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Cornelius Van Til has profoundly influenced the Reformed theology of the twentieth century, particularly in America.  Those influenced by him have not yet produced a unanimous understanding of the relation of the Old Testament to ethics.  This lack of unanimity is nowhere more clearly manifest than in the distinctive approaches of Meredith G. Kline and Greg L. Bahnsen.  Each of these individuals is self-consciously indebted to Van Til, yet this common indebtedness has hardly produced a common legal hermeneutic.  This particular essay is designed to assess the relationship between Van Til and Theonomic ethics.

Similarities between Van Til and Theonomy

The Theonomic claim of indebtedness to Van Til is not empty.  There are specific similarities between Van Til and Theonomy, which distinguish their approaches from other approaches to ethics.  In particular, they are similar regarding both the scope and the radical principle of ethics.

The Scope of Ethics

Van Til's approach to theology, apologetics, and ethics demonstrates clearly the influence of the Dutch Reformed tradition, and perhaps especially, the influence of Abraham Kuyper.
  Perhaps the most general influence of this tradition is discerned in the scope of religion, of faith, and of ethics.  All of life is religious, all of life reflects the religious orientation of every human, and all of life is therefore ethical.

The various territories of ethical endeavor are so closely interrelated that it is impossible to live in one territory from one principle and in another territory from another principle.  Christ has shed his light over the whole of life in all its ramifications.  Sin has gone as far as anything human has gone.  Far as the curse is found, so far salvation is found.


If it be objected that the Bible clearly does not say anything about many problems of the day, we reply that this is not really true.  The Bible does say something about every problem that we face if only we learn the art of fitting to our situation that which Scripture offers either in principle or example.


Theonomy enthusiastically agrees with this understanding of the universal scope of ethics.  As Bahnsen says, "God, through His law, deals with man as a unified personality; He makes an absolute demand upon man's thinking, feeling, and willing, for His law touches upon every area of life."
  Theonomy follows faithfully the Dutch Reformed desire to establish a world-and-life view in which all of life comes under the scrutiny and lordship of Christ.

The Radical Principle of Ethics:  No Neutrality

Among the outstanding features of Van Til's overall understanding of Christian faith is the belief that there is no neutrality in any area of God's creation.  There is no neutrality in any realm of human existence, and certainly no neutrality in ethics.  On this point, Van Til consciously disagreed with the Princeton theologians he otherwise so deeply appreciated.  Van Til believed that Warfield's frequent apologetic references to "right reason" revealed that "in Apologetics, Warfield wanted to operate in neutral territory with the non-believer."
  William Brenton Greene
 and Charles Hodge
 are subject to the same criticism from Van Til, who concluded that this failure to challenge the notion of neutrality was characteristic of the Princeton approach:  "It is this avowed insistence that apologetics must deal neutrally with such questions as the existence of God and the facts of Christianity that marks the old Princeton Apologetics."


Since there is no area of life in which humans may act in a morally neutral manner, all thinking and living must come under the scrutiny of Christ the Lord, speaking in scripture.

For Christian ethics the revelation of the self-contained God, the ontological Trinity, as found in Scripture, is the ultimate reference point in all ethical as well as in all other questions.  For non-Christian ethics the autonomous moral consciousness of man is the ultimate reference point in all ethical as well as in all other questions.

In saying this, Van Til indicates again his agreement with Abraham Kuyper, who disagreed with German Statism and with the French Revolution (and its Social Contract) precisely because they had rejected the authority of God in civil affairs:  "Therefore in opposition both to the atheistic popular-sovereignty of the Encyclopedians, and the pantheistic state-sovereignty of German philosophers, the Calvinist maintains the Sovereignty of God, as the source of all authority among men."
 


This Van Tilian rejection of neutrality, and insistence on complete submission to the Lordship of Christ speaking in the Bible, is also characteristic of the Theonomic ethic.  Bahnsen follows Van Til in recognizing that:  "The Age of Enlightened Reason has played itself out into a degenerated ethical state; alleged moral neutrality and lawless assumptions have engendered a clash between statism and anarchy."
  Indeed, it is this very principle which animates the Theonomic ethic from beginning to end, as Bahnsen's discussion of "Theonomy vs. Autonomy" so clearly demonstrates.


These similarities between Van Til and Theonomy are distinctive, and programmatically significant.  The ethics of Van Til and Theonomy are consciously theistic and anti-secular, challenging the broad host of post-Kantian approaches to ethics.  Both Van Til and Theonomy wish to construct an ethic which comprehends all of life, and which is submissive to God's revelation at every point.


The similarities between Van Til's ethic and the Theonomic ethic, while real and important, are not entire.  Other ethical approaches agree with Van Til and Theonomy that the Christian ethic comprehends all of existence, and that the Christian ethic shares no neutral commitment in common with unbelieving ethical systems.  The ethical program of Meredith G. Kline, for instance, shares these agreements with Van Til and Theonomy, yet is also very different as an ethical program.  Therefore, while the agreements between Van Tilian and Theonomic ethics are both real and important, they are not sufficient to distinguish them from all other ethical systems.

Dissimilarities between Van Til and Theonomy

There are other, more subtle, aspects of Van Til's understanding of ethics which appear to be different from the Theonomic understanding.  The differences here are not, perhaps, as manifest as are the similarities mentioned above.  These differences may be attributable as much to the relative sparsity of Van Til's writings on ethics as to conscious disagreement.  When one moves to the finer points of ethics and hermeneutics, it may become somewhat more difficult to determine what the Van Tilian position actually is.  With due recognition of this difficulty, it might nevertheless prove useful to examine an area in which there appears to be disagreement between Van Til and Theonomic ethics.  We will consider the degree to which these two ethical systems are programmatically influenced by the biblical theological approach of Geerhardus Vos.

Geerhardus Vos and Biblical Theology

Both Cornelius Van Til and Greg Bahnsen have expressed indebtedness to the biblical theological program of Geerhardus Vos.  Whether they have been equally influenced by Vos is less clear, and has been a matter of some discussion.
  We will endeavor to demonstrate that both are indeed influenced by Vos, but in different ways.


Bahnsen's appreciation for Vos is manifest in the approving references made to Vos in Theonomy in Christian Ethics.  Vos is only once cited disapprovingly by Bahnsen, and that regarding Vos's understanding of plhrw'sai in Matthew 5.17.
  Indeed, even here the disapproval is very mild and nuanced, and has reference to a particular exegetical question, not a question of ethical program.  The other references indicate agreement between Vos and Bahnsen.  On pages 57 and 86, Bahnsen cites Vos while arguing for continuity between the Old Testament revelation and the New, and on pages 121, 218 and 219, he cites Vos as evidence that Paul condemned legalism.  There is nothing particularly significant, for our purposes, about the citations regarding the meaning of plhrw'sai or Paul's refutation of legalism.
  What is far more significant is the appeal to Vos to establish the continuity between the covenants.  Three matters are of interest in Bahnsen's citations of Vos, one of a general nature and two regarding the exegetical points being made by the two remaining references.


In a general way, Bahnsen's appeal to Vos to substantiate the continuity between the covenants is interesting.  Vos certainly taught that there is continuity throughout God's revelation, a continuity inherent in the nature of God and in God's redemptive purposes.
  What is also important for Vos, however, is the particular contribution of each redemptive and revelatory era.  Vos's discussion of the distinctive or particular contribution of each redemptive/revelatory era introduces an element of general discontinuity or development between the eras.
  For Van Til, it is this aspect of development which is critical for interpreting the Old Testament ethic correctly.  For Van Til, "it is to be expected that these immediate objectives will be given by God to man in accordance with the state of development to which the kingdom of God has reached among men."
  Van Til insisted that "the orthodox church not only can but must, on the basis of its own principle, allow for development," saying that God "sets before them at the early stages of the revelation of himself immediate objectives, without intimating clearly that they are but stepping stones to a higher and even to an ultimate ideal.  This is a pedagogical measure only."
  Regarding the theocracy particularly, Van Til asserted:

The theocracy itself is only a stepping stone to a higher theocracy.  Even if it had been fully realized, according to the ordinances of God given for it, it would have had, in the whole history of redemption, only a temporary significance.  By that we do not mean an unimportant significance.  We mean the significance that childhood has for maturity.

In such a statement, we perceive the unmistakable influence of Geerhardus Vos, who said of the theocracy:

The chief end for which Israel had been created was not to teach the world lessons in political economy, but in the midst of a world of paganism to teach true religion, even at the sacrifice of much secular propaganda and advantage.  Nor was it merely a question of teaching religion for the present world.  A missionary institution the theocracy never was intended to be in its Old Testament state.  The significance of the unique organization of Israel can be rightly measured only by remembering that the theocracy typified nothing short of the perfected kingdom of God, the consummate state of Heaven.


It is in this emphasis on the typological character of theocratic Israel, on her temporary character, that we perceive a difference in the way Vos influenced Van Til and the way he influenced Bahnsen.  That the purpose of Israel was "not to teach the world lessons in political economy" seems to us incongruent with the perception of theocratic Israel espoused in the Theonomic view.  For Theonomy, the civil precepts of the Old Testament "are a model of perfect social justice for all cultures, even in the punishment of criminals," a "model to be emulated by non-covenantal nations as well."
  For Vos and Van Til, the theocracy and the theocratic legislation are viewed in terms of being "stepping stones to a higher and even to an ultimate ideal."  The theocracy is a "model" of the perfect Kingdom in glory; for Theonomy, the theocracy is a "model" for all other earthly governments.  This difference influences substantially the respective ethical programs of Van Til and Theonomy.  For Vos and Van Til, the laws of Israel cannot be easily abstracted from the temporary nature and typological purpose of Israel; for Bahnsen, they are much more easily abstracted from this context.


In the two passages where Bahnsen does cite Vos sympathetically, we are not convinced that Vos is appropriately employed to defend the position stated.  Both references appear in the section where Bahnsen proposes his argument for the "abiding validity of the law in exhaustive detail."


In the first reference, on page 57, Bahnsen buttresses his argument for the belief that Jesus does not replace or abrogate the Old Testament Law, by citing Vos's comment:

Jesus never loses sight of the continuity that ought to exist in revelation.  The old is not ruthlessly sacrificed to the new, purely on account of the latter's newness.  The idea is always that the old had the seeds of the new in itself.  For this reason also a revolutionary discarding of the Old Testament is out of the question.

Apparently, Vos supports Bahnsen's view of Matthew 5.17.  Alas, appearances can be deceiving, as the preceding comments by Vos, omitted in Bahnsen's citation, indicate:

It will be observed that in none of the instances quoted Jesus criticizes the O.T. mode of life as though having been wrong for its own time, but only supersedes it as unsuitable for the incoming era.  And the main point to observe is that He nowhere criticizes the abrogated (emphasis mine) modes of life on the ground of their not having been instituted by God.  Yet this might have been expected, had it been the real ground of his setting these things aside, for He was most unsparing in His rejection of the traditional accretions of the Law, which He characterized as plants not planted by God (Matt. 15:13).  The supposition throughout is that God Himself, through Moses, gave these rules of life.  They share with every part of the O.T. in the quality of divine provenience.  Still it did not follow, that, because God had through revelation given a law, it therefore had to remain in force in perpetuum.  The only question was who had the proper authority in this matter of anew regulating the mode of life in the theocracy, and plainly here the Messianic authority of Jesus Himself was taken by Him into consideration.

Vos goes on to speak of "this general program of change and development."  We are unconvinced that Vos's  "supersedes…unsuitable for the incoming era…abrogated modes of life…his setting these things aside," can be properly understood as establishing the abiding validity of the law in exhaustive detail.


In the second approving reference to Vos, on page 86, Bahnsen concludes his argument for the abiding validity of the law in exhaustive detail.  In this reference,
 Vos was not arguing for the scope of the law ("exhaustive detail") or for its abiding validity, but was demonstrating Jesus's rejection of Jewish formalism and casuistry.  And surely Vos was not arguing that the value of the theocratic legislation resided in the model it provided for other institutions, for earlier in that work he had already said, "The primary purpose of Israel's theocratic constitution was not to teach the world the principles of civil government, though undoubtedly in this respect also valuable lessons can be learned from it, but to reflect the eternal laws of religious intercourse between God and man as they will exist in the consummate life at the end."


Our point is not that Bahnsen has misunderstood Vos, nor that he has misrepresented him.  Our point is that the few references to Vos in Theonomy cannot be taken to indicate that the Theonomic position is either inherent in or consistent with Vos's view.  Van Til's agreement with Vos goes beyond that of Bahnsen, because for both Vos and Van Til, theocratic Israel is not a model for other civil institutions, but a model of the consummate form of the Kingdom of God.  For Vos and Van Til, whatever civil instruction may be gained from the theocratic legislation is purely incidental to her primary purpose, which is to typify the glorious Kingdom of God.


The hermeneutical difference between Vos and Van Til on the one hand, and Theonomy on the other, is substantial.  Each asks a fundamentally different question of the Old Testament legislation.  Theonomy asks what the given legislation requires of contemporary civil governments; Vos asks what the given legislation tells us about the Kingdom of God in its final, glorious form.  In terms of the applicability of Old Testament legislation to current civil governments, each has a different understanding of where the burden of proof rests.  For Theonomy, argument must prove why a particular legislation need not be observed by a particular civil government; for Vos and Van Til, argument must prove why a particular legislation must be observed by a particular civil government.

Van Til and Theonomic Ethics

Theonomy in its contemporary form was just beginning to emerge as Van Til's career was ending.  Bahnsen's Theonomy in Christian Ethics did not appear until five years after Van Til's retirement in the Spring of 1972.  Therefore Van Til has no public account which permits us to determine how he evaluated Theonomy.  This surely accounts in part for the fact that both Theonomy and its detractors claim to be influenced by Van Til.


The matters that we have considered indicate that, in our judgment, Van Til would have distinguished himself from Theonomy.  Indeed, in private communication, Van Til indicated reticence to be associated with Theonomic ethics, at least insofar as it was manifest in his day:

Then too I am frankly a little concerned about the political views of Mr. Rushdoony and Mr. North and particularly if I am correctly informed about some of the views Gary North has with respect to the application of Old Testament principles to our day.  My only point is that I would hope and expect that they would not claim that such views are inherent in principles which I hold.


Since the remainder of the letter makes no reference to this matter, one can only speculate regarding which particular aspects of the Theonomic position concerned Van Til.  We believe that Vos's program of biblical theology was likely the reason for Van Til's concern.

Conclusions

The Theonomic ethic shares with Van Til a common understanding of the scope and radical principle of ethics.  It distinguishes itself from Van Til, however, insofar as it distinguishes itself from Geerhardus Vos.  Theonomy has a different understanding of the Theocracy and the theocratic legislation from that of Vos, and this different understanding effects the ethical program substantially.


Van Til's ethic is in fact best preserved in the writings of one of Theonomy's most notorious critics, to whom this volume is dedicated.  Meredith G. Kline has advanced the position of Vos and Van Til not only in the realm of ethics but in the realm of biblical theology more generally considered.  In the writings of Meredith G. Kline, one finds not only agreement with Vos and Van Til regarding the Theocracy, but one finds this agreement to be programatically significant.  For those interested in knowing what Vos and Van Til would have written in the areas of biblical theology and ethics had they each lived another generation, we can think of no better recommendation than a reading of Kline.
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