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DEFINITION 
• Presuppositions are factors that guide and shape our experience of the world. 

Various academics have sought to explain this type of phenomena. 
o Historian of science omas Kuhn spoke of paradigms. 

§ In his book e Structure of Scienti"c Revolutions, Kuhn 
argues that scienti!c advances do not happen linearly, but 
through periodic abrupt revolutions, he called “paradigm 
shis.” 

§ e idea is that the scienti!c community has a certain model 
for explaining things. But these models, or reigning 
paradigms, prevent scientists from seeing things that don’t 
!t the existing model. 

o Sociologist Peter Berger spoke of plausibility structures. 
§ Plausibility structures are sociocultural contexts for systems 

of meaning that provide signi!cance to that meaning. 
§ Basically, something might make sense to you because of the 

context in which you live, but it wouldn’t make sense to an 
outsider. 

o Philosopher Michel Foucault spoke of epistemes. 
§ An episteme is sort of the unconscious knowledge of a 

culture.  
§ An episteme is so basic, that it is invisible to the people 

affected by it. 
• What then is a “presupposition” in a Reformed apologetic sense? 

o John Frame de!nes a presupposition: “An ultimate presupposition is 
a basic heart-commitment, an ultimate trust.”1 

o He continues: “We trust Jesus Christ as a matter of eternal life or 
death. We trust his wisdom beyond all other wisdom. We trust his 

                                                                    
1 John M. Frame, Apologetics to the Glory of God: An Introduction (P & R Publishing, 1994), 
6. 

promises above all others. He calls us to give him all our loyalty and 
not allow any other loyalty to compete with him (Deut 6:4ff; Matt 
6:24; 12:30; John 14:6; Acts 4:12). We obey his law, even when it 
con!icts with lesser laws (Acts 5:29). Since we believe him more 
certainly than we believe anything else, he (and hence his Word) is 
the very criterion, the ultimate standard of truth. What higher 
standard could there possibly be? What standard is more 
authoritative? What standard is more clearly known to us (see Rom 
1:19-21)? What authority ultimate validates all other authorities?”2 

“PRESUPPOSITIONAL” INEQUALITY 
• Several different apologists have been called “presuppositional apologists,” but 

not all speak of or use presuppositions in the same way. 
o Gordon Clark 
o E. J. Carnell 
o Francis Schaeffer 
o Cornelius Van Til and K. Scott Oliphint’s “covenantal apologetics” 

• We should be unreservedly committed to the self-authenticating God and His 
Word, and develop a defense of the gospel 
that is consistent with this truth at every 
point. 

USE IN APOLOGETICS 
• Presuppositions as ultimate and basic 

heart-commitments are inescapable. 
• Therefore, we must account for them in our 

apologetic method. We can even appeal to 
them. 

• Important Questions: 
o If we all just have our own 

presuppositions, don’t our 
Christian arguments end up 
begging the question? 

o How can we prevent this idea of 
presuppositions from becoming a form of postmodern relativism? 

                                                                    
2 Ibid., 6–7. 
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