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Summary of Gary Crampton’s The Scripturalism of Gordon H. Clark

This book gives a brief but useful summary of Gordon Clark’s basic approach to philosophy and theology. It is divided into two parts. The first deals with his epistemology or theory of knowledge while the second with his view of scripture. 

The philosophical and theological system of Gordon Clark may be best described by the term – Scripturalism. Scripture was foundational in every area of thought and life. Clark held that all our knowledge was to be derived from scripture and that we are not to combine secular and Christian ideas (2 Cor 10:5, 1 Cor 2:16). Clark rejected a two-source theory of knowledge and held that the Bible was sufficient for all the truth we need and all the knowledge we can have. This is consistent with 2 Tim 3:16-17 and WCF 1:6. 

Clark viewed epistemology as the key component of theology and philosophy because before one can talk about God or anything else, one must first know how he can have knowledge. The three major non-Christian theories of knowledge are: rationalism, empiricism, and irrationalism. Rationalism rejects revelation and sensory experience as the source of knowledge and holds that all knowledge comes from reason, i.e. logic alone. Some of the problems with this theory include the fact that men can and do err in their reasoning, finding the correct starting point, the fallacy of asserting the consequent and solipsism or the merging of the world into the self. Empiricism teaches that all knowledge originates in the senses and the mind has no knowledge prior to experience. To an empiricist, “reason” means sensation. The problem with empiricism is that it is a logical fallacy, i.e. it begins with particular premises and ends with a universal conclusion, and it can never be conclusive. Another problem is that the basic axiom of empiricism, i.e. that everything needs to be either verified or falsified by sense observation, cannot be verified by sense observation! Like rationalism, empiricism cannot escape solipsism for no one else can experience the same sensations. In the end, empiricism can never yield any truth. 1 Corinthians 2:9-10 shows that God’s revelation rather than empirical religion is what is needed. Even before the fall, man was dependent on propositional revelation for knowledge. The third theory is irrationalism, which is a form of skepticism. It holds that reality cannot be communicated propositionally but must be sought in inward experiences. Logic, particularly the law of contradiction, is disdained if not discarded. In the end, irrationalism fails to yield any knowledge whatsoever. It is important to note that the laws of logic are not created by man but they are the way that God thinks and speaks; and as the image of God, man possesses these laws inherently.


Propositional revelation from God the creator is the only way to avoid the failures of all the other epistemological theories. The Christian philosophical system begins with the axiom that the Bible alone is the Word of God. This is not illogical for the Bible itself claims to be the inspired Word of God and all systems must begin with an indemonstrable axiom. Unless one first accepts the Bible as God’s word, no knowledge of God is possible. In Christian epistemology, faith and reason (or logic) go hand in hand for the Christian faith is rational and Christ Himself is the Logic of God (John 1:1).

Clark taught that God has revealed Himself to man both in general and special revelation. The former is given to all mankind but is insufficient for salvation, and it must always be interpreted in light of the latter. Clark held that God had implanted an innate idea of Himself in all men, which was both propositional and ineradicable; and because of this apriori awareness of God, God is perceived by man when man interacts with His creation. The visible creation merely stimulates the mind of man to recollect the innate propositional information about God and His works. In fact, the same is true even with regard to the words of the Bible, for unless one already has interior knowledge, signs would be meaningless. The words of the Bible are signs which signify the mind of God, and which God communicates to the mind of man. Christ is the cosmological (John 1:1-3), epistemological (1:9, 14) and soteriological (1:4, 12, 13, 14:6) Logos, and apart from His activity on man’s mind, knowledge would be impossible. All truth exists in the mind of God and the only way for man to know truth is for God to implant it into his mind. Clark rejected the correspondence or representational theory of truth and held to the coherence theory which says that the same truth that exists in man’s mind exists first in God’s mind. Since the fall, sinners suppress the truth of God which he possesses innately. Nevertheless, this innate knowledge renders him inexcusable and guilty before God. Special revelation is required to show man the way of salvation. The Spirit ordinarily works through the word to give saving faith to the elect, enabling him to assent to the truth of Christ. Clark taught that soteriology is a branch of epistemology for not only is one justified by believing the truth, one is also sanctified by the truth (John 17:17).


In the area of apologetics, Clark rejected natural theology because it is based on empiricism. For him, all the traditional “proofs” for God’s existence are logical fallacies and invalid. The problem with the ontological argument is that it does not give us any definition of God. As for the cosmological argument, it does not prove the Christian God. God’s word must be the starting point. And while there are numerous evidences, both internal and external, that manifest the Bible to be the word of God, these evidences do not “prove” the scriptures to be true for there is no greater authority than it. The Bible is self-authenticating. It stands in judgment over all things and is not judged by anything. Clark’s apologetic method presupposes the Bible as the basis for all proof. Clark would use “evidences” only in an ad hominem way to reveal the foolishness of non-Christian systems and to silence the opponents. Then having demonstrated the internal incoherence of these systems, he would proceed to present the truth and internal consistency of the Christian worldview revealed in the scriptures. Finally, he will show how the Christian worldview solves problems and answers questions which other worldviews cannot. 


Clark distinguished between knowledge and opinion. The former involves only true ideas while the latter might be true or false. Science, archaeology, history are examples of opinions. Having an opinion is not the same as having knowledge even though the opinion is true. Knowledge is to be found only in God’s word for all knowledge is revelational and propositional by nature, and its source is God. The difference between man’s knowledge and God’s is one of degree, i.e. a quantitative difference. Nevertheless, there must be univocal and not merely analogical points of understanding between God and man. God has revealed Himself to man in the form of propositions. Propositions are the meaning of indicative sentences and are either true or false. There is no such thing as non-propositional truth. The Bible does not contain any logical paradoxes or contradictions because God’s truth is given in accordance to the rules of grammar and logic.


The second part of the book deals with Clark’s view of scripture. Clark held to the Reformed principle of sola scriptura and applied it to all areas of thought and not just to theology. Scripture was sufficient for every aspect of life.


Clark held that biblical revelation was progressive in nature and that God did not reveal everything at once. Later revelation did not supersede earlier revelation but was added to it. We see the progressive nature of revelation from the various covenants that God established with man. According to Clark, covenant theology gives unity to the Word of God. Redemptive revelation grew with each covenant until it consummated in Christ, who is the final revelation of God to man. God has but one plan of salvation, which the Bible calls – covenant. Clark held that progressive revelation ceased at the end of the apostolic age when the canon of scripture was closed. Today, no special revelation is given and God speaks authoritatively in the 66 books of the Bible alone. 


Clark affirmed that the entire Bible is inspired by God in the original manuscripts. According to him, the word theopneustos (2 Tim 3:16) has to do not so much with the transmission of scripture from God to man but with the origin of scripture. 2 Peter 1:20-21 teaches that the Holy Spirit enabled the prophets to write infallibly His word. God is the primary author while the prophets are authors in the secondary sense. The doctrine of Biblical inspiration has to do with the means by which special revelation was given. Clark saw this doctrine as a very crucial one which separates true Christianity from all other types of thought. He rejected the dictation theory of inspiration and taught that God used the personal styles of each writer to pen His words. In fact, it was God who fashioned the individual personalities and traits of these writers. Clark held that scripture had these attributes: infallible (it cannot err), inerrant (does not err), verbal and plenary inspiration, perspicuous, and necessary for true knowledge. Clark saw that this high view of scripture was taught by both Old and New Testament authors alike. He also noted that the church throughout history has held to this high view as well, e.g. Clement of Rome, Luther, Warfield.


Although we do not possess the original manuscripts, nevertheless, it does not mean that we do not possess the original text. And while God did not inspire the copyists and translators of the scripture, nevertheless, He has providentially preserved His word within the whole body of documents available to us. Textual criticism is the scientific attempt to reconstruct the original from the documents we now possess and it has given us a very certain text compared with other ancient writings. Clark adopted the majority text theory although he held that the text must be evaluated in light of the manuscript evidence.


As for the authority and sufficiency of scripture, Clark held that there is no other source of special revelation or truth apart from the Bible. The Bible is the sole authority both in the church and in every area of human life. There can be no higher authority and we are compelled to submit to it. The main duty of the church was to declare all of God’s revealed truth, and false doctrine must never go unchecked. Clark opposed the ordination of women and held that only men were to teach and preach.


Clark adopted the traditional three categories of the law – moral, civil and ceremonial. The moral law and the general equity of the civil law remain perpetually binding. The Ten Commandments served to show the righteousness of God and the sinfulness of man. They also served as the standard by which the Christian is to live. Clark’s view of the law stands in stark contrast to Dispensationalism, which teaches that the law is no longer binding on Christians. In fact, so important is the law that without it, one would not know what it means to love God or his neighbour.


Clark believed that it is the privilege and duty of all man to properly interpret the Scriptures for himself. Scriptures function as the principal means of grace and sanctification involves knowing the truth and acting according to it. The main principle of interpretation is the analogy of faith, i.e. scripture is its own infallible interpreter. Another principle is literal, as opposed to allegorical, interpretation, i.e. each passage is to be interpreted according to its literary form or genre.


Clark held that the study of philosophy was not just for scholars but for all who love Christ, who is the Wisdom of God incarnate. Theology and philosophy go hand in glove. A logically consistent philosophy or worldview is only possible if it is based on the Bible alone.


Clark affirmed that there are three main biblical institutions, namely, the family, the church, and the state. These institutions exists to glorify God and while they are separate as to function, they are all to be governed by scripture. Clark considered the family to be the primary institution with the father as the head of the household. Parents have the responsibility of training and educating their children. The Bible should be central in their entire curriculum. Clark also held to the priesthood of all believers and taught that no vocation should be viewed as holier than others. Regarding the church, Clark distinguished between the visible and invisible church and agreed with Augustine that there is one, holy, catholic and apostolic church. He taught that proper worship was central in the church and that believers were to gather for public worship on the Sabbath. Clark also believed that the three essential marks of the church are: the preaching of the Word, the sacraments, and discipline. As for church organization, Clark held to Presbyterianism, where the government rests with the elected elders who rule according to the Word. The third institution is the state. Clark rejected both Erastianism and Papalism and taught that any theory of the civil magistrate that is not based on scripture would lead to either anarchy or totalitarianism. Clark believed that the Bible teaches a strictly limited role for the state and affirmed that it was the duty of the state to adopt the principles of the Ten Commandments and the general equity of the judicial law. As to the form of government, Clark held to a constitutional republic.


In conclusion, Clark’s scripturalism viewed all of life as theocentric and to be lived in accordance to His word. The Bible alone is the Word of God and is sufficient for all of life.   
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