmagorical de-creation (privated nothing).  

8.2.2 Reformed theology evil as a privation 

Herman Bavinck states that “metaphysically, sin is a privation and may not, nor can from a 

Christian position, be viewed in any other way” (2006:140). He believes this for the following 

reasons. 

First, given that God will not create anything other than being that has goodness and truth. This 

has already discussed under the transcendentals. Only substances316 can participate in 

goodness and truth, and it is God who creates substances. 

 If sin were a substance, there would exist an entity that either was not created by God 

or was not caused by God. Sin, accordingly, has to be understood and described neither 

as an existing thing nor as being in things that exist but rather as a defect, a deprivation, 

an absence of the good, or a weakness, imbalance, just as blindness is a deprivation of 

sight . . . There cannot be any evil at all except in something good, because it cannot be 

except in something natural. It is itself not nature, but a lack, privation, or corruption of 

the good, a vice or deft of nature; for good to be diminished is evil. It therefore has no 

efficient but only a deficient cause . . . On the other hand, it is also clear that sin cannot 

be adequately described with the concept of privation. Certainly it is not a mere lack, 

 
315 “And they said to one another, ‘Come, let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.’ And they had brick for 
stone, and bitumen for mortar. 4 Then they said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the 
heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the face of the whole earth’” (Genesis 
11:3-11). 
316 Substance is “a being whose essence naturally requires it to exist in itself; ens per se; ens in se; a being who has 
existence in itself and by virtue of itself as an ultimate distinct subject of being” (Wuellner, 1956:119). 
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pure nonbeing, but an active corruption principle, a dissolving, destructive power (Ibid.: 

136-137). 

Because God cannot create something evil, if sin were a substance, it would have to exist apart 

from God, i.e., it would be a se.317 Herman Bavinck affirms what is common with the reformed 

writers that sin seems to be an active principle, i.e., a privatio does not mean inaction. The 

concept of privatio is intended to emphasize that sin has no independent existence or essence 

of its own.  

Sin is not natural in the sense it has no created esse or essentia, i.e., sin has no being but can 

only exist by “parasiting” off of the goodness of creation. The reason it appears to be real is that 

evil is a being of reason that masquerades as reality.  

There are two proper uses of the term ‘being’: firstly, generally for whatever falls into 

one Aristotle’s ten basic categories of thing, and secondly, for whatever makes a 

proposition true. These differ: in the second sense anything we can express in an 

affirmative proposition, however unreal, is said to be: in this sense lacks and absences 

are, since we say that absences are opposed to presence, and blindness exists in an eye. 

But in the first sense only what is real is, so that in this sense blindness as such are not 

beings (Aquinas, 2003: 20, ff. 60, cf. De ente et essentia). 

1. There are two proper uses of the term “being.” 

2. The first use of being is whatever falls into one of Aristotle's ten basic categories.  

3. The second use of being is whatever makes a proposition true (i.e., a being of reason), 

however unreal, e.g., absences (blindness) or privation (evil).  

This is the deceptiveness of evil: it can appear to be a being that exists in the real world, i.e.,  

extra mentally because it can be affirmed in a proposition but only affirmed as a being of 

reason.  

The concept of privatio is intended to emphasize that sin has no independent existence. 

It has no essence of its own.  It is negatively related to what God says and does. It is not 

created as such. It is nothing but destruction, and therefore a lie, a rejection of the good 

word and work of God. Sin has not been created and makes no sense. Its nature is 

completely, demonically negative . . . In our judgment, the characterization privatio 

contains an important element of truth. However, it can only be understood and done 

full justice so long as it is related directly to the characterization give above. The 

negative character of unbelief and disobedience, pride and lovelessness is correctly 

 
317 “Like night and day, you learn about one opposite from the other. So you take good in order to grasp what evil 
means. Now we have accepted the definition that good is everything that is desirable. Well, then, since each real 
thing tends to its own existence and completion, we have to say that this fulfills the meaning of good in every case. 
Therefore evil cannot signify a certain existing being, or a real shaping or positive kind of thing. Consequently, we 
are left to infer that it signifies a certain absence of a good” (Aquinas, ST I. Q 48. A1. Co.). 
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described as privatio actuosa. However, it is important to view privatio in the 

perspective of the relationship of man to God. It is not a matter of neutral, highly 

general negatio. It comes down to the negatio of man in his relationship to God. This 

negatio constitutes man’s negatio of God. We remind the reader of this description of 

man following the fall into sin as the image of God in a negative mode. This negative 

mode can also be described as negatio, which characterizes sin in its deepest essence . . 

. Sin does not make sense and rebels against creation. Sin is without reason. It is 

irrational. It opposes the law and is beyond explanation. Those who despise the good 

law of God and depart from goodness end up choosing death. This is foolish, senseless, 

incomprehensible, unjust, and unfathomable. This is the every sin that says no to God 

and ends in nothingness” (van Genderen & Velema, 2008:400-401).  

1. Sin has no independent existence; i.e., it is not a substance or has an essence of its own.  

2. The privation of sin de-creates reality into a destructive movement in the imago dei; it is 

not neutral in its movement.  

3. Sin is a demonic negative that makes no sense; it is an irrational mystery because it does 

not participate in any intelligible notes.  

Sin is an irrational mystery because it is too dark to understand. This can be juxtaposed to the 

incomprehensibility of God in that he is a mystery because he is too intelligible for us to 

comprehend (his light is too bright for our eyes) until he reveals himself.  318 Participating in 

God’s intelligible mystery brings life, while participating in the mystery of sin is irrational 

darkness that brings death and nothingness. Federico Tedesco states it this way: “It is necessary 

to recognize that the presence of evil in being is a fact so baffling, that it provokes a true 

scandal for intelligence. This means when reason comes up against evil, it receives such a 

violent shock that is reduced to silence” (2013:3).  

Herman Bavinck on “why” evil is a mystery: 

Sin is a privation of the moral perfection human persons ought to possess and includes 

active transgression . . . It is a deformity, a departure from God’s perfect law by rational 

creatures who can know God’s will. Because in its existence, it has no real right to exist, 

sin is a riddle, a mystery (Bavinck, 2006:126). 

 
318 “An ordinary superficial knowledge of God will not perhaps be affected to any startling degree by any ordinary, 
superficial knowledge of evil. But once evil suddenly reveals the horror of its features, this insufficient knowledge 
of God will be trouble and falter; it must either give in to atheism . . . or, on the other hand it must shake off its 
torpor, gain more height and grow in awareness of a mystery which it had not before suspected” (Journet, 1963, 
cited in Tedesco, 2013: 5, ff. 9). Notice the movement Journet expressed when one “knows” a deeper 
understanding of evil; it is either towards more participation in the Triune God or movement towards nothing.   
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This mystery leads to a paradox; if evil is irrational, why would a rational person choose it? Why 

did Adam and Eve choose it in their unfallen state? These questions seem to be unanswerable 

because one is dealing with the unintelligible and paradoxical (sub-doxical) state of evil.319  

John Milbank states the inexplicable mystery of evil in the following manner:  

Thus evil for the Christian tradition was radically without cause—indeed it was not even 

self-caused, but rather the (impossible) refusal of a cause. In this way privation theory 

offers not an “explanation” of evil, but instead rigorously remains with its inexplicably, 

for “explanation” can pertain only to existence, and here evil is not seen as something in 

existence. Indeed, it is regarded for this reason not even explicable in principle, not even 

explicable for God (Milbank, 2003:17-18).   

The origin of the subdoxy of evil Herman Bavinck sees as residing in “a rational creature, a being 

endowed with intellect and will” (Bavinck, 2011:375). Sin is done by persons in the personal 

context of God’s revelation. But “the will is the true subjects, sin’s showplace” (Ibid.). The origin 

of sin is found in the will, and it is an act that attempts to imitate creatio ex-nihilo. The 

difference is that it cannot speak reality into existence but must rely upon God-created reality 

and exchange it for a phantasm of our own making. It is always at the backdrop of the analogia 

entis/revelationis that one builds these irrational idols which only the analogia verbi can save 

one from these idolatries. God's creation reveals him: “we twist and pervert it, turning it into 

(exchanging it for) something false that we ourselves have invented” (Oliphint, 2007:69).  

Herman Bavinck saw the importance of understanding sin as a privatio so it has no 

metaphysical standing in the universe. Herman Bavinck reacts against the idea that 

understanding sin as a privation means that evil is not active or cannot be personified as it 

clearly is in the Bible, e.g., “sin is crouching at your door. Its desire is for you” (Genesis 4:7). This 

activeness or personification of sin does not do away with evil as a privatio boni, but establishes 

it by showing the deceptive “nature” of sin.  

The traditional Reformed view is that what man lost in the fall was “knowledge, righteousness 

and true holiness”, and “fell from their original righteousness and communion with God” and 

“this original corruption” . . . “indisposed, disabled, and made opposite to all good, and wholly 

inclined to all evil” (WCF., IV., II.) (WCF., VI., II) (WCF., VI., IV.). The privatio does not take away 

from the fact that fallen mankind still has reason and a will both of which has been affected by 

sin. After the fall the will desires and does not desire the good, and reason seeks and does not 

seek the truth. The will still desire the good but now replaces the good with the nihilised-good 

 
319 Tedesco refers to the subdoxical nature of evil as the “scandal of common sense” and gives some of the 
paradoxes of this scandal: “The first paradox, which we can also call the scandal of common sense, consist 
undoubtedly in the theory that evil, strictly speaking, does not belong in any way to the luminous sphere of being . 
. . However, placed before the philosophical theory that identifies good and being and defines evil as ‘privatio 
perfectionis debitae,’ common sense objects that, if in fact evil is true a dimension wholly extraneous to the 
luminous sphere of being, it should not overshadow being almost completely as in effect it does” (2013:5-6).  
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(i.e., a false good is a privated good of one's decreation). That is, a nihilised-good always has 

some goodness (because it has esse) it has to borrow from reality. Then the privation is claimed 

to be part of what is good and then uses the good that is privated in order to mask the privation 

and then treat this masked privation as a substance. The same kind of deceptive dialectic can 

be played off a nihilised-truth dialectic as well. Connor Cunningham explains this kind of 

dialectic and the dialectic as an imitation of creation.  

Nihilism is the logic of nothing as something, which claims that Nothing is. It’s the 

unmaking of things, and its forming of formless things, strain the fundamental terms of 

existence: what it is to be, to know, to be known. But nihilism is the antithesis of God, 

and is also like theology. Where nihilism creates nothingness, and condenses it to a 

substance. God also makes nothingness creative. Negotiating the borders of spirit and 

substance, theology can ask the question of nihilism that other disciplines do not ask: 

Where is it? What is it made of? Why is it so destructive? How can it be made holy or 

overcome? . . . As a dualistic logic, nihilism has come to ground existence not in life but 

in the absences beyond it. We who are, are no longer the living, but rather the living 

dead: death-wielding modern approach to knowledge, we are all reduced to cadavers 

(Cunningham, 2002:i).  

1. Nihilism is the logic of nothing as something, 

2. Nihilism strains the terms of existence (this is because the privation is a being of reason 

it has “esse,” and it does not have esse because it does not exist as a substance in the 

real world). 

3. Nihilism distorts what knowing is because it treats the privation as a substance. The 

fabrication that the privation is a substance is done in the mind of the fabricator. This 

movement gives preference to the subjective projections (fabricated beings of reason) 

over the real world, hence, treating privations as substances is anti-realism.    

4. Nihilism is the logic of death because it attempts to ground esse in privations and not in 

the transcendent Esse.  

Van Til, when talking about the fall calls it the “disturbance” in which the faculties still function 

even after the loss of knowledge, righteousness, and true holiness. “The ‘disturbance’ has come 

in as the result of sin. Accordingly, every one of the fallen man’s functions operates wrongly. 

The set of the whole human personality has changed. The intellect of all man may, as such, may 

be keen enough. It can therefore formally understand the Christian position.” (Van Til, 2008: 

97). Van Til makes clear that the whole human personality has been effected by the Fall. 

The suppression of God’s revelation within consciousness (feeling of dependency) and 

conscience (the feeling of the giftedness of being and the moral obligation to be thankful)320 

 
320 The truth suppression seems to include the feeling of the giftedness (including the moral awareness of properly 
receiving this gift) of reality that is either Eucharistically received or nihilistically rejected.  



221 

deals with a triple mystery, two of which are positive and one of which is a negative mystery, 

i.e.,  

1.) The most profound mystery on the finite level is the imago dei and that these image-

bearers participate in the mystery of consciousness (consciousness participates in the 

transcendental of unity), i.e., they know God, image God, and are known by God.  

2.) The unrestricted infinite God reveals and manifests himself to human consciousness 

via pre-cognitive insita, cognitive insita, and aquisita knowledge.  

3.) The mystery of evil because of its irrationality (i.e., seeing the darkness and hearing 

the silence) as a privation of the good and intelligibility. So, the scriptures seem to teach 

that in some sense the non-believer knows God and, in some sense, the non-believer 

does not know God. The reason John Frame cautions anyone trying to work this mystery 

out is because it is a mystery they are trying to work out: 

John Frame on the mystery of unbelief: 

Yet the question remains a very mysterious one. Scripture says that the unbeliever 

knows and that he does not know. Scripture does not give us an epistemological 

elucidation in as many terms; that elucidation must be drawn carefully out of what 

Scripture says about other matters. And much more work remains to be done before we 

will have a formulation that is credible to the church (even the Reformed churches) 

generally. Van Til is at his best in his Introduction to Systematic Theology (24-27) where 

he admits the difficulty of the questions (something he does not often do) and rests 

content with a description of the natural man as “a mixture of truth with error” (27) . . . I 

would not advise to be dogmatic about the details. Certainly they should not be used as 

test of orthodoxy (Frame, 1987:59). 

If evil is a mystery it is because it is a privation of the good and unbelief is a mystery because it 

is privation of what ought to be believed, then there is an irreducible mystery to the 

suppression of the non-believer’s knowledge of God.321 Still, much can be learned and should 

 
321 Frame expands his thought on the nature of unbelief. “So, we come to the analysis that I consider the most 
adequate. Let’s take it in several steps. (1) All unbelievers know enough truths about God to be without excuse and 
may know many more, as many as are available to man. There is no limit to number of true, revealed propositions 
about God that an unbeliever can know. (2) But unbelievers lack the obedience and friendship with God that is 
essential to ‘knowledge’ in the fullest biblical sense—the knowledge of the believer. Yet at every moment, they are 
personally involved with God as an enemy. Thus, their knowledge of Him is more than merely propositional. (3) 
The unbeliever’s disobedience has intellectual implications. First, it is itself a stupid response to God’s revelation. 
(4) Second, disobedience is a kind of lying. When we disobey God, we testify to others and to ourselves that God’s 
Word is untrue. (5) Third, disobedience involves fighting the truth—fighting its dissemination, opposing its 
application to one’s own life, to the lives others, and to society. Sinners fight the truth in many ways. They (a) 
simply deny it (Gen. 3:4; John 5:38; Acts 19:9), (b) ignore it (2 Peter 3:5), (c) psychologically repress it, (d) 
acknowledge the truth with the lips but deny it in deed (Matt 4:6), put the truth into misleading context (Gen. 3:5, 
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be pursued, and sometimes the focus should be on the intellectual and moral actions that 

follow from unbelief, i.e., action follows being (actio sequitur esse), “you will recognize them by 

their fruits” (Matthew 7:20). The ‘actioּ֙sequiturּ֙esse’ּ֙analysis should be done along with an 

investigation of the dialectics the non-believer employs in suppressing the truth in 

unrighteousness.  

8.3 Van Til and Przywara and the Dialectic 

Two helpful writers on the topic of unbelieving dialectics are Van Til (Reformed) and Erich 

Przywara (Roman Catholic). Even though these men were writing in different theological camps, 

they are similar in their recognition that unbelieving thought ends up in a naturalized-spatiated 

destructive dialectic related to the “problem” (mystery) of the one and many.  

8.3.1 Van Til’s dialectic  

Van Til states the problem in terms of a rational/irrational dialectic:  

It is, in fact, thusly quite appropriate that, when apostate man discovers that his purely 
rationalistic ideal of knowledge—complete adequation of thought and being—leads to 
the loss of his own identity, he should turn, in desperation, and instinctively, to the idea 
of pure irrationalism, asserting that no one may know ultimate reality anyway. By 
claiming to know ultimate reality, or even anything about it, we are then told, would 
signify bringing this ultimate reality down into the realm of flux. Such “pure 
irrationalism,” however, cannot be maintained, except as the dialectical counterpart of 
“pure rationalism.” To say, with the irrationalist, that no man may know anything about 
ultimate reality is, in effect, to claim absolute knowledge of absolute reality. Thus it is 
that the apostate man see-saws back and forth between pure rationalism and pure 
irrationalism without ever coming to rest . . . The fulcrum for both the modern and the 
Greek dialectical see-saw, between pure rationalism and pure irrationalism, is, as 
earlier, noted, the would-be autonomous man. If man refuses to see himself as a 

 
12, 13; Matt. 4:6), and (f) use the truth to oppose God. We should not fall into the trap of assuming that all sinners 
always use the same strategy. They do not always deny the truth in word or repress it into their subconscious. (6) 
Fourth, lying and fighting the truth involve affirmation of falsehoods. We must not assume that every sentence 
uttered by an unbeliever will be false; unbelievers can fight the truth in ways other than by uttering falsehoods. 
Yet disobedience always involves the acceptance of atheism, where so stated in words or merely acted on in life 
(there is no significant difference between denying God’s existence and acting as if God does not exist). (7) Fifth, 
these falsehoods may conflict with true beliefs that that sinner holds. At some level, every unbeliever holds 
conflicting beliefs, for example, God is Lord and God is not Lord. (8) Sixth, these falsehoods affect every area of life, 
including the epistemological. Thus, the unbeliever has false notions even about how to reason—notions that may 
conflict with true notions that he also holds. (9) Seventh, the believer and the unbeliever differ epistemologically in 
that for the believer the truth is dominant over the lie, and for the unbeliever vice versa. It is not always clear 
which is dominant, which is to say that we do not have infallible knowledge of another’s heart. (10) Finally, the 
unbelievers’ goal is an impossible one—to destroy the truth entirely, to replace God with some alternative deity . . 
. The unbeliever is condemned out of his own mouth for he cannot help but affirm the truth that he opposes”  
(1987:58-59).  
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creature of God, or, more pertinently, as a sinner rescued by Christ, then he will quite 
naturally continue to go up and down, up and down, on this see-saw. When the 
rationalist is up, he proposes to have defeated the irrationalist. When the irrationalist is 
up, it is the reverse. But, if this spectacle were not enough to frighten you, then think of 
the fact that “the rationalist” and “the irrationalist” are really not separately existing 
entities at all, but rather, opposite, co-existing aspects of the one and indivisible would-
be self-sufficient homo sapiens (Van Til, 1975:24).  

1. The purely rationalist attempts to conflate thought with being, that is, reduce reality to 
the reduced categories of the mind, then project these reductions onto all of reality and 
attempt to persuade others this is the nature of reality. This kind of rationalistic 
imperialism is reacted against by positing an ultimate irrationalism to fend off the 
tyranny of this idealism of the immanent. This is done by positing skepticism about all 
metaphysical claims. Reality is not knowable so one needs to be humble about this 
epistemological dilemma.  

2. Pure irrationalism ends up in an imperialistic rationalism because it holds to know that 
reality is not knowable. So, reality is knowable enough to know that man can make the 
metaphysical claim that metaphysical claims are not possible. This can be very deceptive 
because it can come in the garb of humility by relativizing reality and then absolutizing 
this relativized version of reality.  

An existence of immanent spaciation is always caught in a rational/irrational dialectic. This is 
because where there is no analogia participationis, therefore the world is metaphysically 
univocal. This univocism ends up in a pure rationalism or pure irrationalism because reality is 
reducible to a “rational” brute fact or a gaggle of irrational brute facts. This autonomous 
defining of reality ends up in pure rationalism or irrationalism. The rational pole is composed of 
a priori knowledge of absolute reality that becomes a distinctionless one (Parmenides) where 
the mind comprehensibly adequates this reality. Therefore, it is devoid of any mystery. But the 
result of this rationalism is a loss of individual identity and the rich symphony of the 
particularity of creation at the expense of the one. This, of course, would be contrary to all 
particularity including the uniqueness of the incarnation and Eucharist. The opposite pole 
(Heraclitus) of reality is to an irrational state of flux that has no universal stability whatsoever; 
hence, reason is crucified and lost in the chaos of reality.322 Therefore everything is lost in a 
primal state of de-creation.  

 

 

 
322 “Those who crucify reason while worshipping it; those who kill facts as they gather them, ought not really to be 
called philosophers” (Van Til, 1956, cited in Rushdoony, 1958:58).  
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8.3.2 Przywara’s dialectic 

John Betz gives a helpful summary of Przywara’s position on immanent dialectic(s).323 “The 
extremes of a purely a priori and a purely a posterior metaphysic succumbs either to an 
‘absolute unity’ (Parmenides’ immobile ideative being of essence) or to an ‘absolute 
movement’ (Heraclitus’s utterly mobile being of existence). In the first case, the creaturely 
solidifies (into an eternity of essence: in the systematic rigidity of a pure apriorism); in the 
second case, it flows away (into the apeiron of existence: in the ‘in infinitum’ of purely a 
posteriori experience)” (Betz, 2014:66). The view Przywara holds about the absolutization of 
essence (apriorism) fits Van Til’s rational pole, and the “purely a posteriori experience” fits Van 
Til’s irrational pole of his dialectic. For Przywara, the reason the dialectic happens is that these 
philosophies do not start with the assumption of a “creaturely metaphysics.” That is 
understanding esse as the most primal gift and essentia as the gift that delimits esse, and the 
gifted nature of both esse and essentia points to the fact that in the ultimate Giver esse and 
essentia are one. Moreover, the gift is an image of ultimate reality and not ultimate reality; 
hence, to absolutize any aspect of the finite reality will lead to false dialectics.  

For Przywara, because our essence exceeds our existence (essence is in and above our esse), 
essence points to and longs for something beyond just this existence (Ibid.: 67), i.e., theology is 
in philosophy (Logos makes the world intelligible) and beyond philosophy (theology is the 
proper telos of philosophy). For Przywara, when creaturely metaphysics is embraced, the 
created reality is seen as pointing to and longing for something beyond itself, hence the 
necessity of liturgy and worship, to sacramentally participate and partially fulfill this longing.   

For example, consider humans who live a spatiated existence and do not see themselves as a 
“homoּ֙liturgicus”ּ֙(Smith, 2009:40).324 It is in this spatiated state that the dialectic of 

 
323 John Betz explains why Przywara holds to a creaturely metaphysics: “Przywara begins with the essentially 
epistemological problem of the relation between being and consciousness—a problem that is reflected 
methodologically in one of two basic options: either a ‘meta-ontics,’ which begins with the question of being, or a 
‘meta-noetics,’ which begins with consciousness or, more specially, the act of consciousness. He then shows that 
neither of these methodological starting points is pure, absolutes in itself, but that each points to the other and is, 
in fact, implied by the other. Przywara’s next step is to argue that this dynamic tension inherent in epistemology is 
ultimately rooted in a dynamic ontological tension between essence and existence, which is ontologically prior to 
any methodological considerations. In, other words, for Przywara, the epistemological instability that manifest 
itself in the ineluctable back-and-forth between a meta-ontics and a meta-noetics is ultimately a reflection, at the 
level of method, of the inherent instability of the creaturely being as such. For just as epistemology is without any 
firm footing, so too is the creature’s fundamental being, since unlike God, whose essence is to exist, the essence of 
the creature is precisely not identical to its existence. Rather, essence and existence are related in the creature in 
such a way that the essence of the creature is never fully given, i.e., never identical or reducible to existence, but is 
always on the horizon of its existence as something to be attained. This is more or less what Przywara means by 
this gnomic and idiosyncratic formula ‘essence in and beyond existence,’ understood as the basic formula  of a 
creaturely metaphysics. To be sure the essence of the creature informs the fact of the creatures’ existence making 
it what it is; therein lies the ‘in’ of ‘essence in and beyond existence’“ (Betz, 2014:63).   
324 We are made to participate in liturgies that point to and presence the Transcendent God in his embodied 
revelation, i.e., the Eucharist.  
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esse/essentia (rational-irrational) takes place. That is, to focus on created esse as self-existing 
leads to irrationalism which results in totalitarian relativism. The assumption that creaturely 
essentia is supreme leads to totalitarian rationalism (e.g., Platonism/Gnosticism)325 or modern 
mathematization of reality that denies the importance of the personal embodied existence. 
That is, when one comes to the knowledge of a deeper longing, knowing that one’s essence is 
created for the Creator and embodied practices bring one closer to him; then one is heading in 
the right sacramental direction. The doctrine of the Simplicity and the Trinity account for these 
realities, but it is man being in the image of God in his embodied state that entails the 
desideratum for the incarnation.  

Van Til sees that Simplicity, as well as the Trinity, can be an explanatory basis for the one and 
many.  

The unity of simplicity signifies that God is in no sense composed of parts or aspects that 
existed prior to himself (Jer. 10:10; John 1:5). The attributes of God are not to be 
thought of otherwise than as aspects of the one simple original being; the whole is 
identical with the parts. On the other hand, the attributes of God are not characteristics 
that God has developed gradually. They are fundamental to being; the parts together 
form the whole. The unity and diversity in God are equally basic and mutually 
dependent upon one another. The importance of this doctrine for apologetics may be 
seen from the fact that the whole problem of philosophy may be summed up in the 
question of the relation of unity to diversity; the so called problem of the one and many 
receives a definite answer from the doctrine of the simplicity of God (Van Til, 2003:25).  

Przywara’s formulation of the analogia entis helps develop what Van Til mentions about the 
doctrine of Simplicity being a solution to the mystery (“problem”) of the one and many.  What 
Van Til focuses on, to make sense of the one and many, is the relationship of God’s essence to 
his attributes which is one aspect of the doctrine of Simplicity. Przywara’s understanding of the 
in and beyond nature of creaturely metaphysics is grounded in the Simplicity of God. Simplicity 
(coterminous nature of esse and essentia in God) is the basis for the unity and diversity of the 
analogous esse and essentia found in creation.  

Betz on Przywara and his understanding of the creaturely metaphysics as a gift: “For ‘what’ one 
is, one’s essence, is not the same as the sheer ‘fact’ of one’s existence. Rather, to be a creature 
is to be a wholly gratuitous ‘unity-in-tension’ [Spannungs-Einheit] of essence and existence” 
(2014:47). Composed beings are in a constant state of “becoming” (in fieri) because there is a 
non-identity of essence and existence (Ibid.). The esse/essentia distinction points to the gifted 

 
325 That is any form of Platonism or Gnosticism that focuses on the world of the forms and mystical knowledge at 
the expense of particular-personal embodied existence can become a totalitarian rationalism. This is when 
concepts become not a reception of gift, i.e., part of intelligible reality, but become a totalizing imposition on 
reality in a reductive manner. Modern thought has done this with mathematics and reducing everything down to 
quantitative structures for the purpose of quantitative manipulation.  
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nature of reality in that man’s essence is being created in the image of God and this points to 
something beyond (i.e., to the infinite intelligible personal mystery). In this way, the 
composition of esse/essentia has to be composed by the gift of the Uncomposed-Composer.  

8.4 Evil as privation and imitation of creatio ex-nihilo and de-creation 

In the beginning, God brought something from nothing and then God formed and filled creation 

day by day. The primal state of creation was, “The earth was without form and void, and 

darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the 

waters.” (Genesis 1:2).326 The terms that represent creation as incomplete are without form 

(ṯō·hū) and void (wā·ḇō·hū). This is the primal state that exists after God brings about 

something from nothing. The “without form and void” (undeveloped esse) is what God begins 

to develop and beautify each day. This is an act of God revealing his work to humans in order to 

teach them about the nature of reality.327 Each day he begins to shape and define reality (give 

form and define natures) for the purpose of bringing himself glory. As has been emphasized, 

these defined natures in some way reflect the creator (analogy of being and revelation) and the 

purpose of these embodied natures is to bring him glory with the focal and concentrated 

reflection of his glory takes place in the imago dei. When Genesis 1 is combined with John 1, it 

is clear that creation is an act of the Triune God. They both have a special focus on Christ as the 

perfect manifestation of the Father’s glory by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

After the fall, there are times that God puts creation back into this primal state throughout 

redemptive history (i.e., a de-creation of judgement, e.g., the flood, judgement on Egypt during 

the exodus). Sean M. McDonough attributes the term de-creation applied to redemptive 

history to Jacques Ellul (McDonough, 2017:152): 

While God’s acts of de-creative judgement are understandably missing from many 

treatments of creation, there is much to commend inclusion of the doctrine. To begin 

with, an awareness of de-creation assists in making sense of the tumultuous transition 

from primal creation to new creation. It is tempting to portray the creation project as a 

march from glory to glory—the world is declared very good in the beginning, and it just 

gets better from there. This ignores the readily observable fact that things tend to lapse 

back into a state of chaos, as well as the scriptural witness that ascribes many of these 

lapses to the will of God (Ibid.:153).  

Obvious examples of this include the flood of Noah and the de-creative act of God in Egypt with 

plagues. Moreover, the Babylonian exile was seen as this same kind of act: 

 

 
326 The Hebrew words with transliteration: wə·ḥō·šeḵ/ ך שֶׁ הו /wā·ḇō·hū ;(darkness) ְוח ֹ֖ הו  /ṯō·hū ;(void) וָב ֹ֔  without) ת ֹ֙
form).  
327 God could have created everything perfectly formed but he did not in order to teach us about the nature of 
reality.  
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I looked on the earth, and behold, it was without form (ṯō·hū) and void (wā·ḇō·hū); and 
to the heavens, and they had no light.  I looked on the mountains, and behold, they 
were quaking, and all the hills moved to and fro. I looked, and behold, there was no 
man, and all the birds of the air had fled. I looked, and behold, the fruitful land was a 
desert, and all its cities were laid in ruins before the LORD, before his fierce anger. For 
thus says the LORD, “The whole land shall be a desolation; yet I will not make a full end” 
(Jeremiah 4:23-27).328   

 

De-creation is the necessary preparation for re-creation (Ibid.: 156-157). It is not the purpose of 

this project to develop this doctrine other than to use it for understanding how man imitates 

God in his act of creation and de-creation. But the irony is when man goes outside of God’s 

plans and purposes; man can only de-create and then pretend he has created (i.e., the nihilistic 

dialectic). This is the very heart of nihilism. To state Connor Cunningham again: “This leads me 

to define the logic of nihilism as a sundering of the something, rendering it nothing, and then 

having the nothing be after all as something” (Cunningham, 2002: xiii).  

This is an act of imitating what God alone can do, and this is done within the context of the 

following dialectic fashion. As Cunningham explained, this dialectic is reducing something to 

nothing and then having that nothing be something. For instance, it would be like looking at 

what God created – esse/essentia composition – claiming that the only esse was brute fact and 

then autonomously defining essentia as reality. This is illustrated in the philosophy of Gorgias as 

presented by Peter Kreeft:  

The ancient Greek philosopher Gorgias could be seen as a prophet of the future history 

of philosophy when he summarized his philosophy in three theses, each of which denied 

one of three fundamental meanings of “logos” or fixed, objective, natural essence: (1) in 

metaphysics, “nothing is real” (no logos in reality); (2) in epistemology, “if anything is 

real, it could not be known” (no “logos” in knowledge); and (3) in linguistics, “if anything 

could be known, it could not be said, or communicated” (no “logos” in speech) (Kreeft, 

2012:33).  

Gorgias holds that the mind is cut off from reality. Gorgias, of course, is presenting an extreme 

form of irrationalism and anti-realism, but in unbelief there is always some level of 

reductionism (i.e., an act of nihilism). This reductionism always attempts to cut the mind off 

from reality “the forgetting of being an antirealism and denial of the notion of truth as 

conformity with the thing” (Possenti, 2014:18). Once “the revelation of the created universe 

(including man) to man” and God to man is denied then nominalism and voluntarism is what is 

left (Stoker, 1971:30). Nominalism because the mind is cut off from reality and voluntarism 

because now we become our own self-creators redefining reality.  

 
328 Bold and italics added.  
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First, cut the mind off from reality, then one can de-create in order to re-create the world in 

whatever ideology one desires. This kind of de-creation (i.e., something to nothing) and re-

creation (nothing to “something”) is always done by means of an unbelieving dialectic.   

8.5 Aquinas and Acting Out of a Non-use of the Rule of Reason 

Aquinas holds the metaphysical starting place for sin is acting out of “nothing.” Aquinas refers 

to a-not-willing-to-consider or the “nonuse of the rule of reason and of divine law” (Wippel, 

2016:28).329 Aquinas illustrates the “nonuse of the rule of reason” related to specific actions, 

e.g., adultery. For Aquinas, the nonuse is not itself sin, but when out of this nonuse an action 

arises, then sin ensues. “This not-wiling-to-consider the rule is the defect, the simple 

nothingness, ‘a mere negation’ in the operative power of the will that causes the moral 

privation, the evil in the will’s free activity” (O'Connor, 2013:159). This non-consideration is to 

“participate” in “nothing” which is the opposite of participating in the Logos.  

 Maritain’s appropriation of the Thomistic doctrine of a mere negation as the negative 

and deficient cause of the privation that his sin enables him to read the scripture 

passage ‘without me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5) in a new way: without me you can 

do nothingness, you can nihilate, a cause—in a negative way and deficient way—the 

negation of the first ontological moment, which itself applied to action, causes sin 

(Ibid.:161).    

For Aquinas, the nonuse of the rule of reason is like a carpenter who does not take into 

consideration a tape measurer and then engages in cutting boards without the use of the tape 

measurer. It is the nonuse along with the action of cutting that makes the “sin” (Ibid). 330 This 

action flows out of  “nothingness” via the non-consideration of the rule of reason, and then out 

of this nothingness an action is “produced” (reduced). This action is a privation because it is 

reducible down to “nothingness” rather than the Logos.  

 
329 For Aquinas the rule of reason would be the ectypal reflection of the nature of God (i.e., his archetypal being 
and knowledge) on the created mode of being. This rule is reflected in the created ratio or logos. Because God 
grants the gift(s) of esse and essentia and they in some qualitative dissimilar way reflect his being (analogia entis), 
the law of God is not arbitrary; hence there is no Euthyphro dilemma for the Christian. 
330 Van Til uses a carpenter’s analogy in order to express the nature of sin suppression as it relates to the use of the 
created faculties after the fall. “The ‘disturbance’ has come in as the result of sin. Accordingly, every one of fallen 
man’s functions operates wrongly. The set of the whole human personality has changed. The intellect of all man 
may, as such, be keen enough. It can therefore formally understand the Christian position. It may be compared to 
a buzz-saw that is sharp and shining, ready to cut the boards that come to it. Let us say that a carpenter wishes to 
cut fifty boards for the purpose of laying the floor of a house. He has marked the boards. He has set the saw. He 
begins at one end of the mark on the board. But he does not know that his seven-year-old son has tampered with 
the saw and changed its set. The result is that every board he saws is cut slantwise and thus unusable because it is 
too short except at the point where the saw first made its contact with the wood. As long as the set of the saw is 
not changed, the result will always be the same. So also, whenever the teachings of Christianity are presented to 
the natural man, they will be cut according to the set of sinful human personality. The keener the intellect the 
evermore consistently will the truth of Christianity be cut according to an exclusively immanentistic pattern. The 
result is that however much they may be formally understand the truth of Christianity, men still worship ‘dreams 
and figments of the heart’” (Van Til, 2008:97-98).  
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8.6 Herman Bavinck and the incorporation of Aquinas’ insight.  

To use the themes that are being developed in this work, it is out of a non-consideration of the 

Logos and the particular commands that properly imitate the Logos that sin takes place. The 

Logos exerts revelatory pressure on the primal consciousness, and out of this pressure 

theological nihilism develops. Theological nihilism rejects esse and essentia as a gift (i.e., the 

pressure exerted in the absolute feeling of dependence is suppressed) and then embraces the 

univocity of being, nominalism, and voluntarism in place of the gift. A non-consideration of 

creation as a gift is a non-consideration of the Giver, and this is opposite of a Eucharistic or 

Shema disposition that receives reality in obedient seeing and hearing.331 The fallen imitation of 

creatio ex-nihilo starts in a privation (nothingness) and ends in a privation.  

If one combines Aquinas’ insight on sin as a “non-consideration of the rule of reason,” which 

results in an “embracing” of “nothing” along with Herman Bavinck, Kuyper, and Van Til’s 

insights on pre-cognitive insita knowledge this leads to some fruitful insights on the topic of 

theological nihilism. Aquinas talks about the non-consideration of the rule of reason in 

reference to particular sins, but this non-consideration seems to be most helpful if it is 

expanded to a non-consideration of the revelatory pressure of the Logos upon the human 

consciousness by suppressing the feeling of dependence, i.e., the primal esse and essentia 

feeling. This non-consideration is done out of an anti-eucharistic disposition that is not open to 

God’s revelation, i.e., an anti-eucharistic disposition that moves away from the revelation of the 

Logos and moves towards “nothing.” Then out of this nothingness a self-created 

phantasmagorical “reality” is de-created in place of God’s created reality.  

The non-consideration of the Logos and not receiving reality as a gift is a covenant-

breaking act that turns from the revelatory pressure to oneself (incurvatus in se). The 

constraints of Logos-defined reality is forsaken, and, in its place, a self-created reality. 

This anti-eucharistic disposition takes place on a pre-cognitive and insita level of 

consciousness and then works itself into a developed aquisita suppression by means of 

“forming wrong concepts, judgments, theories, and so forth” (Stoker, 1971:33). This 

movement bends the best gifts of God towards itself without considering the Logos who 

makes and sustains these gifts. But it is more than just a non-consideration, it is a 

suppression of the revelation of the Logos.   

John Frame says that “disobedience is a kind of lying . . . we testify to others and to ourselves 

that God’s Word is untrue” (Frame, 1987:59). This lying is in direct opposition to the reality of 

 
331 Craig Bartholomew in his book on hermeneutics gives an explanation of the shema that fits the spirit of this 
work. “In 6:3-4 the imperative shema, which could well be translated as ‘Listen!’ alerts the Israelites to the 
fundamental importance of listening to God’s address mediated through Moses. This connects with the church’s 
root metaphor for Scripture: it is God’s Word/address, and the attitude of reception it calls for is respectful 
listening . . . The shema and the understanding of Scripture as God’s Word insist that prior to analysis comes 
listening. Such a hermeneutic privileges trust and hospitality toward the Word because of the Real Presence of 
God that underlies it” (Bartholomew, 2015:24-25).  
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ontological truth found in general and special revelation along with its redemptive 

manifestations. Moreover, Frame brings out the fact that non-belief starts with conflicting 

beliefs, i.e., God exists and does not exist. This conflict can be at the most primal level of pre-

cognitive and even sub-consciousness where the Logos is encountered in an insita pre-cognitive 

manner and either accepted Eucharistically or anti-Eucharistically.  

The act of suppressing the truth in unrighteousness is a deliberate act that starts with 

conflicting beliefs (God and not-God).332 It is an act that takes the revelation of reality and 

incorporates it into its phantasmagorical idolatrous systems. This happens by way of expressing 

the Adamic covenant and Adamic consciousness along with all of its gnoseological 

disorientation where the unbeliever attempts to be the originator of knowledge along with 

being the origin and receiver of glory (ambitio divinitas) instead of being the proper iconic 

reflection of God’s glory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
332 When you start with this sinful incoherence of A (God) and not-A (not God), then one can build any system out 
of these contradictory beliefs. The non-believing systems starts with the above incoherence and because the non-
believer is created in God’s image he is very creative (i.e., a sub-creator) this explains why there are so many belief 
systems in the world today, i.e., because of the idolatrous creative drive, it is no surprise that there are so many 
unbelieving systems in the world today.   
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CHAPTER NINE 

CHRIST’S INTELLIGIBLE PRESENCE IN THE EUCHARIST: THE VISIBLE WORD IN THE BOND OF 

THE SPIRIT AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE BELIEVER  

 

9.1 Introduction  

This chapter will focus on understanding Christ’s presence (intelligible-mystery) found in the 

Eucharist and the intellectual and rational transformation that this presence brings. The 

presence of Christ is multifaceted, but in this work, the presence of Christ is understood in 

terms of intelligibility. Where there is intelligibility, then the Logos is present either in creation 

or in the specificity of redemption. This chapter will focus on redemption, the intelligibility of 

Christ found in the Eucharist, and the transformative nature of this intelligibility that transforms 

the believers into the image of Christ.    

9.2 Irenaeus and Peter Martyr Vermigli on the Eucharist.  

9.2.1 Irenaeus and the Eucharist 

Irenaeus, when dealing with the heresy of Docetism,333 puts forth one of the themes of 

theological nihilism. That is the act of making something out to be what it is not, i.e., theological 

nihilism is built on false appearances—making “nothing” to appear as something and making 

something appear to be “nothing.” The act of making something appear to be what it is not as 

related to the Eucharist will focus on the nature and revelation of the Eucharist based in the 

person of Christ. In special revelation, the focus is on making Christ out to be who or what he is 

not in order to make him into one’s desired image. A distorted image of Christ is what 

Gnosticism produces, and this is what Irenaeus is addressing in his treatise Against Heresies.  

Vain indeed are those who allege that He appeared in mere seeming. For these things 

were not done in appearance only, but in actual reality. But if he did appear as a man, 

when He was not a man, neither could the Holy Spirit have rested upon—an occurrence 

which did actually take place—as the Spirit is invisible; not [not in that case], was there 

any degree of truth in Him, for He was not that which He seemed to be (AH 5.1.2).  

1. When God reveals himself in the incarnation, he does so in true appearance(s) and not 

in a false appearance(s). That is, an appearance that corresponds to reality, hence taking 

 
333  Greg R. Allison on Docetism: “Tragically, one of the earliest heresies the church faced was the denial of the full 
humanity of Jesus. Indeed, the apostle John warned against this erroneous view—the refusal to acknowledge ‘that 
Jesus Christ has come in the flesh’ (I John 4:1-3). Known as Docetism—from the Greek word for seem or appear—
this view held that Jesus only seemed to be a man. The Docetic belief was that he was a spirit being, only 
appearing as a human being . . . Docetism became part and parcel of Gnosticism, a complex group of movements 
that focused on a secret gnosis, or knowledge, that was reserved for the elite members of its sects. Because 
Gnosticism drove a wedge between spiritual realities—which are inherently good—and physical realities—which 
are inherently evil—these movements could not accept the church’s contention that the Son of God took on 
human flesh. This would have meant that God, who is spiritual and thus good, had a body, which is physical and 
thus evil” (2011:366-367). 



232 

on the appearance of a man without being a man (in reality) is not the work of God as it 

relates to the incarnation. Irenaeus presupposes some kind of theological-philosophical 

realism in that our senses are trustworthy, and Jesus was whom he appeared to be 

(truly man), and we can trust this appearance.334 

2. The Holy Spirit (i.e., the Spirit of truth [John 16:13]) participates in reality and not false 

appearances that deceive, especially when it comes to the highest of God’s revelation in 

reality, i.e., the incarnation. Therefore, the Holy Spirit only participates in true 

appearances that correspond to reality when it comes to the full manifestation of God in 

Christ.335 

Irenaeus again: 

If Jesus was not truly man then “nor did He truly redeem us by His own blood, if He did 

not really become man, restoring to His own handiwork what was said [of it] it the 

 
334 One of the Gnostics Irenaeus is taking on is Valentinus, and there is some debate over whether Irenaeus is 
accurate in his representation of Valentinus; it is beyond the purview of this work to deal with this topic. 
Moreover, if Irenaeus has misrepresented Valentinus this will not affect the cogency of his arguments and those 
arguments relationship to this thesis. John McGuckin in referencing a work by C. Markschies (Valentinus Gnostics? 
Untersuchungen zur valentinianischen Gnosis mit einem Kommentar zu den Fragmenten Valentins ) in which 
Markschies is critical of Irenaeus’s representation of Valentinus has this to say: “Markschies’s thesis is that 
Irenaeus’s account of Valentinus is not in harmony with the extant fragments if they are studied without his 
overwhelming apologetic intent in mind. But while one might readily admit Irenaeus’ s hostile marshaling of 
evidence in the manner of much other ancient apologetics, both Christina and non-Christian, about rival schools of 
thing, it is nevertheless another matter altogether to dismiss him as making it all up from whole cloth. He was, and 
remains, a major witness to Gnostic teaching as it developed to him from Roman and Lyonnais sources of the 
contemporary teachers” (McGuckin, 2017:33, ff.85).  
335 This is not to deny Old Testament theophanies or God’s revelation in a burning bush, etc., which could be 
construed as a counterfactual to the appearance corresponding to reality principle. It still seems plausible to 
defend this correspondence principle even light of these examples, i.e., sign corresponds to reality if one takes into 
consideration the given context and redemptive history as it relates to the biblical narrative and points towards 
the coming of Christ in the incarnation. There will be no attempt to follow this line of thought in this project. The 
focus of Irenaeus is upon the revelation of the Word becoming flesh. The Word becoming flesh is the fullness of 
God’s intelligibility (glory-revelation) to human beings, i.e., the incarnation it is the strongest manifestation of 
appearance corresponding with reality. God perfect incarnate revelation fulfills this appearance corresponds to 
reality principle both ectypally and archetypally. Kenneth Laing quoting Irenaeus and expanding his thought says: 
“The Word’s central role within the divine economy is to act as the Revealer of the Father, and so it is through the 
Word all divine revelation occurs . . . The Word’s revelation did not begin only at the incarnation; yet this is where 
it reaches its culmination, in which the incarnate Word’s revelation of the Father ‘gives life to those who see God’. 
As Irenaeus describes, ‘this is the His Word, our Lord Jesus Christ, who in the last times was made a man among 
men, that He might join the end to the beginning, that, man to God’ (AH 4.20.4). The Word’s final revelation of the 
Father in the incarnation is central to God’s accomplishment of the salvation of humanity: ‘Men, therefore, shall 
see God, that they may live, being made immortal by that sight, and attaining given unto God’ (AH 4.20.6). 
Throughout the whole of the Father’s economy of salvation, the Word reveals the Father in order to accomplish 
the salvation of humanity, and this revelatory role culminated in the incarnation, where the Word becomes the 
visibility of the Father: visibile Patris Filius” (Laing, 2018:467-478). 
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beginning, that man was made after the image and likeness of God . . . He graciously 

poured Himself out, that He might gather us into the bosom of the Father” (AH 5.2.1).  

1. If Jesus only appeared to be a man and was not a man, then he did not truly redeem 

human beings.  

2. Christ had to participate in our corruption (yet without sin) and weakness in order to 

truly redeem us. Hence the hyperdoxy “that the strength of God is made perfect in 

weakness” (AH 5.2.3). That is, the incorruptible one (fully God) became corruptible (fully 

man) while remaining incorruptible (fully God and perfect man) so he may redeem the 

fallen, corrupted humans.  

Irenaeus goes onto say that if Docetism is true and Christ did not truly become a man, then the 

Eucharist would be false.  

But vain in every respect are they who despise the entire dispensation of God, and 

disallow the salvation of the flesh and treat with contempt its regeneration, maintaining 

that it is not capable of incorruption. But if this indeed do not attain salvation, then 

neither did the Lord redeem us with His blood, nor is the cup of the Eucharist the 

communion of His blood, nor the bread which we break the communion of His body. For 

blood can only come from veins and flesh, and whatsoever else makes up the substance 

of man, such as the Word of God was actually made. By His own blood, he redeemed us, 

as His own apostle declares, “In whom we have redemption through His blood, even the 

remission of sins.” And as we are His members, we are also nourished by means of the 

creation (and He Himself grants the creation to us, for He causes His sun to rise, and 

sends rain when He wills). He has acknowledged the cup (which is part of the creation) 

as His own blood, from which He bedews our blood; and the bread (also a part of the 

creation) He has established as His own body, from which He gave increase to our 

bodies (AH 5.2.2).  

If Christ did not incarnate as a true man, then the Eucharist makes no sense because one of the 

purposes of the meal is to have communion in the body (bread) and blood (wine) of Christ. This 

communion makes no sense if Christ falsely appeared to be a man and was not truly a man in 

substance. If he was not a true man in substance but falsely appeared to be a man, then he was 

not truly composed of body and blood. Therefore, the sign and reality have no correspondence 

(i.e., no sacramental realism), hence a kind of analogia nihilationis.  

The argument is that if bread, and wine are truly of part of creation (from the substance of the 
earth) meant to nourish us, then Christ’s body was truly part of creation (i.e., from the 
substance of Mary) and one is truly nourished by him. Irenaeus’s analogy is that we are truly 
nourished by bread and wine because bread and wine are what they appear to be, i.e., true 
bread and wine in substance (part of creation); therefore, Christ must appear to be what he is 
in substance, i.e., true man. If this were not the case, then one would not be truly saved 
(nourished to incorruptibility) by Christ. There can be no false appearance as it relates to the 
substance of the bread and wine or Christ for the sacramental analogy to work. To prove that 
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the Eucharist is real bread and wine in substance Irenaeus, says it nourishes Christ while still 
being his body and blood. Because Christ was “an actual man, consisting of flesh, and nerves, 
and bones,—that [flesh] which is nourished by the cup which is His blood and receives an 
increase for the bread which is His body” (AH. 5.2.3). The body and blood of the bread and wine 
in the cup make sense if they are body and blood in a sacramental sense but not if Christ 
replaces the substance of the bread and wine. The word substance is being added in reference 
to the bread and wine, and it seems justified for the following reasons: 
 

1. Irenaeus is arguing against Docetism, and the problem with Docetism is that things   
appear to be what they are not in substance, i.e., Christ is not truly man in substance 
but only in an accidental appearance. So, the argument from analogy works if the bread 
and wine are bread and wine in substance and Christ is truly man in substance.  

 
2. What sense does it make for Irenaeus to say that the cup “nourished” Christ and by the 

bread, he “receives increase” if it is not true bread and wine in substance? Because 
Jesus does not require redemption, he does not need his own substance (i.e., 
transubstantiation) to be nourished in order to receive incorruptibility because he is not 
fallen, and he is God incarnate. It seems reasonable that the same kind of bread and 
wine in which Jesus participated in is the same kind of bread and wine believers also 
participate. As a man Christ needed true bread and wine in substance to be nourished 
because he is from the substance of Mary. The debate between Roman Catholicism and 
the Reformers was not over the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist because the 
Reformers affirmed the real presence of Christ. The debate for the Reformers was over 
whether bread and wine are present in substance.336 For the Reformers, the 
intelligibility of the Eucharist is by means of the substance of the bread and wine 
(appearance fits reality) to communicate the substance of the Christ (appearance fits 
reality and leads to a deeper reality) by the mode of the Holy Spirit.  

 
Irenaeus, when dealing with the subject of the Eucharist, ties together creation and redemption 
by defining the Eucharist broadly in a creational sense and particularly in a redemptive sense. 
This understanding of the Eucharist fits the extra calvinisticum where the Logos ensarkos and 
Logos asarkos fulfill creation and redemption in an analogical manner. Irenaeus again: “For the 
Creator of the world is truly the Word of God: and this is our Lord, who in the last times was 
made man, existing in this world, and who in an invisible manner contains all thing created, and 
is inherent in the entire creation, in the Word of God governs and arranges all thing; and 
therefore He came to His own in a visible manner, and was made flesh, and hung upon the tree, 
that He might sum up all things in Himself.” (AH 5.18.3).  
 
For Irenaeus, the Logos plays an important role in his theology. “First, the Word is the agent of 

creation, by whom all things were made. Secondly, the Word spoke to the prophets, 

prophesying the Word’s own future is coming. Thirdly, the Word becomes incarnate as Jesus 

 
336 The debate was over the mode of the presence and not over whether Christ was present. For the Reformers, 
the mode was the Holy Spirit; for Rome, it was by transubstantiation.  
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Christ in order to save humanity. In each of these functions, the Word reveals the Father” 

(Laing, 2018:463). The Word makes the Father intelligible. Irenaeus presupposes the Trinity in 

the act of creation: “the Father planning everything well and giving His commands, the Son 

carrying these into execution and performing the work of creating, and the Spirit nourishing 

and increasing [what is made]” (AH 4.38.3). The Logos reveals the Father: “the manifestation of 

the Son is the knowledge of Father; for all things are manifest through the Word” (AH 4.63) and 

made after his image” (AH 5.6.1).  

“For by the hands of the Father, that is, by the Son and the Holy Spirit, man, and not [merely] a 

part of man, was made in the likeness of God” (AH 5.6.1). The creation of the imago dei is 

Trinitarian for Irenaeus, and after the fall, the image needs to be restored by the redemption of 

the Son on his Trinitarian mission.   

9.2.2 The use of a similar Irenaeus’ analogy found in Peter Martyr Vermigli  

Bradford Littlejohn, in his lecture on Reformed Sacramentology, goes over the central elements 

of the Protestant attack on the Roman Catholic understanding of the real presence of Christ in 

the Eucharist. One of the major concerns the Protestants had with Roman Catholicism’s view of 

the Eucharist was the absence of the substance of the bread and wine in the Eucharist. 

Littlejohn, speaking about the Reformer’s critique of the doctrine of transubstantiation, says: 

First of all, this doctrine asserted a real absence of the bread and wine, thus 

contradicted Scripture as well as reason, and depriving the elements of their properly 

sacramental character. On this understanding, nature could not become an instrument 

of grace, sign could not convey the thing signified, because on properly 

transubstantiation doctrine, neither nature nor sign remained after the priest said those 

magic words hoc est corpus meum (Littlejohn, 2017:5).  

The reformers emphasized the importance of real bread and wine, in substance and accidents, 

in the Eucharist. The Reformers believed that their understanding of the real presence of Christ 

upheld the senses (i.e., what is sensed is real in substance and accidents), reason (where there 

are accidents present the substance is present as well), and faith (i.e., the Holy Spirit presences 

and points us to the risen and ascended Christ when the Eucharist is received by faith). Hence, 

realism and all of the analogies built on realism that apply to faith are upheld in the Eucharist. 

Peter Martyr Vermigli builds an argument from analogy (a sacramental analogia participationis) 

similar to the above argument by Irenaeus in line with this Protestant emphasis on real bread 

and real wine in substance. Grace does not do away with bread and wine (nature) but gives it a 

new sacramental existence by the power and revelation of the Holy Spirit.  

9.2.2.1 The uniqueness of the son in the analogia participationis  

Before getting back to Vermigli, some groundwork needs to be done on the doctrine of the 

Trinity and the personal esse of the Son to set some theological context for Vermigli. The 

analogia participationis includes general revelation that comes from all of creation, i.e., 
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analogia revelationis flows from the analogia entis mediated by the Logos asarkos. This created 

nature of the cosmos is the basis for general revelation, and this is the backdrop for God’s 

particular special revelation he gives to, his people by way of covenant commitment. For 

example, creation in general (nature) was the setting for the particular Edenic garden and the 

particular trees of the garden in Eden that particularized the covenant of creation (works). This 

is true of the Eucharist as well in that the Logos asarkos is the basis for the particularity of 

creation including the substance of bread and wine that takes on a new sacramental existence 

in the particularization of the Logos ensarkos under the New Covenant.  

The incarnation is the penultimate of particularized special revelation found in the person and 

work of Jesus Christ, and this may be called the penultimate particularized analogia 

participationis.  This was the focus of Peter Martyr Vermigli, who saw “the Person of Christ as 

the archetypal analogue given from God’s side” (McLelland, 1957:83). Christ being the 

archetypal analogue includes his whole person operating in both natures in order to 

communicate the perfect intelligible-mystery of God, i.e., the incarnate Christ participates in 

and beyond finite existence (Przywara). The intelligible-mystery of God has to be mediated 

through the incarnation, revealing the whole person of Christ who is fully God and fully man. 

Christ perfectly displays the image of the Father accommodated to human beings in a manner 

they can understand via the incarnation. Moreover, as the last Adam, he perfectly displays 

what a man ought to be by fulfilling the essentia of a human being in his unique personal 

esse.337 Christ as the archetypal analogue becomes the basis for the sacramental ectypal-

analogue of the Eucharist, which makes the Eucharist intelligible. The intelligibility of the 

Eucharist means that it participates in both the analogia participationis of creation, hence it 

must remain bread and wine in substance—and the analogia participationis of redemption 

hence it takes on a new sacramental existence in the bond and revelation of the Holy Spirit. In 

the Eucharist, the analogia participationis of the creation is not lost but now becomes new in 

the analogia participationis of redemption by participating in a new sacramental existence.  

9.2.2.2  Personal Esse of the Son and intelligibility  

The analogia participationis is based on an intra-Trinitarian relationship between the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit that makes the incarnation fitting. The “Father eternally communicates his 
life to the Son (John 5:26) who is the perfect Word radiance and image.” (Jn 1.1; Heb. 1.3; Col. 
1.15) (Swain, 2011:5). Dominic Legge, when talking about Aquinas’ view of the personal 

 
337 This is to smuggle in language from Aquinas. Rowan Williams explains how Aquinas uses esse in two different 
ways as it relates to the doctrine of the Trinity. “Thomas later describes as unity in esse—unity at the level of the 
distinctive act and mode of existing that belongs eternally to the divine Word. There is potential confusion in the 
fact that esse, like supposit, can sometimes be said to ‘include’ nature. And this means that we can say, from one 
point of view, that the eternal esse of the Word is unchangeably what it is, unaffected by its union with Jesus of 
Nazareth, and from another equally correct and valid point of view that the esse of the Word ‘includes’ the active 
existence of the humanity that has been assumed (III, xvii.2) . . . What Thomas’s claim amounts to is that the ‘act of 
being’ in virtue of which the Word of God is the Word of God is the soul ground of the act of being in virtue of 
which Jesus of Nazareth is Jesus of Nazareth considered as an active finite agent; and the implication clearly is that 
there can be in Jesus no finite act of being in virtue of which he is who he is” (Williams, 2018:16).  
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relations within the Trinity states it this way: “The divine persons are distinguished because 
they are subsistent relations, that do not divide but that subsist in the divine nature, relations 
that are founded on the order of processions in God: the Son is from the Father, and the Holy 
Spirit is from the Father and the Son” (Legge, 2017:110). These relationships of the persons of 
the Trinity determines each person’s “mode of existing;”338 hence, it accounts for the 
distinction of the persons within the Trinity and accounts for the ad extra distinction of the 
Trinity in the mission of redemption.  

The personal esse of the Son means that the filial relationship of the Son to the Father is what 
makes the Son to be the Son and the Father to be the Father. John Owen states that “a divine 
person is nothing but the divine essence, upon account of a special property, subsisting in a 
special manner” (Owen, 1997:417). As Dominic Legge says, “the Son is the infinite and perfect 
divine esse as received from the Father as his word by way of intellect” (Legge, 2017:111). 
Herman Bavinck, echoing back to Aquinas and ultimately to Augustine, uses the analogy of 
human language for the Father and Son relationship: “Therefore, the most striking human 
analogy is thought, and speech; Scripture suggests this when it calls the Son ‘Logos’ [Speech, 
Word, Reason]. Just as the human mind objectivizes itself in words, so God expresses his entire 
being in the Logos” (Bavinck, 2011:236). 339 This understanding of the Father and Son 

 
338 The phrase modes of subsistence can be used without capitulating to modalism. Modalism would deny any real 
distinctions and relationships within the Trinity, i.e., God exists as one nature and one-person manifest in three 
modes on the created level of existence. Francis Turretin properly uses the term mode(s) as personal subsistence. 
“The personal properties by which the persons are distinguished from essence are certain modes by which it may 
be characterized; not indeed formally and properly (as modes in created thing, which as finite can be differently 
affected and admit modes really distinct and posterior to the thing modified, which cannot fall on the infinite and 
most perfect essence of God): but eminently and analogically, all imperfection being removed. This the person may 
be said to differ from the essence not really (realiter), i.e., essentially (essentialiter) as a thing and thing, but 
modally (modaliter)—as a mode from the thing (modus a re)” (Turretin, 1994:278). James Dolezal expands on this 
above quote by Francis Turretin. “What Turretin proposes is that the three divine persons are non-modifying 
modes of the divine essence. This is clearly an analogical understanding of mode. What is retained in our God-talk 
is the condition of the mode as an essence’s ‘manner’ of subsistence. What is removed from our ordinary 
conception of mode when we speak of God is its function as a quality modifying or conveying some additional 
actually to a thing in which it inheres—such as a moved of subsistence that a  creature does not possess in virtue 
of its essence per se. Since God’s essence is infinite it cannot possibly be determined to subsist as Father, Son, and 
Spirit by the reception of additional forms or modes of being. The actuality of God’s three-personal mode of 
subsistence is not really distinct from the actuality of his essence as subsistent being itself. Yet the twofold manner 
in which we speak about essences and their mode(s) of subsistence is retained in our God-talk as an 
accommodation to our creaturely way of thinking and speaking” (Dolezal, 2014:96).  
339 Lewis Ayers explains Augustine’s analogy for the Logos related to the human mind. “Augustine also offers the 
analogy of what he terms the ‘interior word’ conceived in the mind of a person thinking and desiring. Augustine 
speaks not just of any conception or plan present in the mind, but of a ‘word’ conceived in truth and conceived 
through rightly ordered love” (Ayers, 2011:124). Augustine referred to the Holy Spirit as ‘love” and “gift.” In this 
work, the Holy Spirit will be referred to as gift but not love. Matthew Levering explains that Augustine’s reason for 
assuming the Holy Spirit may be referenced as love is based in I John 4: “In verses 9 and 10, John explains that God 
manifested his love by sending ‘his Son to be the expiation for our sins’ (1 Jn 4:10). In verse 11, John adds that 
since God has shown his love for us by sending his Son, ‘we also ought to love one another.’ Indeed, ‘if we love one 
another, God abides in us’(1 Jn 4:12). How is it that we can love in this way? The crucial answer comes in verse 13: 
‘By this, we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his own Spirit.’ We know that God 
abides in us when we love; and we love when God gives us his Spirit. Augustine concludes that the Holy Spirit is, 
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relationship in an intellect to word analogy focuses on intelligibility. So when the incarnate Son 
reveals the Father, it is an act of revealing the intelligible-mystery of the Father that is given to 
the Church by the Holy Spirit, who is the gift and giver of gifts.340 This means that in the 
incarnation, the intelligibility of God is given to us in the filial manner of revelation by the “Gift” 
of the Holy Spirit.  

It means that Christ’s human nature is not only “related to” the divinity of the divine 
esse, but specifically to the personal esse of the Son, so that, in the deepest 
metaphysical sense, that human nature is always marked by the filial mode of existing 
proper to the divine Son who subsists in that human nature (Legge, 2017:111).   

 
therefore, God’s gift of love. In short, the ‘God from God’ about whom John is here speaking is the Holy Spirit. As 
Augustine says, ‘He [the Holy Spirit] then is the gift of God who is love.’13 The two names ‘Love’ and ‘Gift’  imply 
each other. In Augustine’s view, this conclusion that 1 John 4:7–13 is speaking about the Holy Spirit as ‘Love’ 
receives further confirmation from 1 John 4:16, ‘God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God 
abides in him. ’Augustine points out that verse 13 assured us that we know that we abide in God because God 
gives us the Holy Spirit. Now, in verse 16, John tells us that when we abide in love, we abide in God. It follows that 
the Holy Spirit abiding in us, and ‘love’  abiding in us, are the same. The person who abides in the Holy Spirit (‘love’) 
abides in God. Thus for Augustine, when verse 16 says ‘God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God’, the 
reference to the Holy Spirit is clear.14 When God gives us his Spirit, we can be sure that we abide in God, which 
would not be possible if God’s Spirit were not the ‘love’ that ensures we abide in God. On this basis, Augustine 
again concludes that the Holy Spirit ‘is the one meant when we read, Love is God (1 Jn 4:8.16)’” (2014:130). John 
Owen disagrees and this is the assumption of this project. “I John iv. 8, ‘God is love.’ That the name of God is here 
taken personally, and for the person of the Father, not essentially, is evident from verse 9, where he is 
distinguished from his only begotten Son whom he sends into the world” (Levering, 1997:19).  
340 Augustine seems biblically justified when he refers to the Holy Spirit as the Gift and the giver of the gifts. 
Matthew Levering explains some of Augustine’s reasoning for this. “Just as Paul compares the Holy Spirit with 
water in I Corinthians, so also Paul depicts the Holy Spirit as a gift when writes that ‘grace was given to each of us 
according to the measure of Christ’s gift’ (Eph. 4:7). That Christ’s gift to us is the Holy Spirit becomes even clearer 
in the next verse, where Paul quotes (and adopts to his purposes) Psalm 68:18, ‘When he ascended on high, he led 
a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men' (Eph. 4:8). It is undeniable, Augustine points out, that the ascended 
Jesus, who ‘gave gifts to men,’ sent the Holy Spirit upon the apostles on the day of Pentecost. In Augustine’s view, 
the Psalmist’s use of the plural ‘gifts’ befits the fact that (in Paul’s words) ‘there are varieties of gifts, but the same 
Spirit’ (I Cor. 12:4)—the same Spirit ‘who apportions to each one individually as he wills’ (I Cor. 12:11). The 
plurality of the Spirit’s gifts can also be seen in Hebrews 2:4’s reference to the ‘gifts of the Holy Spirit’ and in Paul’s 
statement that Christ’s ‘gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some evangelist, some pastors 
and teachers (Eph. 4:11). The Holy Spirit is the ‘gift’ that the ascended Jesus gives, and the Spirit manifests his 
interior presence through the diverse gifts of believers. Augustine’s next turns to Peter’s references to the Spirit as 
‘gift’ as recorded in the Book of Acts. At Pentecost, Peter urges his hearers, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of 
you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’ (Acts 
2:38) . . . Peter’s repeated testimony in the Book of Acts to the Holy Spirit as ‘gift’, when connected with the 
testimonies of John (Jesus) and Paul, seems to Augustine to show that being given, in a certain sense at least, must 
belong to the Spirit not only in the Spirit’s temporal mission but also in his eternal procession; the Spirit is the ‘gift 
of God’” (Levering, 2014:135).   
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The personal esse of the Son means that the incarnation has a unique filial mode of esse. This is 
seen in the creation where it can be said that Adam and Eve in a unique sense are created in 
the image of the Son. This kind of statement does not mean that Adam and Eve are not also in 
the image of the Father and Holy Spirit, but there is a mysterious uniqueness about the imago 
dei such that it is “marked by the filial mode of existing.” In redemption, the personal esse 
reveals the Father and Son relationship in a unique manner and plays a special role in revealing 
the nature of the adoption of believers into the family of God. The Son, who is Son by his 
nature, plays a unique role in the adoption of sons who are not sons by nature. The personal 
esse of the Son brings forth the intelligibility of the Father and Son relationship, and when the 
redeemed are adopted, they reflect this relationship in an analogical manner.  

The personal analogia participationis is grounded in the doctrine of the Trinity and Simplicity. 
The analogia is based in the reality that in some way the effect of creation analogically images 
the Trinity and creation (effect) analogically images the Son in a unique filial manner (cause). 
The creation analogia is ectypal, unlike the Son who is the exact image of the Father by nature, 
i.e., the archetypal image. The Trinity ad intra is reflected in the effect of the Trinity ad extra 
work found in redemption and creation. The eternal begotteness of the Son from the Father 
makes the unique personal esse of the Son properly fitting for the incarnation. The Son’s 
personal esse is received from the Father because the Son is the Father’s Word (eternal 
generation) which is analogous to a word that is generated from the intellect. So, the 
intelligibility of the incarnation is properly reflected in the fact that he properly images the 
Father, and when we are united to the Son, we image the Son and as creatures we participate 
in this filial intelligibility. Swain again: “The Father sends the Son in order that we might become 
his sons and daughters (Gal. 4.4-5); the Father and the Son send the Spirit, who sheds abroad in 
our hearts God’s love for us in Christ (Rom. 5.5)” (Swain, 2011:5). The Father sends his Son who 
properly images him, i.e., the Son makes the Father intelligible to his creatures, and in turn, it is 
the Son who by the Spirit makes many sons and daughters to image the Son in order to make 
the believers to intelligibly image the Triune God.   

The analogia entis is based on an intra-Trinitarian relationship between the Father and the Son 
that makes the incarnation fitting. These relations of the persons of the Trinity determine the 
individual substances of their “mode of existing;” hence, it accounts for the distinction of the 
persons within the Trinity and accounts for the ad extra distinction of the Trinity in the mission 
of redemption.  

Dominic Legge explains Aquinas’s doctrine on the personal esse of the Son: 

Aquinas uses the expression of “personal esse” to refer to the terminus of the 
assumption of Christ’s human nature, Aquinas is signifying the divine being itself, but 
according to the unique personal mode in the which the Son subsists, a mode that is 
purely relational: the Son is the infinite and perfect divine esse as received from the 
Father as his word by way of intellect . . . It means that Christ’s human nature is not only 
“related to” the divinity or the divine esse but specifically to the personal esse of the 
Son, so that, in the deepest metaphysical sense, that human nature is always marked by 
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the filial mode of existing proper to the divine Son who subsists in the human nature 
(Ibid:111).  

The Trinity ad intra is reflected in the effect of the economical Trinity found in redemption and 
creation. The eternal begotteness and procession of the Son from the Father make the unique 
personal esse of the Son properly fitting for the incarnation. The Son’s personal esse is received 
from the Father as his word by way of intellect, which properly images him. So, the intelligibility 
of the incarnation is properly reflected in the fact that he properly images the Father and when 
we are united to the Son, we image him. The Father sends his Son who properly images him, 
i.e., the Son makes the Father intelligible, and in turn, it is the Son who by the Spirit makes 
many sons and daughters to image the Son in order to make the Father intelligible.  

It is at this point that it should be mentioned that Aquinas is very helpful in dealing with 
theological nihilism. Theological nihilism manifests itself in the assertion of the will apart from 
God (i.e., voluntarism) acting in a nominalistic manner by defining reality apart from God 
(imitation of creatio ex-nihilo). This assumes that there is no goodness in reality that has a 
beautiful attraction so one would desire to know creation, and there is no truth in creation 
because brute fact is the primal constituent of reality. When brute fact is primal, that means 
that there is no intelligible revelation in the most basic constituents of reality. Intelligibility, 
when grounded in brute fact, is an epiphenomenon of nothingness.  

These privations and denials are ultimately done at the backdrop of the doctrine of the Trinity. 
Legge explains the doctrine of the intra-Trinitarian processions as they relate to intellect and 
will as found in Aquinas:  

Aquinas understands the first of these, a procession by way of intellect, as analogous to 
the act by which an intellect conceives a word as the “fruit” of its understanding. Such a 
word is distinct from, and yet remains in, the mind that conceives it. In God, the Father 
“understands himself,” by a single eternal act, and so generates and eternal Word—as a 
conception proceeding from his act of understanding—that “express the Father.” To the 
second person also belongs the proper names “Image” (expressing his “likeness” to the 
Father) and “Son” (underscoring his consubstantiality with the Father). The procession 
according to his will is “the procession of love, by which the beloved is in the lover, like 
the reality spoken or understood through the conception of a word is in the one 
understanding.” This procession is ordered to the procession of the Word, since 
“nothing can be loved by the will unless it is conceived in the intellect.” This Holy Spirit is 
thus Love in person, the mutual love and nexus of the Father and the Son; “Love” is a 
proper name for him. From this, another proper name for the Spirit unfolds: he is the 
“Gift,” because love is the “first Gift” from which every other gift proceeds (Legge, 
2017:15-16).   

Aquinas understands the Trinitarian relations as Intellect (Father), Word (Son), and Love/Gift 
(Holy Spirit) as found in the Triune relations. Because the Son is the perfect image (Word) of the 
Father this is why he is the most intelligible revelation of the Father and this revelation exists in 
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the gift of the Holy Spirit. This means to deny this Trinitarian truth and ground all finite 
relationships in nothingness is to deny all intelligibility, love, and gift upon the sea of 
formlessness and the void.   

9.2.2.3 Peter Martyr Vermigli and the intelligible means of grace 

The Italian Reformer Peter Martyr Vermigli defended the Eucharist being wine and bread in 
substance, and this upholds the analogia in creation. Peter Martyr Vermigli held to a “Word-
centered theology” that united the scriptures and the Eucharist. This “Word-centered theology” 
fits Aquinas’s Trinitarian theology that the Son is the eternal Word of the Father’s intellect that 
is united in the love and gift of the Holy Spirit. Peter Martyr Vermigli believed the scriptures and 
the Eucharist are how God intelligibly reveals himself. The Eucharist plays a unique role in that 
it is a visible sign that is administered by word, sacrament, and the Holy Spirit.  Donald Fuller 
explains that Vermigli’s “Word-centered theology” has two principles for worship.  

The first states that God communicates His salvific intent intelligibly by “the words of 
God” in each and every aspect of the service of worship, including the rite of the Lord’s 
Supper. The second principle suggests that God’s words are communicated and received 
in worship by activities that encompass the whole human person such as thinking, 
speaking, hearing, seeing, and doing. Vermigli applies these principles—the intelligibility 
of God and the wholeness of man—to the Sunday service of worship by making “the 
words of God” Holy Scripture the mediating basis or foundation of Christian worship 
(Fuller, 2004:216).  

Worship is the analogia participationis of the Word of God based on the Trinitarian 
relationships, i.e., the Father’s intelligible Word revealed by the Holy Spirit. The worship is 
intelligible and engages the whole person in their senses, reason, and faith. This understanding 
of worship fits the creaturely metaphysics of in and beyond in that Christ is present by his word 
but not fully present. Moreover, “Word-centered worship” by its liturgy participates in an 
intelligible-mystery of the in and beyond by what is known and experienced, i.e., reality is 
known (intelligible), but what is known extends beyond what the creature can comprehend 
(mystery). This “Word-centered theology” best participates and exemplifies analogically the 
personal esse of the incarnate Son, who is the Word of the Father’s “intellect.” The personal 
esse of the Son is exemplified because one of the primary aspects of worship is having Christ 
present in his intelligible word (scripture) and visible word (Eucharist). This “Word-centered 
theology” is contrasted to a kind of worship that focuses on the elements of bread and wine as 
the locus for the union and experience of sacrifice and sacraments using theurgic acts. Fuller 
explains: 

Originating in Aquinas’ doctrine of God, Vermigli conceives the union of sacrifice and 
sacrament as one mediated by verbum Dei not by the elements of bread and wine. 
Vermigli’s principles of intelligibility and wholeness present a major challenge to the 
Lombardian conception of union with Christ, whereby God’s salvific intent is 
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communicated elementally by means of theurgic acts; acts which are not attributable to 
human nature proper but rather are considered activities (Ibid.).341 

Vermigli’s approach fits the from above-in and beyond nature of creaturely metaphysics so that 
in the act of participating in the reading and preaching of the word of God and the 
administration of the Eucharist (visible word), the believer experiences Christ. This experience 
of Christ is intelligible on a creaturely level of knowledge and leads one into the higher 
intelligible-mystery of the Triune God. This maintains the nature-grace distinction342 in that the 
bread and wine do not change in substance but remain intelligible in their own substance while 
taking on a new sacramental-analogical existence (intelligibility) that mediates Christ to the 
believer by visible words. It is sacramental because the bread and wine (signum) points to and 
brings the presence of Christ (res) to his people. The Eucharist is analogical because it is similar 
to and grounded in Christ’s person and work in its liturgy and symbolism (i.e., its movements, 
structures, and symbolism proclaim the person and work of Christ).  

The Eucharist is similar to the incarnation because Christ is intelligibly present in the Eucharist, 
but it is different because his presence is not carnal or corporeal but sacramental. This new 
sacramental-analogical existence is participated in by the bond of the Holy Spirit, bringing Christ 
to the redeemed sinner who by faith becomes made into the intelligible image of the Savior. 
This Word-centered approach is contrary to any theurgic union which is attained by performing 
actions that bypass the intellect in “unspeakable acts” that do away with the sacramental 
nature of the presence of Christ and the proper distinctions of real bread and real wine in 
substance along with the real presence of Christ found in the Eucharist.343 Moreover, the bread 

 
341 What is the tie between Lombard’s theology and Neo-Platonism along with its theurgic acts are well beyond the 
scope of this work; theurgic practices were part of the rituals of some of the Neo-Platonists. William Riordan 
explains some of the theurgic practices of Iamblichus who gave matter a higher status than some of the Neo-
Platonists. “Iamblichus seemed less inclined to depreciate matter’s value, and, correspondently, he places great 
emphasis on theurgic works of the soul, which include its involvement with matter. He emphasizes that the soul 
must participate in the ‘cosmogenesis’ even of the sensible world through ritual acts. Unfortunately, this involved 
acts of magic such as inspecting the internal organs of animals, etc” (Riordan, 2008:87). Iamblichus states: “These 
rituals participate are participated in by unutterable symbols, understood solely by the gods, that establishes 
theurgic union. For this reason, we do not bring about these things by thinking alone. If we did, their efficacy 
would be intellectual, and dependent upon us. But neither assumption is true. For even when we are not engaged 
in thinking, the symbols themselves, by themselves, perform their appropriate work, and the ineffable power of 
the gods, to whom these symbols relate, itself recognizes the proper images of itself, not through being aroused by 
our thought . . . Hence it is not even chiefly through our thinking that divine causes are called into actuality. But it 
is necessary for these and all the best conditions of the soul and our ritual purity to preexist as auxiliary causes, 
whereas the things that properly arouse the divine will are the actual divine symbols” (Iamblichus, 2004:229, book 
2-11).    
342 The bread and wine do not need to be changed from what they are because they are ectypally-intelligible by 
virtue of participation in the Logos found in creation. They are instruments to allow believers to participate in 
something higher than what they are (Christ), but they do not need to become something different than what they 
are as bread and wine in substance.  
343 It will not be the purpose of this work to spend time on looking at what Vermigli is repudiating. Fuller explains 
how this theurgic approach blends categories that Vermigli thinks should not be blended. “Finally, a point 
especially evident in the Proclan kosmos noetos—a unique blending of Neoplatonism and the Aristotelian 
categories devoid of their essential grounding in things—is that the spiritual world is viewed as the same type of 
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and wine have esse in and of themselves because of the gift of esse by the Logos in creation. 
Therefore, Christ is present in the ectypal-creational sense as well.  

Fuller again: 

Even in the Lord’s Supper, Vermigli seems to have the objectivity of the Word in mind 
when he refers to the sacraments of the New Testament as “visible words of God.” He 
writes that the sacramental signs are as “perspicuous” in what they offer as the Holy 
Scriptures is in what it offers and what both offer is Christ, who is the truth, and the 
gospel of God. The sacramental signs of the New Testament combine the verba 
institutionis (audible words of God) and signa (visible words of God) to offer Christ as 
objectively as the Word of God, that is, as clearly as Scripture and preaching. Consistent 
with the Word-centered foundation of worship, Vermigli suggests that even with 
respect to the elements of the Eucharist “the perspicuity and plainness of the 
sacraments must chiefly be regarded in the words.”344 In so doing, the Word itself 
becomes the most crucial “element” of the rite of the Lord’s Supper (Ibid.).  

Peter Martyr Vermigli makes clear that the sacramental signs of the new testament involve the 
audible words of institution combined with signa (visible words). The Word-centered theology 
means that the elements (bread and wine) along with the visible-liturgical actions (breaking the 
bread and pouring the wine) are parts of the visible words (signa). This fits the Trinitarian 
understanding, as stated above, i.e., the Father (intellect), Son (Word), and the Holy Spirit (gift). 
Moreover, for Peter Martyr Vermigli the visible words cannot be separated from the audible 
words (verba institutionis) for the Eucharist to be complete. The Scottish theologian Robert 
Bruce states it this way:  

The heavenly and celestial conjunction is procured and brought about by two special 
means. It is brought about by means of the Word and preaching of the Gospel, and it is 
brought about by means of the Sacraments and their ministration. The Word leads us to 
Christ by the ear; the Sacraments lead us to Christ by the eye: of the two senses which 
God has chosen as most fitting for the purpose of instructing us and bringing us to 

 
uninterrupted continuum as was concurrently being propagated for the physical world. For Proclus and P-D, the 
distinction between the categories of ‘substance’ and ‘quality’ is blurred so that the power or the created thing 
and the thing itself are indistinguishable. In the priestly act of uniting sacrifice and sacrament at the consecration is 
the Mass, this undifferentiating  metaphysics lays behind Lombard’ Eucharist expression res et sacramentum…, 
From a liturgical point of view, Vermigli is particularly concerned with this Proclan-inspired tendency to conflate 
physical and spiritual reality because the (elemental reception of the Eucharistic rite had come to overshadow the 
intelligible reception of saving faith through the Word” (Fuller, 2004:224). Proclus was a successor of Iamblichus 
and P-D refers to Pseudo-Dionysus. 
344 Vermigli’s quote from the Oxford Disputation. “It is (as theologians define it, and is found in Augustine) the sign 
of a holy thing or a visible sign of invisible grace. And the Holy Spirit uses sacrament in order to offer Christ to us 
spiritually, to be embraced with the mind and faith. Just as we are said to receive salvation through the words of 
God, not that salvation is concealed in those words, or exists in a real presence, but is contained in the 
signification. Such comparison of divine words with sacraments is appropriate, since in Augustine’s opinion 
sacraments are visible words” (Vermigli, 2000:283).  
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Christ. That the doctrine must be most effectual and moving which awakens and stirs up 
most of the outward senses, for that which awakens not only the ear, but the eye, the 
taste, the feeling, and all the rest of the outward senses must move the heart most and 
will pierce into the soul (Bruce, 2005:30).345   

Bruce helps fill out the doctrine of the visible word by explaining and emphasizing that the 
senses are fully engaged in the Eucharist. The experience of the Eucharist is a fully embodied 
experience that engages the whole person with the whole Christ, word, and sacrament 
administered by the power, presence, and bond of the Holy Spirit.346 For Bruce, the visible 
words include all of the movements and liturgical actions of the Eucharist. Bruce refers to the 
liturgical aspects of the Eucharist as the ceremonies and rites. “There must therefore be two 
sorts of signs: one sort, the bread and wine, which we call elemental; another sort, the rites and 
ceremonies, by which they are distributed, broken and given, which we call ceremonial” 
(Ibid.:35). These ceremonies and rites were instituted by Christ so they are “as essential as the 
bread and wine are, and you cannot leave out one jot of them without perverting the whole 
institution” (Ibid.). Like Vermigli—Bruce has the verba institutionis (audible words of God) and 
the signa (visible words of God) as part of the Eucharist. Moreover, he sees that it is necessary 
to include the elements along with the ceremonies and rites in order to intelligibly-
sacramentally-analogically have Christ present in the Eucharist.  

9.2.2.4 Peter Martyr Vermigli and the Word in the intelligible Chalcedonian analogy of the 
Eucharist  

The Person of Christ is the perfect revelation of God’s intelligibility, and this is grounded in the 

hypostatic union Peter Martyr Vermigli affirms this in all of its Chalcedonian fullness. Below are 

 
345 Bruce brings out the sacramental-analogical nature of the Eucharist by focusing on the outward senses 
participating in the Eucharist. This is analogous to what the early disciples experienced witnessing the incarnation 
and resurrection of Christ. It is appropriate to quote John again to illustrate this. “That which was from the 
beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched 
with our hands, concerning the word of life—the life was made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it 
and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was made manifest to us—that which we 
have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our 
fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (I John 1-3)(bold and italics added). 
346 Robert Bruce in reference to what is received in the Eucharist: “I do not, therefore, call the thing signified the 
grace and virtue that flow from Christ only, nor Christ Himself and His substance without His virtue and graces, but 
the substance together with the graces. It is the whole Christ, God and man, without separation of His natures, 
without distinction of His substance from his graces, that I call the thing signified by the signs in the Sacrament . . . 
Therefore, in order that the Sacrament may nourish to life everlasting, you must get in it your whole Savior, the 
whole Christ, God and man, with all His graces and benefits, without separation of His substance from His graces, 
or of the one nature form the other . . . So, the thing signified in the Sacrament must be given to us by God, by the 
three persons of the Trinity, one God. It must be given by Christ Jesus, who must give Himself, and since he gives 
Himself, we must have a mouth through which to receive Him. Though He presents and offers Himself, yet He 
cannot profit or help any except those who have a mouth to receive Him. You see then what I call the thing 
signified: the whole Christ, applied to us and received by us, the whole Christ, God and man, without separation of 
His natures, without distinction of His substance from His graces, all applied to us” (Bruce, 2005:38-41). Bruce gives 
an expression of the communicatio operationum as it relates to the Eucharist; see footnotes below.  
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some of Vermigli’s statements that emphasize the hypostatic union in line with the 

Chalcedonian definition. The first statement gives reference to the Reformed affirmation of the 

communicatio operationum.347  

1. We also confess that the Lord is the mediator in that he consists of both natures, 

divine, and human. For if he were mediator qua man, I see no reason why a mere 

human could not have that attribute, but it would be utterly wicked to set up a pure 

and naked human being as our mediator. (Vermigili, 1999a:152).348 

2. Therefore, when it is asked, “How is Christ the mediator between us and God?” We 

say, “Insofar as he is God and insofar as he is man because it is proper for the person 

of a mediator to participate in both natures so that the two extremes come together 

in the same individual or in the same person. For this reason, the work of a mediator 

the one nature is not torn away from the other. These statements are said generally, 

but since a mediator has various kinds of work, so we should also talk about them 

separately . . . The first task of the mediator was to be born at a set time, to die, to 

be buried, to rise, and to ascend into heaven for our salvation. These were the works 

of the person insofar as he was human, but in such a way that the role of the divine 

nature is not excluded . . . Thus the work, of the mediator is to illumine human souls, 

to send the Holy Spirit, to change hearts, to revivify and make us blessed and to 

direct, unite, liberate, and protect his church even though he is absent in the body. 

These actions belong to the person of Christ, but insofar as he is God” (Vermigli, 

1999b:128-129).349 

 
347 Communicatio operationum: “communication of operations; also communicatio apotelesmatum: the 
communication of mediatorial operations in and for the sake of the work of salvation; terms used by the Reformed 
to indication the common work of the two natures of Christ, each doing what is proper to it according to its own 
attributes” (Muller, 2017:71).  
348 The Letter is dated February 14, 1556 and is the first of three he wrote to the Reformed Church in Poland 
(Vermigili, 1999a:152, ff.156).  
349 Vermigli on the topic of the communicatio operationum: “I believe that Christ is by nature the Son of God and 
by nature the son of man. From his divinity he has his being Son of God by nature; but from his humanity he has 
his being son of man. This not to divide Christ; we truly embrace him as one but since we attribute to him various 
things, we take under consideration the reason and cause from which or because of which they are proper to him. 
Hence when is said and believed to be Son of God according to his nature, we ask ourselves form where did this 
come to him, form human nature or from the divine nature? We see that this in no way derives from the human 
nature since that drew none of this matter or essence (If I may speak this way) form the divine substance, but the 
word of God, in all that he is, has his nature and substance begotten by God the Father. Therefore, insofar as Christ 
is God, he is believed to be and is called the natural Son of God; insofar as he is man, he should be called the son of 
man. So if we want to avoid absurd statement, we must above all guard against mixing and confounding the two 
natures of Christ. If we do not commit that error, it will not be hard for us to understand the origins of his 
properties” (Vermigili, 1999a:152-153). This distinction between Son of God as referring to divinity and son of man 
referring to humanity seems to go against the scriptural usage, but the concern here is the hypostatic union and 
not the proper use of titles. “’Son of Man’ then does not simply mean ‘Christ was a man’ (although it certainly 
includes that). Over the centuries, the popular concept in the Church has been that ‘Son of God’ refers to his divine 
nature and ‘Son of man’ refers to the human nature. While it is biblically correct and necessary to hold that the 
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Peter Martyr Vermigli affirmed the Chalcedonian definition of Christ being “acknowledged in 

two natures, without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; the 

distinction of the two natures established without taking away the union, but rather the 

property of each nature being preserved, and concurring in one person.” The Chalcedonian 

affirmation was an essential part of Vermigli’s understanding of the mediatorial work of Christ, 

and both natures were necessary for the work of mediation, contra to those who affirm human 

nature alone necessary.350 

The affirmation of Chalcedon was important for Peter Martyr Vermigli because he uses the 

hypostatic union as a theological analogy and relates the hypostatic union to the Eucharist in 

order to expand his sacramental-analogical understanding of the Eucharist. Below, McLelland 

expounds and quotes Peter Martyr Vermigli in order to show how important the two natures of 

Christ are for the purpose of God revealing himself.  

The ‘hypostatic union’ of the two natures in Christ mean that they are neither separated 

nor confused, but related in a unique analogue according to which the human nature is 

the ultimate Signum of revelation, the effectual medium of divinity.  

We do not perceive the divinity of Christ, except enveloped in flesh. Nor can our faith otherwise aspire to 
the divine nature, mercy, goodness and felicity, except through the humanity of Christ which as a kind of 
intermediary (sequestra) is placed in the middle between us and God, since it is joined with the divinity . . 
. For the humanity of Christ is like a kind of channel, through which not only sanctification, but also all the 
life-giving grace can flow from God to us . . . For the Spirit and Word of God, that is the divine nature, is 
the efficient cause of our sanctification. But the medium through which He transfuses that sanctification 
to us, is the humanity of Christ. Therefore if we would speak rightly, the human nature is rather the 
instrument of divinity, that is the Word of and Spirit (Def. 590, 606, 609). 

The flesh of Christ thus becomes the unique locus of revelation and unique medium for 

communion with Him . . . On the basis of this doctrine of Christ as Himself the unique 

Mystery of Sacrament, the archetypal Analogue, Peter Martyr develops his doctrine of 

the sacraments (McLelland, 1957:103-104).351  

What can be drawn from McLelland’s insights and the quote he gives by Vermigli:  

 
one person, Christ, has at the same time a divine and human nature, that is not the main point of this term” (Kelly, 
2014:92).  
350 “The communicatio operationum appears in Reformed thought as a conceptual expansion of the biblical 
account of Christ’s mediatorial activity. Medieval theologians attributed the mediatorial action of Christ to his 
human nature alone . . . Peter Lombard writes that Christ is mediator according to his humanity alone, for, 
according to Lombard, a mediator must stand between two extremes. In his divine nature, Christ is equal to the 
Father and Spirit; but, in his human nature, he stands between God and humanity because he is mortal and weak 
(unlike God) but entirely righteous (unlike other human beings). In the Summa Theologiae, Thomas reasons 
similarly that Christ is mediator according to his humanity alone, and that the special ‘dignity of grace and glory’ of 
his peculiar human nature equips him to mediate between God and the rest of humanity” (Duby, 2015:287).   
351 Def in the abbreviation found in Vermigli’s quote by McLelland is for: “Defensio Doctrinae veteris & Apostolicae 
de ss Euch. . . . adv. Stephani Gardineri. Zurich: C. Froschauer, 1559 (1957: vii).  
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1. We “perceive” the divinity of Christ because of the incarnation and the unique 

revelatory action of his personal esse operating in a human nature. 352  

2. We aspire to the divine nature “through the humanity of Christ which as a kind of 

intermediary (sequestra) is placed in the middle between God and us because it is 

joined with the divinity” (Ibid.).  

3. The humanity of Christ is the medium (channel) from which sanctification and life-

giving grace flow from God to the believers.  

4. The human nature is the instrument of divinity “that is the Word and Spirit” of God 

(Ibid.). “Everyone reborn in Christ ought to contemplate the great love God has 

shown towards us. He did not loath our nature, dirty and filthy because of sin, but 

instead purified it and clothe himself with it, so that we might share in his divine 

nature” (Vermigli, 1999c:15).353  

 

Vermigli, like Irenaeus, emphasizes the importance of the true humanity of Christ for salvation 

and revelation. Vermigli’s view assumes the principle of Irenaeus that was defended above, i.e., 

what Christ appeared to be (fully man) he was in reality (true man in substance and accidents). 

 

Back to McLelland’s statement: “The ‘hypostatic union’ of the two natures in Christ mean that 

they are neither separated nor confused, but related in a unique analogue according to which 

the human nature is the ultimate Signum of revelation, the effectual medium of divinity” 

(McLelland, 1957:103).  The person of Jesus Christ is the ultimate signum of revelation, and the 

hypostatic union is what makes it so, i.e., two natures, fully God and fully man, in one person 

without confusion or division. He is the ultimate signum because he is God, and he is the 

ultimate signum because he reveals himself in a manner that humans best can understand, i.e., 

in the flesh. The hypostatic union is the basis for the Eucharistic analogy, i.e., using the 

Chalcedonian definition as a basis for understanding the Eucharist.  

 

Peter Martyr explains: 

 

The Fathers proved there to be in Christ two perfect natures, through a simile taken 

from the Eucharist. Therefore we may argue thus: Just as two natures were in Christ not 

exchanged but distinct, so in the Eucharist are two natures, namely bread and the body 

of Christ, distinct but not confused by the conversion of the one into other . . . such 

 
352 Vermigli mentions the importance of the Holy Spirit in the incarnation at Christ’s conception. “The womb of the 
virgin Mary became the divine furnace from which the Holy Spirit, out of sanctified flesh and blood, drew that 
body destined to be the obedient servant of a no less noble soul. Thus none of the defects of fallen Adam were 
transmitted to Christ, though the bodies of both were produced in a similar way. Our first father was miraculously 
formed from the earth, without the seed of man, but by the power of God. So also the second Adam” (1999c:15) 
353 William Klempa has this to say about this above passage: “Christ purified our nature and in words that are 
reminiscent of Irenaeus and Athanasius, Vermigli adds, ‘he clothed himself with it, so that we might share in his 
divine nature.’ The divine Word’s humble assumption of our humanity was for our reconciliation and divine 
blessings” (2009:347).  
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bread remains in the Eucharist, as human nature in Christ . . . As the human is in Christ, 

so bread is in the Eucharist: But the human nature in Christ is whole and perfect. 

Therefore the nature of bread in the Eucharist is perfect (Def. 386, 393, 395) (McLelland, 

1957:104).  

 

1. The two natures of Christ were not exchanged or converted into one another and were 

distinct but united.  

2. The Chalcedonian principle applies “so in the Eucharist are two natures, namely bread 

and the body of Christ, distinct but not confused by the conversion of the one into 

other” (Ibid.).  

3. The union of the signum of bread and wine with the reality of Christ is by the bond of 

the Holy Spirit. “Further, I affirm that the distance of places neither hinders our 

conjunction with the body and blood of Christ, because the Lord’s Supper is a heavenly 

matter, and although on earth we take bread and wine by the mouth of the body, 

sacrament of the body and blood of Christ, yet by faith and by the work of the Holy 

Spirit our souls, to which this spiritual and heavenly food pertains, are carried up into 

heaven and enjoy present body and blood of Christ” (Vermigli, 1957a:287).  

 

The hypostatic union does not divinize the humanity of Christ: the Eucharist bread is not 

converted into deity. The Fathers’ analogy proved the nature of the relationship 

between humanity and divinity of Christ from its image in the Eucharist; in the sixteenth 

century, when their Christology had been accepted, but the Eucharist had become 

infected with the Eutychean heresy, Martyr reverses the analogy and proves, on the 

basis of the Chalcedonian Christology, two natures in the Eucharist, bread and the Body 

of Christ (McLelland, 1957:104-105).  

Peter Martyr Vermigli holds that the Eucharist should uphold Chalcedon in an analogous 

manner. The analogy to Chalcedon is that the whole substance of Christ is present in the bread 

and wine. Christ is present by the bond of the Holy Spirit, but this does not confuse the 

substance of Christ with the substance of the bread and wine. 

Peter Martyr Vermigli, using the writings of Pope Gelasius I, says: 354 

 
354 Pope “Gelasius I, who reigned from 492 to 496 teaches that the bread and wine in substance at consecration do 
not cease to exist: ‘The sacrament which we receive of the body and blood of Christ is a divine thing. Wherefore 
also by means of it we are made partakers of the divine nature. Yet the substance or nature of the bread and wine 
does not cease to be. And certainly, the image and likeness of the body and blood of Christ is set out in the 
celebration of the mysteries . . . Thus, as the elements pass into this, that is, the divine substance by the Holy 
Ghost, and none the less remain in their own proper nature, so they show that the principal mystery itself, the 
efficacy and virtue of which they truly make present (repraesentant) to us, consists in this, that the two natures 
remain each in its own proper being so that there is one Christ because He is whole and real’ (Pope Gelasius, 
On the Two Natures in Christ. Taken from Darwell Stone, A History of the Doctrine of the Holy Eucharist (London: 
Longman’s, Green, 1909), (Volume I, p. 102)” found in (Webster, 2019).  
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The argument is from the nature of the sacrament of the Eucharist, which in his view 

consists of two parts, namely bread and wine, which are symbols, and the reality of the 

sacrament which is the body and blood of Christ. He reasons: of these two things remain 

whole in the sacrament, then there are also two complete natures in Christ. So when 

you remove bread through transubstantiation and put accidents in its place, you destroy 

the argument completely. Even Eutyches would have concede that if the substance of 

Christ’s body removed and changed into divinity, its accidents would remain, so that he 

might seem to be human, yet not so in fact (Vermigli, 2000:257).  

For Vermigli to be something in accidents and not in substance is to participate in the docetic 

error that Irenaeus was concerned about in his writings Against Heresies. Vermigli’s problem 

with the doctrine of transubstantiation is that it was docetic. “Further, with their 

transubstantiation, they come close to the Marcionite trope, for they say: It seems to be bread, 

but it is not. This is the very thing Marcion said about Christ’s flesh and body, that it was not 

true flesh, but only an appearance” (Vermigli, 2000:35).  

Bradford Littlejohn is helpful in explaining the logic of Vermigli: 

The Logic of the Incarnation demonstrates God’s commitment to coming to us in the 

humble forms of the material natures he has created. There is, in the Incarnation, no 

unbridgeable opposition between spirit and matter, God and man, heavenly and 

earthly. If he can do so in the Incarnation, surely he can do so in the Eucharist as well. 

And if we insist that his presence can only be true presence if it destroys or displaces 

creaturely substance in the eucharistic elements, then what is to prevent us from doing 

the same when it comes to the God-man who took shape in the Virgin’s womb 

(Littlejohn, 2017:7-8)? 

God was made manifest and present in the substance of human nature, so God is made present 

and manifest in the substance of bread and wine. Peter Martyr Vermigli holds that in the 

Eucharist there are present three things (i.e., threefold Word: inward word of the Holy Spirit; 

scriptures; sacraments) and the Holy Spirit brings Christ to the believers and raises the believers 

up to Christ (the sursum corda). When the written-audible word, and the visible word are 

received then nothing is confused, displaced, or destroyed including the substance of bread and 

wine.355  

 
355 Peter Martyr Vermigli states: “just as bread and wine (which feed the body) are given outwardly to the 
communicants, so is it truly granted unto their minds by faith they earth the body and blood of Christ (given for 
our redemption): whereupon the whole man, both inward and outward, is restored to the greatest felicity. And 
this is the only way that Scripture allows and knows of eating the body and drinking the blood of the Lord, namely 
when we apprehend by a constant and firm faith that Jesus the Son of God our Savior and Lord, gave His own body 
on the Cross and shed His blood for us, and that He has so embraced us who are given to Him by the Father and so 
joined and incorporated us to Himself that He is our head, and we are flesh of His flesh and bone of His bones, 
while He dwells in us and we in Him. In this stand the whole power and reason of this meat and drink, to which our 
faith is stirred up and kindled by the threefold Word: sometimes inwardly while the Holy Spirit by His secret yet 
might power, clearly incites our souls to renew these things with ourselves, that they may be embraced with lively 
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When the Word comes to the sacrament, it makes the elements more than what they were 

before but not less. By the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, the elements participate in a 

new sacramental existence and a new analogical relationship to Christ. This new relationship 

means that the signum has its creational existence expanded into a new presence and 

signification but the creational existence of bread and wine in substance are not lost. This is 

why Peter Martyr Vermigli was so set against the substance of the bread and wine being 

displaced. Peter Martyr Vermigli: 

When they remove the natures of the elements, the analogy of signification is lost. 

Bread signifies the body of Christ because it feeds, strengthens, and sustains, and this 

we cannot attribute to accidents. It is also a signification of many grains gathered into 

one, representing the mystical body, and that cannot be attributed to accidents. Paul 

has said, “We many are one bread and one body, who participate in one bread” 

(Vermigli, 2000: 36).  

If the substance of the bread and wine are lost, then the creational analogy (analogia 

participationis) connecting the Logos asarkos to the gift of esse and essentia is lost because the 

bread and wine become less than what they were in losing their substance. Because bread and 

wine nourish the body and human beings need physical nourishment, this relative physical 

dependence points to the absolute dependence of creation upon the gift of esse. The gift of 

esse is grounded in the Logos asarkos and if this is lost then the substance of bread and wine is 

displaced, and the deeper dependence is denied by conflating signum and res.  

To state it another way when the substance of the elements is removed then the “analogy of 

signification” is lost. That is, the bread and wine in substance represent and point to the Logos 

asarkos of creation in that he upholds the physical sustenance and nourishment of the body 

and this degree of dependence points to the metaphysically primal gift of the actus essendi. The 

loss of the substance of the bread and wine means that signification is lost. In the analogia 

participationis whether it applies to creation or redemption nothing is lost, displaced, or 

destroyed, i.e., all of reality from the deepest acts of existence to the highest acts of 

redemption are united in Christ and nothing is lost.  

 

 

 

 
and willing faith; to the same end are we many times moved by the help of the words of God (which pierce us 
either by outward sound or writing); and finally, that there should not lack any help to our infirmity, Christ added 
in the Supper bread and wine for signs, which are made sacraments by His words and institution that is, organs by 
which the Holy Spirit excites faith in our minds, that by this we may be spiritually but yet truly fed and sustained by 
his Body and blood”  (Vermigli, 1957b:282).  
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9.3 Union with Christ Reformed theology and John Calvin and Louis Berkhof  

9.3.1 Union with Christ 

Union with Christ is an important doctrine in order to understand the doctrine of soteriology in 

general and the Eucharist in particular.  

Louis Berkhof explains mystical union in the Reformed tradition: 

In doing so it employs the term “mystical union” in a broad sense as a designation not 

only of the subjective union of Christ and believers, but also of the union that lies back 

of it, that is basic to it, and of which it is only the culminating expression, namely the 

federal union of Christ and those who are His in the counsel of redemption, the mystical 

union ideally established in the eternal counsel, and the union as it is objectively 

effected in the incarnation and the redemptive work of Christ (Berkhof, 1996:449).  

Mystical union with Christ is grounded in the council of the Triune God (covenant of 

redemption, i.e., the pactum salutis) to save a people for himself. The experience of the 

believer is grounded in the eternal counsel of God and the believer’s union with Christ.  

9.3.2 Union with Christ objective accomplishment  

Berkhof explains the finished work of Christ and the objective basis (legal or forensic) for this 

union: 

In virtue of the legal or representative union established in the covenant of redemption 

Christ became incarnate as the substitute for his people, to merit all the blessing of 

salvation for them . . . He could merit salvation for them just because He already stood 

in relation to them as their Surety and mediator, their Head and substitute. The whole 

Church was included in Him as her Head. In an objective sense she was crucified with 

Him, she died with Him, she arose with Him from the dead, and was made to sit with 

Him in the heavenly places. All the blessings of saving grace lie ready for the church in 

Christ; man can add nothing to them, and they now await their subjective application by 

the operation of the Holy Spirit, which is also merited by Christ and is sure progressive 

relation in the course of history (Ibid.:448-449).  

Berkhof focus on the redemption-accomplished side of the mystical union. What Berkhof 

explains fits Calvin’s duplex gratia. Calvin speaks about the gifts of justification and 

sanctification and “the sum of the gospel,” received in union with Christ by the Spirit. Within 

the reformed tradition, justification being forensic has an important relationship to the 

Eucharist. Todd Billings explains “if salvation is to be truly a gift from God—and sanctification of 

life of gratitude—a forensic notion of pardon is the necessary prerequisite for such a life of 

sanctification” (2007:58). This is important in the reformed tradition as the process of 

sanctification grows out of the gratitude (Eucharistic disposition) felt because of the freedom 

found in being justified.  
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When “forensic” pardon is received, the adoption of believers is realized, for believers 

are freed from the “severe requirements” of the law so that they can act like children; 

believers “hear themselves called with fatherly gentleness by God” and “will cheerfully 

and with great eagerness answer and follow his leading.” (Ibid.: 59)356  

 

This means the believer's motivation for obedience is out of his or her love for the Triune God 

because of what has been accomplished on their behalf. The doctrine of adoption is important 

because a justified sinner needs not to fear the condemning punishment of their Father but 

only rely upon the Father’s loving discipline in order to make the justified sinner into the 

intelligible image of the Son.  

 

9.3.3 Union with Christ and subjective application  

 

Berkhof explains the subjective side of union in Christ (redemption applied) and the 

transformative nature of the subjective side of union with Christ.  

 

The work of Christ was not finished when He had merited salvation for His people and 

had obtained actual possession of the blessings of salvation. In the council of 

redemption He took it upon Himself to put all His people in possession of all these 

blessings, and He does this through the operation fo the Holy Spirit, who takes all things 

out of Christ, and gives them unto us . . . This union may be defined as the intimate, 

vital, and spritual union between Christ and His people, in virtue of which He is the 

source of their life and strenght, of their blessedness and salvation . . . (1996:449) 

 

Union with Christ is grounded in the operation and bond of the Holy Spirit which is also the 

basis for the operation of the Eucharist. The Eucharist is self-attested to by the Holy Spirit, and 

the Holy Spirit illuminates the Eucharist. The Holy Spirit brings the reality of the Person and 

work of Christ to the believer, including the present reality of the embodied ascended Christ. 

 

9.3.4 Union with Christ and the Eucharist 

Just as it is the bond of the Holy Spirit that brings one into union with Christ, it is also the bond 

of the Holy Spirit that unites us to Christ in the Eucharist.  

Herman Bavinck explains:   

The mystical union is always a union of persons, believers joined to Christ through the 

Holy Spirit. Although the truth of the sacrament does not depend on faith, it is an 

indispensable requisite for the reception of the sacrament. For just as in the case of the 

Word, so in the case of the Supper, God has obligated himself truly to bestow Christ and 

all his benefits on everyone who believes. Needed—to receive the promises and 

 
356 Institutes, 3. 19. 5.  
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benefits of Word and sacrament—therefore, is a working of the Holy Spirit in the heart 

of a person, and it is precisely this working of the Spirit that effects and maintains the 

communion with Christ, both apart from and in the Lord’s supper (Bavinck, 2011:687).  

Using the theological categories of Herman Bavinck from chapter three, we may conclude the 
following about the Eucharist. 

1. The principium cognoscendi externum is the Eucharist (visible word). This means that 
the Eucharist must participate in the act of the Logos of creation and redemption. The 
Logos of creation and redemption is seen in the bread and wine because they are 
appropriate analogies for the broken body and shed blood of Christ.   

2. The objective principium cognoscendi internum is the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit 
enlightens the mind to the self-evident nature of the Eucharist and illumes the believer's 
mind to the analogy of the bread and wine to the body and blood of Christ. The Spirit 
enlightens the believer to the reality of who Christ is and what Christ has done and is 
presently doing. This includes the Holy Spirit revealing the present reality of the 
embodied ascended Christ in heaven and sacramentally present with us on earth. 

Girolamo Zanchi explains: 

But how is it that [Christ] is only in heaven and not elsewhere? I answer: it is by his 
corporeal presence and according to that nature in which he arose an also ascended into 
heaven. By his deity, indeed, he is in all places: by his grace and his regenerating Spirit, 
moreover, he is in all the saints . . . And he is everywhere by his word, by the signification of 
himself and his will in the preaching of the Gospel. Finally, he is present in representation in 
the Sacraments. But as far as his body is concerned, by corporeal presence he is only in 
heaven (quoted from Farthing, 2005:81).357  

Zanchi represents the presence of Christ on earth while he is embodied in heaven: 

1. Christ is present by virtue of his deity; hence, he is omnipresent (extra-calvinisticum).  
2. Christ is present by the bond of the Holy Spirit.  
3. Christ is present by word and sacrament.   

The focus of this work is on the presence of the Logos known by means of the intelligibility 
found in reality. The incarnate Logos is present by the Holy Spirit, and this is seen in what is 

 
357 Translated by John L. Farthing found in: D. Hieronymi Zanchi in epistolam ad Colossenses commentarius in 
Operum theologicorum, 8 vols. (Geneva, 1617) VI, 323.   
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made intelligible to the believers in the Eucharist (i.e., Christ’s person and work) and by the 
believers being made intelligible by being made into the image of Christ.  

To use Herman Bavinck’s categories, the subjective principium cognoscendi internum when 
participating in the Eucharist is faith and believing—reason (Bavinck, 2011:687). The Eucharist 
presupposes the use of the senses and reason in order to understand the substance of bread 
and wine via the Logos asarkos. The Eucharist presupposes the act of faith and believing reason 
in order to know the reality of the Eucharist and the redemptive implications of the Logos 
ensarkos.  

Calvin makes clear that union with Christ is necessary in order to receive all the blessings that 
Christ has to offer.  

How do we receive those benefits which the Father bestowed on his only-begotten 
Son—not for Christ’s own private use, but that he might enrich poor and needy men? 
First, we must understand that as long as Christ remains outside of us, and we are 
separated from him, all that he has suffered and done for the salvation of the human 
race remains useless and of no value for us. Therefore, to share with us what he had 
received from the Father, he had to become ours and to dwell within us. For this reason, 
he is called “our Head” [Eph. 4:15], and “the first-born among many brethren” [Rom. 
8:29]. We also, in turn, are said to be “engrafted into him” [Rom. 11:17]. And to “put on 
Christ” [Gal. 3:27]; for, as I have said, all that he possesses is nothing to us until we grow 
into one body with him. It is true that we obtain this by faith. Yet since we see that not 
all indiscriminately embrace that communion with Christ which is offered through the 
gospel, reason itself teaches us to climb higher and to examine into the secret energy of 
the Spirit, by which we come to enjoy Christ and all his benefits . . . To sum up, the Holy 
Spirit is the bond by which Christ effectually unites us to himself. To this, also, pertains 
what we taught in the previous book concerning his anointing. (Calvin, 1973:537).358  

Calvin makes clear that it is the work of the Holy Spirit that unites us to Christ. The Holy Spirit 
renews our reason (what Herman Bavinck calls believing reason) to examine the secret energy 
of the Holy Spirit. This is to participate in the intelligible-mystery of Christ by being in union 
with him.  

9.4 Intelligibility and redemption in Christ by the Holy Spirit  

The work of the Holy Spirit allows the believer to Eucharistically receive the intelligible-mystery 
of reality and to display the intelligible-mystery of reality. The mind is transformed by the 
power of the Holy Spirit and receives the intelligible nature of reality, i.e., the Word spoken by 

 
358 Institutes, 3.1.1. 
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the Father in his ectypal manifestations received out of thankfulness. This intelligibility is 
received as a gift and then the gift is displayed by the believer in their transformation. The 
believers receive the intelligible-mystery of Christ in the Eucharist and then they are 
transformed to display the intelligible-mystery of Christ to the world. When the believers within 
the church display the glory and intelligibility of Christ, they reveal the Eucharistic existence to 
the world.   

9.4.1 Holy Spirit’s illumination of the believer’s mind and will to receive the Eucharist nature 
of reality  

Calvin holds that the Holy Spirit unites us to Christ and gives us the ability to receive his 
revelation.   

Nothing, therefore, is bestowed on us by the Spirit apart from Christ, but he takes it 
from Christ, that he may communicate it to us. We ought to take the same view of his 
doctrine; for he does not enlighten us, in order to draw us away in the smallest degree 
from Christ, but to fulfill what Paul says, that Christ is made to us wisdom, (1 Cor. i. 30,) 
and likewise to display those treasures that are hidden in Christ (Col. Ii.3.) In a word the 
Spirit enriches us with no other than the riches of Christ, that he may display his glory in 
all things (Calvin, 1999:146).  

The work of the Holy Spirit is to bring Christ to the believer and “display his glory in all things.” 
The renewed mind will begin to see Christ and experience his intelligibility in all of creation and 
redemption. The mind will be enlightened to see that Logos is the origin, sustenance, and goal 
of all ectypal intelligibility found in creation and redemption. The work of the anti-Christ is to 
thwart the mind from seeing this Logo-centric intelligibility that is found in reality and replace it 
with a nihilised imitation. The proof of the legitimacy of the subjective cognitio internum 
experience of the Holy Spirit is that Christ is manifest and glorified in the life and liturgy of the 
Church. When the Holy Spirit is present the cognitio internum will match the cognitio externum 
of the scriptures with special focus on the proclamation of the gospel in word and sacrament. 
That is, Christ is made intelligible in the life and liturgy of the Church. The person (fully God and 
fully man in one person) and work of Christ (the mission of the Father sending the Son in the 
power of the Holy Spirit to redeem a people) will be manifest.  

Therefore, it will be the case that a mind renewed in Christ will seek and desire to participate in 
a local church where this takes place. Where the Holy Spirit is the present and intelligibility of 
Christ will be manifest.  

I answer that there are two operations of the Spirit in faith, corresponding to the two 
parts of which faith consists, as it enlightens, and as it establishes the mind. The 
commencement of faith is knowledge: the completion of it is a firm and steady 
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conviction, which admits of not opposing doubt (Calvin, 1999:208). But if it is true that 
the mind’s real understanding is illumination by the Sprit of God, then in such 
confirmation of the heart his power is much more clearly manifested, to the extent that 
the heart’s distrust is greater than the mind’s blindness. It is harder for the heart to be 
furnished with assurance than for the mind to be endowed with thought (Calvin, 
1973:583-584).359 

The work of the Spirit matches the transcendentals of the truth and goodness. Given the imago 
dei, the mind desires truth and the will desires what is good. The Holy Spirit enlightens the mind 
to the truth of the gospel, and the Holy Spirit establishes the will in the conviction of the beauty 
and goodness of the gospel. The Holy Spirit establishes the heart in the assurance that we are 
adopted sons and that God is our Father in the most intimate sense. “For you did not receive 
the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, 
by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ (Romans 8:15).  

9.4.2 Intelligibility of the believer being made into the image of Christ to display the 
Eucharistic existence  

Herman Ridderbos is very helpful in understanding the Eucharistic transformation of the 
believer into the image of God (Christ) to display his intelligible-mystery.  

It is implied in all these qualifications that the new life means a radical transformation, a 
passing over from a condition of death and slavery into one of life and liberty, which on 
this account is not to be explained from human effort and moral strength, but only from 
the creative command of God, no less mighty than the word with which he once called 
forth light out of darkness (2 Cor. 4:6). It is in these categories of creation, therefore, 
that the new man is spoken of again and again (Gal. 6:15; 2 Cor 5:17; Eph. 2:10, 15; 3:9; 
4:24; Col. 3:10; Tit. 3.5). The meaning of this is not only that the church has in Christ 
come to belong to the new aeon, the new order of things, and in that work of the Spirit 
enters into the existence of believers in a personal and individual way (Ridderbos, 
1975:224).  

Ridderbos displays the Reformed (biblical) doctrine of understanding conversion as analogous 
to the original creation. Paul uses the creational language for conversion as well as the doctrine 
of justification by faith alone. “As it is written—'I have made you the father of many nations’—
in the presence of God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence 
the things that do not exist” (Romans 4:17). That is why by Abraham’s faith it “was counted to 
him as righteousness” (Romans 4:22). Justification, as understood by the Reformers, is the 

 
359 Institutes, 3.2.36.  
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exact opposite of nominalism because God is the one pronouncing the justified status of the 
believer into existence based on the believer’s union with the Son.360  

This is apparent particularly from the passages which speak of being created or renewed 
after God’s image (Col. 3:10; Eph 4:24). The new man is renewed after the image of him 
who created him, that is, of God (Col. 3:10). He has been created “after” (in conformity 
with) God (Eph. 4:24). Elsewhere Paul speaks of the image of Christ: as we have borne 
the image of the earthly, we shall also bear the image of heavenly (I Cor. 15:49; cf. Rom 
8:29: becoming conformed to the image of God’s Son; 2 Cor. 3:18: being transformed 
after the image of Christ from glory to glory) (Ridderbos, 1975:224-225).  

Redemption includes the renovation of the redeemed by the Holy Spirit to create the redeemed 
into the image of Christ. This is redeeming the sinner and moving him from participating in 
analogia nihilationis to image the Logos and participating in the analogia revelationis.  

The background of both conception lies, of course, in the Genesis 1:27. At the same 
time, however, the idea of Christ as the second Adam  is predominant. As such he is the 
image of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15), and like the first Adam, him (I Cor. 15:49), he takes 
on form in them (Gal. 4:19), just as it can be said elsewhere that they have been created 
in him (Eph. 2:10). The corporate point of view is here again in the forefront. What is 
called in Colossians 3:10f. having “put on the new man, which is being renewed unto 
knowledge in conformity with the image of his Creator, whereby Greek and Jew no 
longer matter . . . but Christ is all in all,” is called in Galatians 3:27f. having “put on 

 
360 Todd Billings writes about Radical Orthodoxy (RO) and Hans Boersma’s characterization of Reformed Theology 
as embracing nominalism because of the doctrine of justification by faith alone. “For Calvin, the doctrine of 
justification by faith—with its forensic emphasis—was not the outworking of a nominalist metaphysics: it was the 
result of biblical exegesis . . . Instead of conforming biblical exegesis and utilized quite eclectic philosophical 
resources in the exposition and defense of biblically derived claims. Likewise, it is a serious distortion to read the 
emphasis on the external righteousness of Christ as simply ‘nominal’ in nature, as Boersma does, leading to the 
‘nominal character of salvation.’ Far from being ‘nominal’ or ‘name-only,’ Luther’s mature account of justification 
is as forensic divine action that is never separated from the ontological reality of being united to Christ in a 
spiritual marriage by faith. Moreover, Luther insisted upon Christ’s external righteousness not because he was 
bound to a ‘nominalist’ system but because of his biblical exegesis—an exegetical point that Thomist-trained and 
Thomist-leaning reformers such as Peter Martyr Vermigli agreed with as well. For Luther and Calvin, the 
declaration of God’s Word in justification is not a fiction, or promise in Christ. Calvin spoke of this as the ‘double 
grace’ of union with Christ, such that the regenerating and renewing Spirit is always given with the gift of 
justification. To suggest that a forensic notion of justification leads to a ‘nominal character or salvation’ obscures 
the essential insight, not only because justification is not merely ‘nominal,’ but also because for Calvin and, 
involves the gift of new life and regeneration as well” (2018:95-96). From the Reformed position, it is Boersma who 
nominalizes (nihilises) the full participation of the sinner in the work of Christ. The whole Christ saves the whole 
sinner from the whole sin problem; this includes participating in full righteousness of Christ because the sinner 
lacks such a righteousness. God is the one who credits (speaks) the righteousness of his Son to the sinner (ex-
nihilo). As stated above, justification is the opposite of nominalism (i.e nominalism is the creatures attempt to 
speak reality into existence) because it is the Father speaking the justification of the sinner by the intelligible Word 
of his Son it is the opposite of nominalism.     
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Christ, whereby Greek and Jew no longer matter . . . for you are all one [man] in Christ 
Jesus.” Renewal after the image of God comes about therefore through the fact that the 
believer in baptism (Gal. 3:27) puts on Christ and thus the new man. It is the new 
existence of the body of Christ in which he in this reason to be created after the image 
of God is the equivalent of hearing, neglecting, being transformed after the image of 
Christ. For Christ is all things in all those who have become new men in him (Ridderbos, 
1975:225).361  

The image of Christ in the believer is a definitive as well as a progressive act. That is, the 
redeemed are in the image of Christ and they are becoming the image of Christ. This means 
that the redeemed participate in the intelligible-mystery of Christ and grow in the intelligible-
mystery of Christ as they are progressively sanctified and manifest the gospel.  

9.5 Calvin on the Eucharist 

For Calvin, any investigation of the Eucharist must be in the context of Union with Christ in the 
bond of the Holy Spirit.  

Mary Baker explains:  

First, Calvin’s doctrine of the Lord’s Supper proceeds from his doctrine of union with 
Christ, and can only be understood within the context of that doctrine. One cannot 
participate in the union with Christ in the Eucharist unless they are already in Christ 
through God’s initial salvation: justification and sanctification/regeneration. Secondly, 
the very words Calvin uses in describing our union with Christ are replicated in his 
theological account of the divine/human encounter enjoyed in the celebration of the 
Lord’s Supper (Baker, 2015:3).   

Union with Christ is accomplished in the bond of the Holy Spirit and this union is “re-
membered” at the Lord’s Supper. The Eucharist is a celebration in the believer’s participation in 

 
361 Ridderbos goes on to say: “It is said at the same time that this creation after the image of God does not signify a 
return to the original image of God. Rather, as the heavenly and life-giving Spirit of Christ represents an entirely 
different order and mode of existence from Adam as the earthly and living soul. To be created or transformed into 
the image of Christ does indeed mean to share anew (just as the original man; I Cor. 11:7) in the glory to glory (2 
Cor. 3:18). Elsewhere this reflection of the glory of the Lord is described as being created after his image  in true 
righteousness and holiness (Eph. 4:24), or being renewed unto knowledge (Col. 3:10), being transformed by the 
renewing of the understanding ( the nous; Rom. 12:2), or as Christ’s taking on form in his own (Gal. 4:19). Thus it is 
a matter here of renewing of the inward man ( 2 Cor. 4:16), which assumes shape, however, in the renewing of the 
walk (Rom. 6:4). For the future, this being created after the image of God or being renewed after the image of 
Christ signifies the glorification of their whole existence, becoming conformed to ‘his glorious body’ (Phil 3:21; I 
Cor. 15:43ff.)” (Ridderbos, 1975:225).  
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Christ and his body on earth and in heaven. This is why the Eucharist should be embraced as a 
feast and sacrifice of thankfulness because of the accomplished work of Christ.  

9.5.1 The analogy of the Eucharist found in gift and life  

Calvin explains the force and power of the Eucharist:  

And, indeed we must carefully observe that the very powerful and almost entire force of 
the Sacrament lies in the words: “which is given for you,” “which is shed for you.” The 
present distribution of the body and blood of the Lord would not greatly benefit us 
unless that had once for all been given for our redemption and salvation. They are 
therefore represented under bread and wine so that we may learn not only that they 
are ours but that they have been destined as food for our spiritual life (Calvin, 
1973:1362-1363).362 

Calvin emphasizes the nature of the Eucharist in terms of a gift. The Eucharist is a gift grounded 
in the gift of redemption and salvation. The only sacrifice the believers offer at the Eucharist is 
the sacrifice of praise. The sacrifice of praise is not done in order to earn any merit, but is done 
out of the complete merit Christ has earned for the redeemed sinner.  

And so as we previously stated, from the physical things set forth in the Sacrament we 
are led by a sort of analogy to spiritual things. Thus, when bread is given as a symbol of 
Christ’s body, we must at once grasp this comparison: as bread nourishes, sustains, and 
keeps the life of our body, so Christ’s body is the only food to invigorate and enliven our 
soul. When we see wine set as a symbol of blood, we must reflect on the benefits which 
wine impart to the body, and so realize that the same are spiritually imparted to us by 
Christ’s blood. These benefits are to nourish, refresh, strengthen, and gladden. For if we 
sufficiently consider what value we have received for the giving of that most holy body 
and the shedding of that blood, we shall clearly perceive that those qualities of bread 
and wine are, according to such an analogy, excellently adapted to express those things 
when they are communicated to us (Ibid.).  

Calvin brings out the analogical nature of the Eucharist. The creational nature of the Eucharist is 
analogous to the spiritual nature of the Eucharist. This assumes the intelligibility, unity, and 
distinction between (but never separation) of nature and grace. Like Herman Bavinck would 
emphasis latter, Calvin holds that there is no opposition between nature and grace (i.e., grace 
redeems nature); the opposition is between sin vs. nature and grace.  

 
362 Institutes, 4. 17. 3.  
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And there is no need of this for us to enjoy a participation in it, since the Lord bestows 
this benefit upon us through his Spirit so that we may be made one in body, spirit, and 
soul with him. The bond of this conjunction is therefore the Spirit of Christ, with whom 
we are joined in unity, and is like a channel through which all that Christ himself is and 
has is conveyed to us. For if we see that the sun, shedding its beams upon the earth, 
cast it substance in some measure upon it in order to beget, nourish, and give growth to 
it offspring—why should the radiance of Christ’s Spirit be less in order to impart to us 
the communion of this flesh and blood? On this account, Scripture, in speaking of our 
participation with Christ, relates its whole power to the Spirit. But one passage will 
suffice for many. For Paul, in the eighth chapter of Romans, states that Christ dwells in 
us only through his Spirit [Rom. 8.9]. Yet he does not take away that communion of this 
flesh and blood which we are now discussing [Rom. 8.9], but teaches that the Spirit 
alone causes us to possess Christ completely and have him dwelling in us (1973:1373).  

Calvin makes the following points in the above passage: 

1. In the Eucharist, it is the bond of the Holy Spirit that is the channel’s the blessings of 
Christ to the believer.  

2. We possess the whole blessing of Christ by receiving Christ’s whole person (totum 
Christum). Calvin explains: “we speak of the communion which we have with Christ, we 
understand the faithful to communicate not less in his flesh and blood that in his Spirit 
[nonּ֙minusּ֙carniּ֙etּ֙sanguiniּ֙eiusּ֙…ּ֙quamּ֙spiritus], so that they possess the whole Christ 
[totum Christum possideant]” (quoted out of Lee, 2011:22).363 In the Eucharist, we 
receive the Spirit of Christ along with his flesh and blood, i.e., we receive his whole 
substance by the mode of the Holy Spirit. Christ vivifies us with his Spirit and his flesh in 
order to conform us into his image.  

9.5.2 Calvin on the substance of the Eucharist  

Daniel Lee explains Calvin’s understanding of the term substance as it relates to the Eucharist.  

For Calvin, “substance” as the spiritual reality of the sacrament and ‘substance’ as the 
origin and foundation of spiritual life are basically two sides of the same coin; and the 
‘coin’ is: Christ the Redeemer present for us and partaken by us in the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Calvin could say that life infused into us. But for him, the infusion of life should 
not be understood in a materialistic sense so that life becomes some detachable thing 
which is emanated from Christ to us. The life, as well as the infusion, can only be 
understood within a relational context. To receive the infused life is to be incorporated 

 
363 Confessio fidei de eucharistia (1537).  
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into the same life with Christ Himself. We cannot have another source of life than 
entering into personal relation with him (Ibid:31).  

The substance of Christ is given to the believer in the Eucharist without the loss of the 
substance of the bread and wine. In the Eucharist the Holy Spirit bonds the believer to Christ 
(fully God and fully man) by means of the substance of the sign (fully bread and fully wine). The 
believer gets the whole Christ and gets incorporated into all the benefits and privileges of this 
incorporation.  

But we must establish such a presence of Christ in the Supper as may neither fasten him 
to the element of bread, nor enclose him in bread, nor circumscribe him in any way (all 
which things, it is clear, detract from his heavenly glory); finally, such as may not take 
from him his own stature, or parcel him out to many places at once, or invest him with 
boundless magnitude to be spread through heaven and earth. For these things are 
plainly in conflict with a nature truly human. Let us never (I say) allow these two things 
to be taken away from us: (1) Let nothing be withdrawn from Christ’s heavenly glory—
as happens when he is brought under the corruptible elements of this world, or bound 
to any earthly creatures. (2) Let nothing inappropriate to human nature be ascribed to 
his body, as happens when it is said either to be infinite or to be put in a number of 
places at once (Calvin, 1973:1381-1382).  

Calvin emphasizes that the human nature of Christ is circumscribed in heaven; hence, he is 
localized in heaven. This heavenly glory means that there is a sense that Christ is absent after 
the ascension; therefore, the table of the Eucharist is one of longing as well as a fulfillment (i.e., 
inaugurated eschatology of the already not yet). This means that human nature now takes on a 
new fulfillment because the God-man unites heaven and earth. Those united to Christ now 
participate (analogia participationis) in a heavenly kingdom which moves them away from the 
nothingness of sin and evil. The mind of the believer receives the intelligible nature of reality 
and in being transformed into the image of Christ become intelligible. This is the opposite of the 
analogia nihilationis which “unites” fallen humanity to the nothingness of primal reality. This 
nothingness is imaged in the Adamic consciousness that tries to create reality into the image of 
their fallen nature via nominalism, voluntarism, and univocity. This self-creation does not make 
the world more intelligible, but begets sound and fury signifying nothing.  

9.6 In conclusion  

This chapter has focused on the Reformed doctrine of the Eucharist proper. Special attention 
has been given to Peter Martyr Vermigli’s emphasis on the intellgibility of the Eucharist via the 
Holy Spirit uniting the res with the signum. The res to signa union by the Holy Spirit unites the 
whole Christ (Calvin’s emphasis on the totum Christum) to the believers so they may be 
transformed into his intelligible image.  
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Chapter Ten   

10.1 In conclusion about the thesis focusing on the central theoretical argument and the 

possibility of the new field of theological etiology  

10.1.1 Central theoretical argument restated 

This chapter will pull together the key and final conclusions of this project in a very 
concentrated manner. This will be done by focusing on the central theoretical argument and 
exploring how the central theoretical argument has led to certain conclusions and insights. The 
central theoretical argument of this thesis is: “An understanding of Christ’s presence found in 
the Eucharist and the intellectual and rational transformation that this presence brings about 
can be contrasted over against nihilism in order to explain the nature of unbelief for use in 
missions and apologetics.”  

10.1.2 Central theoretical argument revisited focusing on the Eucharist in the context of 

creation  

10.1.2.1 Central theoretical argument and the analogia participationis and analogia 

nihilationis  

 

In this thesis the term Eucharist has been expanded to include creation and redemption. The 

doctrine of creation assumes the analogia participationis, i.e., that creation participates in the 

gift of esse and “every creature has its own proper species, according to which it participates in 

some degree in likeness to the divine essence” (Aquinas, ST I. Q 15. A2.). The gift of existence is 

to be received in thankfulness (Eucharistically) in all of its finite specificity and when this gift is 

rejected the analogia nihilationis ensues. The key ingredients of the analogia nihilationis is 

voluntarism (the human will is the only and highest authority), nominalism (reality is brute 

therefore one has the power and authority to define reality), and the univocity of being (all 

reality exists on the same level and mode of existence, i.e., there is no archetypal and ectypal 

distinction in reality).  

 

10.1.2.2 The thankful reception or ungrateful rejection begins on the pre-cognitive level in 

the context of the feeling of dependency 

 

The analogia participationis is received or rejected at the most primal level of existence 

(analogia entis) and knowing (analogia revelationis). This insight was developed by 

accommodating Herman Bavinck’s understanding of the feeling of dependency (i.e., the primal 

knowledge of God takes place on a precognitive level). This feeling of dependency is a 

knowledge that one’s existence and predefined essence are a gift from God. The precognitive 

knowledge of God in the fallen state only leads to truth suppression and a choosing of nothing 

(Aquinas’s insight that the non-consideration of the law of reason leads to choosing nothing) 

instead of something. The next step of analogia nihilationis is to call the nothing something by 

means of fallen fiat (voluntarism) in order to name reality so it may be dominated rather than 
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celebrated. The exercise of the fallen fiat in naming reality is an imitation of God’s act of creatio 

ex-nihilo (insight via Gregory of Nyssa). These categories may (should) be used to outflank 

unbelieving systems when these systems lay claim to know the most primal level of 

consciousness (e.g., everything is reducible to just the will to power). In other words 

philosophical nihilism (everything is reducible to brute fact and the unintelligible will to power) 

can be outflanked theologically by presupposing that revelatory pressure is primal and this 

revelation is found on the pre-cognitive level of knowledge instead of the primality of brute 

fact, i.e., the giftedness of being and the revelatory pressure of this giftedness is primal instead 

of nothingness.  

 

10.2 Final conclusions about the central theoretical argument as it relates to the Eucharist in 

the context of redemption  

10.2.1 The intelligibility of the Eucharist in the act of redemption  

 

The only way the analogia nihilationis is overcome is by means of the redemption of sinners by 

the person and work of Christ. The world lacks intelligibility because of the fall, i.e., evil is a 

privatio boni/veri and signifies nothing while relying upon the good and the true in order to 

appear to be something. The reality that the Eucharist signifies and brings to the fallen world 

(i.e., the person and work of Christ) is the only hope to end the unintelligibility of sin. The 

Eucharist signifies that Christ participated in the unintelligibility of the fallen creation (via 

federally representing sinners) while remaining fully intelligible (i.e., the sinless Son, fully God 

and fully man, who perfectly reveals the Father) in order to make the world intelligible. The 

intelligibility of the Son (i.e., the Son by nature) is reverberated throughout creation by 

redeeming sinners and making them sons by adoption.    

 

10.2.2 The Reformed doctrine of the Eucharist best upholds the intelligibility of creation and 

redemption  

 

The Reformed understanding of the Eucharist (via Peter Martyr Vermigli) upholds both the 

intelligibility of creation in affirming the real presence (i.e., substance) of bread and wine (i.e., 

the substance of the bread and wine is not displaced as in the doctrine of transubstantiation). 

Moreover, the Reformed tradition upholds the real presence of the whole Christ in the 

Eucharist via the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit unites the res to the signum and the signum is what 

it is by the act of creation (bread and wine in substance) and when the signum participates in 

the res the promises of the gospel are sealed to the believers heart and the promises of the 

gospel are better understood. The Eucharist as the visible word is the means of grace by which 

believers participate in the intelligible Word. The analogia nihilationis attempts to divorce the 

signum from the res. This is a common movement in the act of unbelief, i.e., to commit oneself 

to the diabolical and rend asunder what God has joined together.  
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10.3 Implications for apologetics and missions  

 

The intelligible presence of Christ found in the believers is revelatory to the world and is the 

motivation for the believers to reach the world.  The Eucharist signifying and sealing the 

promises of the gospel (i.e., making intelligible by written word and visible word) to the 

believer’s heart is the basis for missions.  

10.3.1 The need for theological explanations (theological etiology) in the work of apologetics 
and missions  

Here are a few meta-suggestions and conclusions based on this research as the research relates 
to the fields of missions and apologetics. The church needs to expand the definition of 
intelligibility to include liturgy and the Eucharist and allow this expanded definition to apply to 
creation and redemption; including the analogical interplay between creation and redemption. 
This means the church needs to regain faith in its status as the center of epistemological 
rectitude instead of delegating this to some other institution found in the world. True knowing 
happens in the context of true worship and true worship develops truer knowing and truer 
knowers. For the purpose of this thesis the focus has been to explore the nature of unbelief to 
give a theological explanation (etiology) about unbelief. It seems that the church needs to 
develop a field of theological etiology (i.e., causes or reasons for unbelief) in order to explain 
the nature of unbelief. This field would seem to fall naturally under the purview of missions 
and/or apologetics.  

This field would have an impact on theology of religions and needs to be grounded in a proper 
theological metaphysics and theological epistemology. The reason it would have an impact on 
the theology of religions is because it would attempt to explain why there are so many religions 
and explain the makeup and nature of these many religions. Theological etiology would also 
ferret out the theological implications (metaphysical and epistemological) of accepting or 
rejecting reality as gift or a brute fact. Moreover, it would have to ferret out the implications of 
the specificity of redemption (gift of redemption) as found in Christianity over and against other 
religions that accept reality as a gift, e.g., Islam. This would include giving reasons for why these 
other religions accept the gift of creation but reject the gift of redemption as found in 
Christianity.  

10.3.2 Some of the benefits of theological etiology for missions and apologetics  

1. Theological etiology gives the church a basis to explain to her parishioners why there is 
unbelief in the world and the nature of unbelief.  

2. Theological etiology gives a locus for the apologists and the missiologists to focus on in 
order to develop theological explanations about the nature of unbelief in the world.  
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3. Theological etiology would be the competitive field to the many reductionistic fields 
that attempt to explain or explain away religion as an irreducibly finite phenomenon 
(e.g., religion is just a psychological, biological, material… phenomenon). Theological 
etiology would have the tactical advantage and tools to expose the deeper metaphysical 
and epistemological presuppositions of these reductionistic fields. This field would 
combine meta-noetics with meta-ontology and presuppose the theological implications 
of the noetic effects of sin when it comes to approaching and understanding reality.   

10.4 In conclusion the central theoretical argument  
 

The understanding of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist as intelligibility lends itself to the task of 

apologetics and missions. That is the intelligibility the mind receives from the Eucharist and the 

intelligibility the believers exhibit in being transformed into the image of Christ by participating 

in the Eucharist.  This transformation changes the believer to allow him to see and receive all of 

reality as a pre-defined and pre-designed gift—a gift that is irreducibly mysterious and can be 

known truly by one’s mind but never comprehensibly by one’s mind. This means that creation 

and redemption are irreducibly a gift all the way down.  

The irreducible nature of the gift can be seen in that the same God “who gives life to the dead 

and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (i.e., gives the gift of actus essendi) is also 

the same God who sent his Son to die for us “while we were still sinners” (Romans 4:17:b; 

5:8b).  “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the 

light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6). The 

scriptures tie together the act of creation and redemption, i.e., the universality of creation with 

the particularity of redemption. Participating in the Eucharist in a thankful manner that 

recognizes that all intelligibility is a gift is itself a sign of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist.  

The reception of reality as such allows the mind to participate in reality as it has been given and 

mitigates against the temptation to change reality into the image of reduced and fabricated 

creations of the mind. Theological nihilism results in reacting against revelatory pressure and 

this reaction results in attempting to become the creator. This attempt at creating assumes the 

univocity of being, the preeminence of the will (voluntarism), and the ability to name reality 

after one’s image (nominalism). The attempt to self-create always ends in failure, despair, and 

disillusionment and creates a culture of death. The only hope for the self-creator and the 

resulting malaise of this futile attempt is found in the gospel that is proclaimed in the Eucharist. 

The same gospel that transforms the believer into the image of Christ is the same gospel that 

should be defended by apologetics and proclaimed in the churches task of missions.  
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APPENDIX  1  

The hiddenness of God and nihilism.  

Here are a few implications of this thesis’s relationship to the “problem” of the hiddenness of 

God: 

1. The Reformed tradition and its reading of Romans 1:18-32 has assumed that God has 

clearly revealed himself and God exerts revelatory pressure (Bavinck). This pressure is 

inescapable by virtue of the relative and absolute feeling of dependence that is 

grounded in the esse and essentia distinction.  

2. The act of imitating God and self-creating (de-creating) is an act that suppresses this 

feeling and blinds one to the reality of this revelatory pressure. This suppression brings 

about a feeling of disenchantment and malaise because it does not respond to the 

calling of creation, i.e., to know and be known (Stoker).    

3. The act of suppressing is corporate and takes on a Babel experience of constant 

reinforcement in terms of the liturgical patterns and rituals of “meaning” developed by 

a culture engaged in truth suppression (Smith). This suppression works on a precognitive 

level and shapes the way one sees and approaches reality. This precognitive suppression 

in its most sophisticated and militant expressions results in full-blown philosophical or a-

theological systems. The life and liturgy of these systems whether hidden or revealed 

deny the gift character of reality and makes unbelief seem normal and belief in God an 

anomaly.  

4. These systems determine not only what to believe, but also how to believe. These 

systems come with epistemological methods and assumptions of how to know “reality.” 

When these methods and assumptions are applied to God, they inevitably result in the 

conclusion that God does not exist, or he has not clearly revealed himself.  
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APPENDIX 2  

Nihilism and theology of religions 

1. The assumption of this work is based in the Reformed tradition which assumes that not 

only is there a general truth suppression (of creation, conscience, and consciousness) as 

found in Romans 1:18-32. But, since the coming of Christ there is a particular truth 

suppression in reference to the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

2. This particular truth suppression is manifest in the denial of the veracity and efficacy of 

the word and sacrament as a means of grace. This means that the particularities of 

Christ as found in the scriptures and sacraments cannot be ignored and should not be 

suppressed for some amorphous Christ (filiomorphism) that can be found in all of the 

religions (Moody, 2018).  

3. Because of the privatio boni, all religions will have some truth and goodness found 

within them and all religions will have a privation of that truth and goodness found 

within them; this means that both the privation and the truth may be focused on in a 

missiological encounter. But the only way to come out of the falsehood of their systems 

is to come to the Christ found in the scriptures and the Eucharist.  
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