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Abstract : In this article I argue that the integration of biblical exegesis and
metaphysical argumentation in Turretin’s doctrine of God is due to his views in
epistemology and semantics. Anyone reading Turretin’s Locus de Deo will recognize
that it is not limited to scriptural exegesis and exploration of biblical concepts. The
biblical orientation is, of course, prominent, but in addition he combines it with
logic and metaphysics. I argue that by adhering to an instrumental view of reason,
and an analogical or partially univocal theory of theistic reference, he is able to
construct a concept of God which draws first and foremost on the Christian canon
and in addition on logic and metaphysics.

‘From about 10.30 at night until about 12.30. FIRE. God of Abraham, God
of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the philosophers and of the learned. Certitude,
certitude, feeling, joy, peace. God of Jesus Christ. … Let me never be separated
from him.’ Most people have an idea of what God is like and the inputs to that idea
are investigated in the doctrine of God. Generally speaking, we arrive at the char-
acteristics ascribed to God factually through religious traditions and logically
through testing their purported conceptual coherence. According to the different
strains of theism, the ultimate reality and highest being is necessarily ontologically
independent, self-conscious, and transcendent. But according to the quotation
above, in which Blaise Pascal formulated an experience he had in 1654, there is a
radical difference between the god of philosophy and the God of the Christian
religion. There is, according to Pascal, a God, and that God can be known through
the Christian revelation, not through metaphysics.

My object in this article is to trace the method by which one of Pascal’s contem-
poraries developed his concept of God. My aim is not to state Francis Turretin’s
(1623–1687) understanding of the several divine attributes but something which is
logically prior to that, namely his views on the compatibility of scriptural exegesis
and metaphysical argumentation. Turretin does not set out this explicitly and
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formally so it will have to be derived from his doctrinal exposition. Whether
philosophy is applicable to God is itself a philosophical issue which is beyond the
limits of this article.1 Instead Turretin’s affirmative answer will be supposed, and
perhaps his practice will say something to the applicability of metaphysics and
epistemology to the divine being. I will preface this with a historical section and
then develop the theoretical basis for the integration of scriptural exegesis and
philosophical argumentation from Turretin’s views on the rationality of religious
belief and an analogical understanding of religious language.

Francis Turretin

Let me begin briefly with who Francis Turretin was, since he may be un-
known to many readers of this journal.2 Following studies at the leading centres of
learning in Europe in the seventeenth century, Turretin became pastor in Geneva
1648, was appointed professor of philosophy at the University of Geneva in 1650

(but declined), and professor of theology at the same university in 1653. He is
generally considered to epitomize Reformed theology in that age, and an auth-
oritative scholar writes that his name ‘is virtually synonymous with the term
‘‘Protestant Scholasticism’’ ’.3 Turretin’s major work is the Institutio Theologicae
Elencticae (1679–1685), a tightly argued three-volume folio work that interfoliates
theological and philosophical argumentation.

Although this is not the place to characterize the movement of Reformed schol-
asticism (and I have tried to do that elsewhere), it is necessary to say a few words
about it in the light of the present stage of scholarship.4 Earlier, it was claimed that
the doctrine of divine predestination assumed the role of central dogma and
metaphysical principle in seventeenth-century Reformed theology, allegedly indi-
cating a rationalistic and deductive Aristotelianism. Considerable research has,
over the last few decades, shown that this understanding is unhistorical and
inaccurate in its views on scholasticism, humanism, the Reformation, and their
relationship. In my earlier research I argued that both Reformation and
institutionalized Protestantism stand in continuity with the philosophical eclec-
ticism and educational methods of the Christian tradition, and that Reformed
scholasticism is a critical Thomist school, conscious of the developments in
Scotism and Nominalism and its own Protestant emphases.

In this article I would like to trace the method by which Turretin developed his
concept of God, by means of his supposition that scriptural exegesis and meta-
physical argumentation are compatible. Anyone reading his Locus de Deo will
recognize that it is not limited to scriptural exegesis and exploration of biblical
concepts. The biblical orientation is, of course, prominent, but in addition
Turretin combines it with logic and metaphysics. Such a procedure is, to some
post-Enlightenment theologians, in itself incompatible with and a betrayal of (the
Christian) religion, but was the standard conception (at least) from Augustine and
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onwards in the Christian tradition, and still is among Christian analytic
philosophers of religion.

Sources for theistic belief

Let us then turn to the question of sources for beliefs about God in Francis
Turretin. The well-known answer of Reformed theology to the question of whether
we can know God is finitum non capax infiniti – the finite is incapable of compre-
hending the infinite.5 But the Reformed response to this fundamental question is
not theological agnosticism but an incentive to investigate (purported) revelation.6

In exploring Turretin’s view of the interrelationship of scriptural exegesis and
metaphysical argumentation in the doctrine of God, I intend first and in this
section to lay out the basic ideas and then in the following section to present its
practical implications.

It will be useful to begin with a look at Turretin’s starting point. Where does he
begin? Turretin explicitly asserts himself to be epistemically situated in the church
through the work of the Holy Spirit, for there the self-authenticating authority of
Scripture is known.

For the Bible with its own marks is the argument on account of which I believe.
The Holy Spirit is the efficient cause and principle from which I am induced to
believe. But the church is the instrument and means through which I believe.
Hence if the question is why, or on account of what, do I believe the Bible to be
divine, I will answer that I do so on account of the Scripture itself which by its
marks proves itself to be such. If it is asked whence or from what I believe, I will
answer from the Holy Spirit who produces this belief in me. Finally, if I am asked
by what means or instrument I believe it, I will answer through the church which
God uses in delivering the Scriptures to me. (II.vi.6)

In this paragraph Turretin sets out the reason why he is a Christian and that is
probably why the tone is exceptionally personal (compared to the overall imper-
sonal language elsewhere). It is not from his independent use of reason that he has
come to the knowledge of God in Christ, but through the work of God in history.
So it is from within the community of God that he develops his doctrine of God.

The Bible is the primary source for the concept of God in Christian theism, and
it is above all reflection on revelation that has formed Western theism into what
it is. For the Scriptures provide accounts of specific and particular acts and
speeches of God which make them (among other things) a unique source for
beliefs about God.7 Turretin’s interest in interpretation and exposition of Scripture
in the Locus de Deo is unmistakable, and cannot be easily summarized, but
perhaps the general pattern is a definition or statement of the question, followed
by biblical data, and then a consideration of further material. The scriptural in-
terpretation is on the whole brief, though presupposes, as has been shown, the
abundant work of commentaries and the results of exegesis.8 Much fine work has
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been done on scriptural authority in Reformed scholasticism, and this article is
not aimed at adding anything to that research, but will rather concentrate on the
subordinate use of metaphysics in a theology of revelation.

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.9 For the perfection of Scripture does
not, according to Turretin, exclude all human tradition and is inclusive of
inferences (I.xii.2, 8). He was well aware of the fact that if a purported divine
revelation was to be intelligible, if the Christian revelation was to be intelligible,
the essential nature of the divine revealer had to be known (at least rudimentarily)
prior to special revelation if that revelation should be possible to relate or identify
with God (cf. I.xiii.5). Turretin, therefore, talks of the presupposed object of the
articles of saving faith which is known from natural theology and sound reason,
and which teaches, among other things, the existence of a just, wise, and good
God, and the immortality of the soul. Reason and natural theology are the media
through which we come to believe in the presupposed articles and supernatural
theology later further establishes this natural theology (I.viii.1, 4 ; I.ix.18 ; I.xiii.3).
Supernatural theology is for this reason at least initially based on natural theology
(I.iii.10, 12 ; I.iv.3). The concept of deity then cannot be exclusively derived from
special or supernatural revelation, but the philosophical or metaphysical inquiry
into our idea of God is vitally necessary to Turretin’s theology of revelation. For
this reason Turretin is not attempting to set out or organize his doctrine of God
exclusively in terms of biblical theology; rather he is attempting to develop a
comprehensive and coherent concept of God from all the sources at hand for
beliefs about God.

What is then the relationship between the truths of God revealed in the Bible
and those (if there are any) known in general? This is the classical question of faith
and reason and a case can be made that the integration of biblical exegesis and
philosophy of God is part of the tradition and project of fides quaerens
intellectum.10 This philosophical-theological programme affirms the positive re-
lation reason has to faith in bringing greater understanding and plausibility by
means of clarifying and articulating what is believed. Turretin adheres to this
programme and conceives a harmonious relationship between faith and reason,
nature and grace, and natural and supernatural revelation if the proper bound-
aries are preserved. For they all have their source in God (I.ix.11 ; I.xiii.3, 7, 10, 14)
and thus supernatural and natural truths are compatible (I.ix.5, 16 ; I.viii.18, 19).
Reason is, moreover, subordinate to faith and has an instrumental, procedural or
functional role in bringing out the logic of Christian belief (e.g. I.xii.14, 15, 25, 33 ;
I.ix.11). Furthermore, in thinking about God Turretin continually supposes that a
propositional and conceptual exploration of the notion of divinity is neutrally and
universally understandable and transmittable. The argumentation from logic and
coherence makes it not only possible (ideally) for his opponents both to agree on
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the statement of the question, and, he hopes, come to be convinced precisely
by his logic and coherence.11

For example, in dealing with divine omnipotence, Turretin argues (against a
Lutheran denial of the use of certain forms of logical argument in theology) how
faith and reason work harmoniously and synthetically :

Although the judgement of contradiction is allowed to reason in matters of faith, it
does not follow that the human intellect becomes the rule of divine power (as if
God could not do more things than human reason can conceive). God’s being able
to do something above nature and human conception (which is said with truth in
Eph. 3:20) is different from his being able to something contrary to nature and the
principles of natural religion (which is most false). Nor is the power of God in this
manner limited by the rule of our intellect, but our mind judges from the word
what (according to the nature of a thing established by God) may be called possible
or impossible. (I.x.14 ; cf. III.xxi.14 ; I.viii.20)

Similarly, monotheism is taught foremost in Scripture and then confirmed
only by metaphysics (III.ii.5–6).

Of particular interest then is how Turretin conceives natural theology. He main-
tains that there is ‘a natural faculty implanted in man’ that ‘put[s] forth its strength
of its own accord and spontaneously in all adults endowed with reason, which
embraces not only the capability of understanding, but also the natural first
principles from which conclusions both theoretical and practial are deduced’
(I.iii.2 ; cf. III.i.4). The knowledge which it conveys is not saving, but leads to the
belief that an adorable God exists (I.iii.3 ; I.iv.5). Furthermore, natural theology
exists in two closely related forms. There is, first, the discussion of divine being
apart from special revelation, which is the metaphysics of God or first philosophy
practised by philosophers already in ancient Greece (I.i.8 ; I.ii.2). Then there are
the proofs for the existence of this ultimate reality responsible for the existence of
proximate reality, and the God of the proofs is the God of the Bible (III.i). It is
noteworthy that Turretin does not place proofs for the existence of God before his
Institutio ; such are not even included in the prolegomenon. Rather they are
located, as in Aquinas, within the exposition of the Christian doctrine of God
serving a negative apologetic purpose (III.i).12 So in the quaestio on natural the-
ology, placed within the Locus de Deo, Turretin argues from causality, design,
teleology, morality, ethnology, and pragmatics, together with a brief consideration
of evil. This demonstration is undertaken from within Christianity, 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).
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In the fides quaerens intellectum-programme there is a close connection be-
tween natural theology and metaphysics, but these are not autonomous. It seems
that overall it is beyond doubt for Turretin that metaphysics applies to God, and
the metaphysical tradition in Western thought obviously provided support for
such a view but, as Pannenberg has pointed out, it was grounded in biblical
revelation as well.13 Traditional metaphysics is partly a doctrine of being as being
and partly a doctrine of the highest being, and in the inquiry into the highest being
the necessary or intrinsical properties of that reality is explored.14 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: ‘Metaphysics is the
highest of the sciences in the natural order, but acknowledges the superiority of
theology in the supernatural order’ (I.ii.4). It may be doubted whether logic and
metaphysics apply exhaustively to God, yet this does not prevent humans, who
naturally know some logic and metaphysics, applying these in understanding
deity (I.xii.18 ; III.xxi.14). ‘God wishes us to apply the truths of the lower sciences
to theology and, after rescuing them from the pagans (as holders of bad faith),
appropriate them to Christ who is the truth’ (I.xiii.5). Moreover,

It is not repugnant that one and the same thing in a different relation should both
be known by the light of nature and believed by the light of faith ; as what is
gathered from the one only obscurely, may be held more certainly from the other.
Thus we know that God is, both from nature and from faith (Heb. 11:6) ; from the
former obscurely, but from the latter more surely. The special knowledge of true
faith (by which believers please God and have access to him, of which Paul speaks)
does not exclude, but supposes the general knowledge from nature. (I.iii.10 ; cf.
I.iii.12 ; I.iv.3)

Supernatural theology is to some extent then based on natural theology (I.iv.3)
and Turretin says that traditional divine attributes received by philosophers and
theologians must not be rejected swiftly (III.ix.5 ; cf. III.vii.5 ; III.x.6). Therefore he
is highly engaged in metaphysics, for example, on the relationship of the divine
attributes and the divine essence (III.v).

Finally and specifically, then, what does the metaphysics of God contain? ‘The
acquired knowledge of God is usually obtained in the threefold way of causality,
eminence, and negation’ (III.ii.8). This knowledge of God is that part of natural
theology which creatures gain discursively, but for corrupted humanity the notitia
Dei acquisita is disordered and insufficient for salvation although sufficient to
convey the existence of God (I.ii.7 ; I.iii.4 ; I.iv). However, this universal knowledge
of the existence of God seems to be one of the reasons for the Reformed scholastics
taking the metaphysics of divinity seriously. Even more so, as they believed them-
selves to have access to further knowledge of God that clarified the metaphysics of
(Christian) theism. For a satisfactory natural theology can only be formally stated
by the regenerate in the epistemic situation of having received the knowledge of
God in Christ (I.iii).
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The religious use of language

The problem of the relationship between ‘the god of the philosophers’ and
‘the god of the theologians’ is then partly a problem of the relationship between
sources of theistic belief, and with a view to the positive, instrumental, and sub-
ordinate role that natural knowledge of God has to supernatural knowledge of
God, it is possible and desirable that biblical exegesis and metaphysical argumen-
tation interact.

But I believe also that the problem of the relationship between ‘the god of the
philosophers’ and ‘the god of the theologians’ is partly a problem of the use of
language in religious contexts, and in this section I will therefore seek to organize
my presentation of Turretin’s integration of biblical exegesis and metaphysical
arguments in the Locus de Deo from his view of the religious use of language. For,
as I think we shall see, it is a semantical theory that is the basis for the traditional
way of giving priority to revelation while at the same time appropriating insights
from other intellectual sources about the nature of God. Briefly, according to
Turretin’s theory of theistic reference, logic and metaphysics apply to God because
there is a semantical relationship between language about the creator and the
creation, and hence terms rooted in finite and contingent reality can be appro-
priately applied to ultimate reality. Let us begin by way of clarification to look at
the opposite view, which does not regard scriptural exegesis and metaphysical
argumentation as ideally co-referential.15

A claim that descriptions of God in revelation or religious traditions on the one
hand, and descriptions of God in philosophy, on the other, do not refer to the same
reality will probably have to rely on some (implicit or explicit) equivocity view of
religious language, and some fideist view of the use of reason in religion. Such a
view claims then that since the descriptions reached at by causal arguments and
the conceptions produced by logic or metaphysics are taken from finite and
contingent reality, properties like good cannot be applied to God. Hence God does
not satisfy ‘first cause’ or ‘perfect being’ or, if so, does so in a wholly other sense.
This means at the most that terms taken from finite and contingent reality have
equivocal application in divinis and since natural theology and metaphysics are
working with such terms they do not refer to God.

Furthermore, in someone the equivocity thesis could be united to a strong
descriptivist theory of reference, perhaps by highlighting a claim of equivocity in
Aquinas ‘that it is impossible that anything should be predicated of God and
creatures univocally’.16 That only actually used descriptions in revelation apply
to God is held by Turretin’s contemporary, John Owen, in his Theologoumena
Pantodapa (1661), for referential expressions are successful only if the referrer has
or can supply correct definite descriptions.17 So, for example, the correct definite
description of the word ‘God’ for Hagar is ‘ the One who sees me’, but the meta-
physician uses terms not authorized by revelation and cannot therefore refer to
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God. Even if a different view of definite descriptions were adopted, terms orig-
inating from natural theology would still not refer to God since they are equivocal.

But the assertion of equivocity taken from Aquinas in the last paragraph is out
of tune with his overall argument. ‘Such a view would be as discordant with the
philosophers who demonstrate a number of things about God, as it would be with
the apostle Paul who said: ‘‘The invisible things of God are made known by the
things that are made’’. ’18 In the discussion which may have triggered the extensive
medieval treatment of the use of language in theistic contexts, Aquinas distin-
guishes, according to twelfth-century grammarians, between the property
signified by the predicate (res significata) and the way the predicate signifies the
property (modus significandi), and when he distinguishes between res significata
and modus significandi he presupposes that there are properties which are truly
predicated of both God and human beings, and which are reducible to a common
concept. For example ‘good’ signifies the same thing (res significata) in divine and
human individuals, but in different ways (modus significandi). If S, S

1
, … Sn all have

the common property P, then the meaning of P is dependent upon what kind of
thing S, S

1
, … Sn are. When one and the same word is used for properties in radically

different things the usage is analogous.19

But as William of Ockham pointed out, then ‘analogous’ stands for a concept
that is neither strictly equivocal nor strictly univocal but widely or partially uni-
vocal, i.e. which refers to many kinds of things.20 Perhaps this was what Scotus
had in mind when he wrote: ‘All masters and theologians seem to use a concept
common to God and creature, although they deny this verbally when they apply
it. ’21 Unless the theory of analogy is interpreted in this way it comes down to
asserting irreducible concepts together with explicit equivocity theories. For if a
theological term does not signify a common, univocal property, it will necessarily
be equivocal. A word is used univocally if it denotes the same property, although
the possession of that property may differ for different things. Hence, Aquinas and
Scotus agree that properties ascribed to God and human beings are used with the
same meaning, and therefore it is possible to speak about the Creator in terms
taken from the creation.22

According to this partial univocity or analogical theory of theistic reference,
descriptions produced by natural theology or metaphysics can successfully refer
to God, and Turretin, together with other Reformed scholastics, endorsed such a
view of religious language. In the Reformed distinction of divine attributes into
‘communicable’ and ‘incommunicable’23 both designations refer to resemblance
and analogy, and exclude straight univocity.

In order to understand the distinction, note that communication is twofold: one
essential and formal (through the intrinsic being of a thing) and the other by
resemblance and analogy (with respect to the effects and works). As to the former,
we say all the properties of God are equally incommunicable, no more capable of
being communicated than the divine essence. Otherwise they would cease to be
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properties. But the latter we confess can be granted since God produces in
creatures (especially in rational creatures) effects analogous to his own properties,
such as goodness, justice, wisdom, etc. (III.vi.2)

Reformed Thomism follows the differentiation between the order of being and the
order of knowing so that human attributes can be ascribed by metaphysics and
natural theology to God in an analogical sense. The idea seems to be something
like, if monotheism is true and the Bible is a trustworthy testimony to this one God
(cf. III.iii), then there is reason to believe that all truth about deity is God’s truth
wherever it is found, and according to monotheism there is only one being of
whom the description ‘omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent being’ is
necessarily true, and anyone therefore who uses such expressions successfully
refers to God. The source of such a reference or the degree of certainty with which
it is expressed is irrelevant to its truth or the truth of monotheistic beliefs. More-
over, that ‘creaturely’ terms applied to God have a unique and dissimilar sense is
compatible with the fact thay they convey limited but true information about God.

Metaphysics and exegesis in interaction

In this section I would like to set out some of the practical implications of
Turretin’s taking both revelation and metaphysics seriously in his locus de Deo. I
have sought to establish that the problem of the relationship between ‘the god of
the philosophers’ and ‘the god of the theologians’ is partly a problem of the
relationship between faith and reason, and partly a problem of the use of language
in religious contexts. In this section we will look at how a view of the positive,
instrumental, and subordinate role of natural knowledge of God to supernatural
knowledge of God, and a particular theory of theistic reference, jointly provide a
foundation for the traditional way of giving priority to revelation, while at the same
time appropriating insights from other intellectual sources about the nature
of God. Scriptural exegesis and metaphysical argumentation are ideally co-
referential as special revelation, logic and metaphysics appropriately apply terms
rooted in finite and contingent reality to ultimate reality because of the possibility
of co-referentiallity between the Creator and the creation. Hence, it is possible
and desirable that biblical exegesis and metaphysical argumentation interact.

Let us first continue where we ended our discussion of the incommunicable
and the communicable attributes of God. Behind this division is the scholastic
thesis that a concept of God was formed according to the tria viae, that is, it was
reached at by ascribing excellence and causality to the divine being, on the one
hand, and subtracting finite and contingent limitations, on the other. These were
mentioned under the metaphysics of God above. The three ways developed in turn
out of the classification of divine attributes into positiva and negativa, which is
perhaps the oldest distinction in Christian theology. The division goes back to

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412501005881 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412501005881


176 sebastian rehnman

Philo and Plotinus and was later adopted by some of the Church Fathers. In
Pseudodionysius, John of Damascus, and Erigena there is the similar division into
apophatic and cataphatic theology and in scholasticism the three ways are fully
developed. This method always contained a recognition of its inadequacy and
defectiveness in understanding the incomprehensible being of God, while at the
same time affirming that something can be affirmed positively from divine rev-
elation. This way of gaining knowledge of God was favoured until it was criticized
by Spinoza, Kant, and Schleiermacher.24

It is with this historical background together with the conceptions of fides
quaerens intellectum and the (at least) partially univocal meaning of religious
language that the viae causalitatis, eminentiae, and negativa come into Turretin’s
theology.

[Incommunicable] are the negative attributes which remove from him whatever is
imperfect in creatures (such as infinity, immensity, and eternity, which are such
that every creature is either without them or has their contraries). But others are
not badly termed communicable (of which there is some appearance or certain
faint vestiges in creatures) and by simple analogy of name and effects. Such are the
affirmative attributes which are attributed to God by way of eminence or causality.
(Turretin III.vi.3 ; cf. III.ii.8)

Here we see the semantics and epistemology of religious belief blending. These
philosophical methods of identifying the divine attributes assume that God has
produced analogous works and effects in the creation, so that by way of negation,
eminence, and causality certain true propositions about God are formed.

The methods of causality, eminence, and negation have at least initially the
status of what I would like to call metaphysical intuitions. ‘Simply put, an in-
tuitively formed belief seems to be a sort of naturally formed belief, a belief whose
acceptance does not derive entirely from linguistic definition, evidence,
testimony, memory, inference or sense experience. ’25 Emphasis needs to be placed
on ‘does not derive entirely from’ since argument goes on in these methods and
perhaps these insights should therefore be regarded prima facie. Still they would
seem to start from a ‘gut feeling’, a direct and non-inferential insight, about deity
which intuits certain truths about God. Such intuitive judgements are, of course,
defeasible, i.e. their positive epistemic status is correctable and not comprehen-
sive so that the metaphysical intuitions relevant to the concept of God are open
for further investigations and to other sources such as supernatural revelation. Yet
when proper, these intuitions are both philosophically adequate and religiously
satisfactory.

To begin with, I think that the via causalitatis has this status of metaphysical
intuition for Turretin. This method identifies divine attributes by way of causality,
i.e. the relationship of effects to causes and of second causes to first causes and the
knowledge of God which it conveys is of relative, communicable, and affirmative
divine attributes (III.ii.8 ; III.vi.3 ; cf. III.i.6). (Relational attributes such as mercy
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and justice presuppose the existence of something external to God to which they
are related (IV.iii.18 ; III.v.3 ; III.xviii.5).) Echoing the Scriptures, Aquinas wrote:
‘what is made is like the maker, because every agent makes its like’.26 The way in
which God most properly explains his effects is in respect of their existence or that
those effects exist.27 For this reason there is a resemblance between causes and
effects. Turretin finds this way of thinking in the a fortiori statement of Psalm 94.9
‘Does he who implanted the ear not hear? ’ (III.ii.8) By analogy of effects it is
possible to ascend to the cause. The via causalitatis is obviously on its own in-
adequate and incomplete, but together with the biblical witness to God it is useful.
For example, in order to explain the existence and nature of the universe, we must
assume a sufficient cause for the production of the universe and, according to the
via causalitatis, our concept of God satisfies precisely this as God is the self-
existent first cause with maximal power and knowledge (cf. V.iii.14 ; Vi.iv.14). It thus
supports what Turretin considers the biblical doctrine of creatio ex nihilo (cf. V.i).
That God is the ultimate cause of the universe is an essential part of the concept
of creation in biblical theology, but the via causalitatis on its own is inadequate
and incomplete for a comprehensive Christian theism, as it leaves many of the
religiously and philosophically significant questions about the nature of God
unanswered. It is, though, open for augmentation.

The via eminentiae or positiva is the metaphysical intuition by which divine
attributes are derived positively from finite and contingent being. In Aquinas’s
words: ‘whatever good we attribute to creatures, pre-exists in God, and in a more
excellent and higher way. … He causes goodness in things because He is good. ’28

For this reason the divine attributes are known by analogy and of particular
importance are analogies between human mental capacities and divine proper-
ties, by which the imperfect power and knowledge in creatures are ascribed by
way of eminence as perfections in God (III.ii.8).

Among the communicable and positive attributes (which affirm some perfection to
God), there are three principal ones by which his immortal and perfectly happy life
is active: intellect, will, and power. The first belongs to the principle of direction,
the second of enjoining, and the third of executing. (III.xii.1)

The via positiva supposes then perfect-being theology (which starts from the idea
of divine perfection) and then tries to show how all creaturely perfections have
their locus in God in some way. The relation between these two strategies is,
though, assymetric in the sense that perfect-being theology need not function by
means of derivation of eminence. But Turretin’s consideration of great-making
properties on divine infinity would seem to imply the broader conception:

All perfections belong to God, either formally (as perfections simply such, i.e.,
which absolutely speaking it is better to have then not to have, and than which no
greater perfection can be conceived); or eminently (as perfections relatively, which
indeed in their kind indicate some perfection, but necessarily conjoined with some
imperfection; and because it cannot have them properly and formally, yet is said to
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possess them virtually and eminently because it can produce that perfection or
because it can perform without it whatever that can perform, all imperfection
being excluded. (III.ix.14)

Such a concept of deity warrants belief in the ontological independence of God
and creatio ex nihilo, but is also helpful in addressing omnipotence. For divine
power is not mere maximal power, according to Turretin, rather the absolute
power of God is co-dependent on His perfection so that divine perfection limits
omnipotence in the promotion of divine eminence (III.xxi.1, 3). God’s ‘power and
will form the law to himself from his nature’ (III.xxi.26). Elsewhere, he asserts that
the object of the will of God is only the good (III.xiv.1, 10), which is not an inference
from Scripture, but is based on the ancient and medieval philosophical theory of
agency, where intentionality is intelligible on the action being conceived worth
pursuing. God is perfect or maximally excellent and therefore exercises His will in
terms of mere goodness. This idea Turretin would at least have found implicitly in
Anselm’s Proslogion. A further instance of acknowledgement of the via eminentiae
is on the question of whether the will of God is the primary rule of justice, where
Turretin faces the Euthyphro dilemma, whether something is good because ap-
proved by the divine or whether the divine approves the good. He argues that God
wills something since it is good, because the intrinsical obligation of God is to His
essential perfection, whereas for man the extrinsical obligation is the will of God
(III.xviii). This is clearly not an issue addressed by the Bible and cannot be inferred
from it. Turretin does not pretend that it is addressed in the canon, but that does
not make it the less important.

The last method, called via negativa or negationis, removes from the infinite
that which is imperfect in the finite. The incommunicable attributes of God are
also called negative attributes for they are derived by this method. ‘Such are the
negative attributes which remove from him whatever is imperfect in creatures
(such as infinity, immensity, and eternity, which are such that every creature is
either without them or has their contraries). ’ (III.vi.3) According to Turretin,
measureability, visibility, mortality, and change are found in the creature and by
way of negation the attributes immensity, immortality, and immutability are
ascribed to God (III.ii.8). Plotinus and Maimonides strongly influenced this nega-
tive theology by the concept of divine simplicity, and although Turretin argues for
simplicity from the via negationis and its conceptual coherence (III.vii.4–5 ; cf.
III.v.7) the impetus from the concept of simplicity is less apparent. What Turretin
is thinking of must clearly be distinguished from the reductive conceptual via
negativa which originated with Plotinus and Maimonides and which nowadays
goes with the same name, claiming that human concepts can only be applied to
God negatively or cannot be applied at all.

So far we have glanced at Turretin’s endorsement of the three classical ways of
the philosophy of God. They contribute limited and supportive data for the doc-
trine of God. There are, moreover, some specially noteworthy passages which we
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shall look at in Turretin on how he conceived that a coherent doctrine of God was
developed.

In the beginning of the quaestio on divine infinity Turretin writes:

The infinity of God follows the simplicity and is equally diffused through the other
attributes of God, and by it the divine nature is conceived as free from all limit in
imperfection: as to essence by incomprehensibility, as to duration by eternity, and
as to extension, in reference to place, by immensity. (Turretin, III.viii.1)

The essential infinity of God is actual and absolute, that is, indeterminate and
boundless (III.viii.3). On what ground is this asserted about ultimate reality? The
twofold basis for this concept of essential divine infinity is the canonical writings
and perfect-being theology. ‘ In the first place, Scripture clearly teaches’ absolute
essential infinity (III.viii.5). Here Turretin quotes Psalms 145.3 ; Job 11.7–9 ; Isaiah
40.12, 15, 17, but when he says that this concept of infinity is clearly taught in the
Christian canon, I see no reason to think that he claims that the biblical authors
formulated or held an elaborate or comprehensive doctrine of infinity. That would
be a gross form of eisegesis, a most naive hermeneutic that would reveal ignorance
of the original context, and an attempt to suppress the status controversionis with
Socinianism. Turretin’s Institutio elencticae theologiae does not reveal this and
therefore what ‘Scripture clearly teaches’ should be understood in the sense that
if these passages are not understood as teaching absolute essential infinity they
are unintelligible. They cannot, for example, be taken in the sense of relative or
potential infinity for God could then be greater (cf. III.viii.2). Rather reason can
unfold and explain what may be understood from the words of Scripture (I.viii.7).
It would therefore seem that Turretin held that the Scriptures were ‘under-
determined’29 metaphysically (perhaps due to the accommodated character of
revelation contained in them), and that the proper context of developing a full
concept of deity was within the theologia regenitorum of the church of the living
God, where reason unfolds that which is implicit the words of Scripture (I.viii.7 ;
I.xii.35) and compares this with the results of philosophy of God (cf. III.vii.5).

Turretin’s following argumentation reveals how this is developed. For the next
line of argument for this concept of actual and absolute essential divine infinity is
perfect-being theology, i.e. the idea of God as a being that has the greatest com-
possible set of properties.

Second, from the pure perfection of God. For since he has every perfection which
can be and be possessed, it is evident that nothing can be or be conceived better
and more perfect. Thus he must necessarily be infinite because an infinite good is
better than a finite. … Besides containing every perfection of every being, he has it
in the most eminent manner, i.e. he embraces every degree of every perfection
without any limitation. (III.viii.6 ; cf. III.viii.14)

This argument from perfect-being theology is applied to divine power where, since
it is granted that that is infinite, it is then inconceivable that God’s essence is finite
(III.viii.7).
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Notice, furthermore, how Turretin deals with divine immensity. The immen-
sity of God is, according to him, the essential boundlessness with respect to space
by which God penetrates all things and is present with each and everything as the
efficient and conserving cause (III.ix.1–4, 14). Now this concept of divine immen-
sity,

… since it has been by long use received among philosophers and theologians (and
can take appropriate sense according to the mind of the Holy Spirit himself, who
testifies that ‘God fills heaven and earth’, Jer. 23:24), ought not to be rashly
rejected (if skilfully explained and understood in a sound sense, especially since
we have no proper and accurate terms for explaining the ubiquity of God and are
compelled here to use phrases borrowed from the finite and corporeal things).
(III.ix.5)

From this two things are clear. First, traditional concepts about God, whether from
extra-biblical or biblical sources, should be accepted if they can be formulated in
a valid and coherent way. Second, in this work of conceiving God, humans are
bound to use natural language and such language has meaning by analogical
predication. A similar case can be made from divine sovereignty. ‘That God is Lord
of heaven and earth (if the Scriptures themselves did not so often testify) the nature
of God (which is independent, most perfect, and the cause of all things) would
prove’ (III.xxii.2). From this sentence we notice that true beliefs about God are
universally accessible and that divine sovereignty is entailed by the idea of an
independent and perfect Creator.

Thus far we have seen the supportive function philosophy has to theology. But
metaphysics also provides discernment, which is seen in Turretin’s use of the
concept of accommodatio Dei. Since the days of Alexandrian Judaism,
philosophers and theologians have resolved the apparent paradox between divine
transcendence and absoluteness, on the one hand, and accessibility to humanity,
on the other, by means of this interpretative stratagem.30 ‘Divine accommodation}

condescension alleges, most simply, that divine revelation is adjusted to the dis-
parate intellectual and spiritual level of humanity at different times in history. ’31

This idea has a long career in Christian thought and Turretin continues in this
tradition: ‘The divine attributes are the essential properties by which he makes
himself known to us who are weak and those by which he is distinguished from
creatures; or they are those which are attritbuted to him according to the measure
of our conception in order to explain his nature’ (III.v.1 ; cf. II.ii.3 ; II.xix.8 ; III.iv.1 ;
III.x.7, 13, 14 ; III.xi.11 ; III.xii.2, 28 ; III.xvi.17, 18).

How accommodatio Dei is used by Turretin can be seen from the context of
divine knowledge, where he asserts : ‘ If God is sometimes set forth as inquiring or
reasoning, this is not said properly, but humanly (the Scriptures lisping with us the
perfect and certain knowledge of God)’ (III.xii.2). Thus our conception must not
be (too) anthropomorphic.
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Concerning the intellect of God and the disquisition of his knowledge, two things
above all others must be attended to: the mode and the object. The mode consists
in his knowing all things perfectly, undividedly, distinctly, and immutably. … The
object of the knowledge of God is both himself (who most perfectly knows himself
in himself) and all things extrinsic to him whether possible or future (i.e., as to
their various orders and states, as to quantity – great and small ; as to quality –
good and bad ; as to predication – universals and singulars; as to time – past,
present, and future; and as to state – necessary and free or contingent). (III.xii.2–3)

This elaborate notion of omniscience can of course be said to be based on the
many passages of Scripture Turretin quotes in this quaestio, but in order to arrive
at such a definition, the metaphysical implication of their meaning would seem to
have been developed by perfect-being theology. Knowledge, according to this
philosophical source, is an intellectual perfection which the greatest conceivable
being exemplifies and perfect knowledge is all-encompassing in mode and object.
Therefore, when the Scriptures portray God as in some sense ignorant, this should
be assumed to be divine accommodation to human capacity (cf. III.xii.28). A
similar case is found in the anthropopathic language on divine eternity (III.x.7, 13,
14). According to the accommodatio Dei, then beliefs about God gained (perhaps)
antecedently and independently of the Bible can serve as a correction, and this
concept is thus an example of and a device for how revelation can be explained by
metaphysics, as the latter is at least one of the means of identifying divine
accommodation in revelation. The concept of accommodation thus integrates
philosophical theism and the (perhaps) predominantly anthropomorphic biblical
theology.

Thus far I have primarily been considering the extra-biblical sources for knowl-
edge of God. This knowledge of God is equated with that of God in the Bible and
therefore the former is allowed to explain or even put restraints (in a limited sense)
on the latter. I did state above and would like to emphasize that the Bible is the
primary source for Turretin’s doctrine of God. I have, however, highlighted the
subordinate use of metaphysics in order to show its function in a theology of
revelation, so for a full account of the doctrine of Scripture in Protestant
scholasticism the reader is directed to the works of other scholars. Yet, I shall
conclude this section by pointing out how the integration also works in the
opposite direction, that is, instances in which Turretin’s biblical exegesis controls
philosophical theism.

An example of this is the correction of the ancient Greek philosophical concept
of immutability by the biblical notion. Turretin provides the following definition:
‘ Immutability is an incommunicable attribute of God by which is denied of him
not only all change, but also all possibility of change, as much with respect to
existence as to will ’ (III.xi.1). This is first established from the divine change-
lessness mentioned in Numbers 23.19 ; 1 Samuel 15.29 ; Psalms 33.11 ; 110.4 ; 102.26 ;
Isaiah 46.10 ; Malachi 3.6 ; Hebrews 6.17 ; James. 1.17 (III.xi.3) and then confirmed by
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reason from God being a necessary and independent being (III.xi.4). It is a mistake
to think, as Muller has pointed out, that his notion implies that God is static or
unable to relate to externals. For the scholastic concept of immobile indicates a
being who is unmoved in the sense that it has not been brought into being by
something else but is rather the being that imparts motion in all other beings.
Therefore divine immutability means being eternally in actu and it teaches not
only that God relates to externals but that He is constantly involved with the
creation.32 ‘ It is one thing to be indifferent to various objects ; another to be
mutable. The cause of indifference is not mutability, but liberty. The will of God
could be indifferent before the decree, but after the decree it cannot be mutable’
(III.xi.8 ; cf. V.ii.11, 12). This is clearly not the notion of divine remoteness in, say,
Aristotle, and thus I do not agree with Pannenberg who asserts that the critical
assimilation of philosophy by early Christian theologians was unsuccessful in
transforming immutability to sovereign faithfulness and eternity into almighty
omnipresence.33 Rather, we find in Turretin a critical appropriation of the phil-
osophy of God where the revelation contained in the Christian canon takes priority
over non-Christian thought, and divine immutability is understood as continual
and active faithfulness.

Conclusion

In this paper I hope to have shown that Turretin develops his concept of
God by means of philosophical notions and scriptural concepts. These two sources
for beliefs about God are integrated in order to formulate a coherent doctrine of
God, where the semantics of religious language can serve both as a reason for
successful reference to God by various sources and as explanation of our knowl-
edge of the divine attributes, and the fides quaerens intellectum programme
clarifies and articulates what is believed. Contrary to Pascal, Turretin believed that
the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob – the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ – is
the god of the philosophers.

The use of metaphysics in theology by Reformed scholasticism – and for that
matter, by virtually all orthodox Christian theologians prior to the
Enlightenment – caused uneasiness for old-school scholars on Protestant ortho-
doxy, since, according to the influential Troeltsch and Harnack, no metaphysics
was tolerable in theology. This view has been passed on by Barthians or neo-
orthodox for slightly different reasons. I hope to have established that it is
unhistorical to assert that Reformed scholasticism was metaphysically deter-
mined, although there was a subordinate use of other disciplines in theology. If
this is controverted, then it will have to be done on philosophical or theological
grounds, for example, fideism. This is not the place to argue about this, but the
practice of Turretin’s views on religious epistemology and language commends
itself to my mind as a coherent programme for natural theology.
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However, it may be objected against my presentation that Turretin’s doctrine
of God has this particular character because it is instruction in polemical theology.
However, a comparison with another Reformed Scholastic, Wilhelm Brakel (1635–
1711), reveals that though Turretin is more extended, exact, and technical than the
applicative or devotional Brakel, the content and integration is the same. The
concise Synopsis purioris theologiae (1626), co-authored by members of the faculty
at Leiden, also uses metaphysical reasoning and Scriptural exegesis for its doctrine
of God.

It may further be objected that Turretin’s doctrine of God is primarily biblical
and that his idea of God follows from a specific priority given to certain texts over
others, such as changelessness over those of repentance. Even if this is granted, it
raises the question why those passages have priority. What is the reason for sup-
posing priority to immutability over repentance? It is here that I think the
relevance of metaphysics comes in: a satisfactory doctrine of God can only be
developed on the cumulative epistemic resources about God to which the human
mind (purportedly) has access. There is and must be a mutual interrelationship
between biblical exegesis and philosophy of God, both if a special revelation is to
be intelligible and identifiable with God and if a theoretically satisfactory concept
of God shall be formulated. Moreover, the canonical writings answer questions
about God that we do not ask, and do not answer questions that we do ask.34
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