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The Supernaturalism of Christianity 
"THE supernatural," in the words of 

the late Dr. B. B. WARFIELD, "is 
the very breath of Christianity's nostrils 
and an anti-supernaturalistic atmosphere 
is to it the deadliest miasma." 

The fact just alluded to-for fact it 
certainly is-goes a long way, almost the 
whole way, in accounting for whatever 
depression of fortunes Christianity is suf­
fering today. Previous to the rise of 
Modernism in the eighteenth qentury 
there had been numerous individuals who 
had maintained that all that comes to 
pass, including religion and morals, could 
be accounted for without positing any 
supernatural factor; but the thinking of 
humanity as a whole had been super­
naturalistic to the core. As that erudite 
Dutch scholar, HERMAN BAVINCK, has 
observed: "Before the eighteenth century 
the existence of a supernatural world, and 
the necessity, possibility, and reality of a 
special revelation, had never been seri­
ously called in question." The last two 
hundred years, however, has witnessed the 
rise and spread of the so-called empirico­
scientific life and world view which turns 
its back on all supernaturalism and pro­
fesses to give a' purely naturalistic ex­
planation and in~rpretation of all that 
has been and is. Within the last seventy­
five years the acceptance oLthis anti­
supernaturalistic view of things has be­
come so wide-spread, especially in aca­
demic circles, that 'its advocates not un­
naturally look upon it as an "assured 
result" of modern discovery and con­
fidently anticipate the time when culture 
and civilization will be built on a purely 
naturalistic basis. 

The effect of the rise and spread of 
this anti-supernaturalistic conception of 
things on the fortunes of Christianity 
would not have been so serious were it 
not for the fact that it found wide-spread 
acceptance within the Christian Church 
itself under the name of Modernism. 'For 
what Moder~ism is, in effect, in its con­
sistent forms of expression, is a de-super­
naturalized version of Christianity. How 
far matters have gone in this respect is 
in.dicated by the fact that HENRY NELSON 
WIEMAN of the University of Chicago in 
a widely advertised book, entitled "Ven­
tures in Belief: Christian Convictions for 
a Day of Uncertainty," issued under the 
auspices of the Student Christian Associa­
tion Movement of America, and which in­
cludes among its contributors such well­
known "leaders" in Christian thinking 
as FRANCIS J. MCCONNELL, Hlj1NRY 
SLOANE COFFIN, KIRBY PAGE and HARRY 
EMERSON FOSDICK, says that the sense of 
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futility that characterizes modern life IS 

due to the fact that men have lost faith 
in the supernatural without the courage 
to commit themselves whole-heartedly to 
the natural. He writes as follows: 

"This sense of futility, this refusal 
to believe in any cosmic destiny for 
man, is chiefly due to the fact that men 
have found it impossible to believe in 
the supernatural. Heretofore for several 
centuries men have envisaged their 
highest values and vocation in terms of 
the supernatural. But there is no super­
natural and men are fast coming to 
see that there is not. But they are not 
willing to commit themselves to the 
naturalistic process. They stand look­
ing wistfully off into the sky w4ence 
has vanished the delusion of the super­
natural and think there is no longer 
anything to make human life magnifi­
cent" (p. 101-102). 

Just why men holding such views 
should suppose that they are giving ex­
pression to "Christian convictions" we are 
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such a view-point is held by only a few. 
Such, however, is not the case .. It is, or 
at least threatens to become, the dominant 
view-point of the age in which we live: 
for what is or at least rapidly becoming, 
the outstanding characteristic of the age 
in which we live? Is it not its deeply 
rooted and wide spread naturalism of 
thought and sentiment? Even where the 
reality of the supernatural is not openly 
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denied, it is widely doubted; and even 
where it is aflil'llled, its affirmation is 
almost everywhere timid, hesitant and 
shame~faced. The reafquestion -seems to 
be even among those who recognize the 
supernatural as an element in Christian­
ity, not what kind and measure of the 
supernatural does the Christianity of 
CHRIST and His apostles demand; but, 
how little of the supernatural may be al­
lowed, and yet a man call himself a 
Christian. 

Matters have gone so far that it is 
almost an occasion for rejoicing when we 
find a man confessing any measure .of 
Christian supernaturalism-so difficult is 
it for men immersed in an anti-super­
naturalistic atmosphere to confess the full 
measure of the supernaturalism that 
Christianity demands. N one the less, if 
we are to face the future with any well­
grounded confidence that the Christian 
life and world view will re-assert itself 
and again become dominant in the cul­
ture and civilization of mankind, we can­
not be supel'llaturalistic only here and 
there in our thinking and naturalistic in 
its substance. Only a consistent super­
naturalism-by which is not meant an 
exclusive supernaturalism: the super­
natural implies the reality of the natural 
-can successfully contend with a con­
sistent naturalism. Here as elsewhere 
r1efeat lies along the path of half-hearted, 
compromising constructions. It is far 
easier to confess the full measure of that 
supernaturalism that Christianity recog­
nizes and requires than it is to confess it 
only in part. We weaken, not strenghtell 
our position when we seek to defend Ii 

pareel-down supernaturalism rather than 
that thorough-going supernaturalism that 
is the very breath of the nostrils of a 
sturdy Christianity. 

It has seemed to us, therefore, that WP, 

might render some of our readers a use­
ful service if we indicate the kind am1 
measure of that supernaturalism that 
Christianity recognizes and demands. 1,Ye 
shall not attempt to consider all the ways 
in which a frank recognition of the super­
natural enters into the very substance of 
Christianity: that would require a lengthy 
article, perhaps a number of articles. In the 
limitations of an editorial we can do little 
more than mention SOllie of the more im­
portant of the points at which we must 
frankly recognize the supernatural in our 
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conception o.f things, if, as Clnistian men 
and women, we are to witness a good con­
fession in the midst of an age so hostilt) 
to the supernatural. 

It is beyond our purpose to attempt to 
vindicate the reality of that kind and 
measure of the supernatural that Chris­
tianity recognizes and demands, except as 
this may be involved in reminding our 
readers that the whole mass of that evi­
dence that gives us Christianity is avail­
able to establish the reality of such super­
·naturalism. It will be obvious to all that 
the reality of such supernaturalism is 
given in the truth of Christianity pro­
vided such supernaturalism belongs to the 
substance of Christianity to such a degree 
that without it real Christianity simply 
cannot exist. Some of the consideratiol1H 
that indicate the place that the super­
natural occupies in Christianity follow: 

(1) It is fundamental to the super­
naturalism of Christianity that GOD is a 
supernatural Gall. The GOD of Christian­
ity is indeed the GOD of nature and the 
GOoD in nature; but at the same time He 
is the GOD above nature. This means that 
while the GOD of Christianity is an im­
manent GOD, yet that He is above all else 
the transcendent GOD. It is to miscon­
ceive and profane His name to identify 
Him with nature or to think of Him as 
merely another name for the sum:'total 
of the forees and energies of the universe. 
No matter how vast we conceive the uni­
verse to be, it is to belittle GOD beyond 
recognition to suppose that any doctrine 
of immanence can even remotely ex­
press the fulness of His being. As Dr. 
WARFIELD has put it: 

"\Yhell the Christiap says 'GoD' he 
means, and if he is to remain Christian 
must meanf a supernatural GOD--a GOD 
who is 110t entangled in nature, is not 
only another name for nature in its co­
ordinated activities, or for that mystery 
which lies beneath and throbs through 
to /dl; but who is above nature and be­
yond, who existed, the Living GOD, be­
fore nature was, and should nature 
"ease to be would still exist, the Ever­
lasting GOD, and so long as this univer­
sal frame endures exists abol'e and 
outside of nature as its LORD, its Law­
giver and its Almighty King. 

"xci Christian man may allow that 
the universe, material and spiritual 
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combined, call it infinite if you will, in 
all its operations, be they as myriad as 
you choose, sums up the being or the 
activities of GOD. Before this universe 
was, GOD was, the one eternal One, rich 
in infinite activities: and while this 
universe persists, outside and beyond it 
GOD is, the one infinite One, ineffably 
rich in i=umerable. activities incon­
ceivable, it may be, to the whole uni­
verse of derived being. He is not im­
prisoned within His works: the laws 
which He has ordained for them express 
indeed His character, but do not com­
pass the possibilities of His action. The 
Apostle PAUL h[fS no doubt told us 
that 'in Him we live and move and have 
our being,' but no accredited voice has 
declared that in the universe He lives 
and moves and has His being. No, the 
heaven of heavens cannot contain 
Him; and what He has made is to what 
He is only as the smallest moisture­
particle of the most attenuated vapor 
to the mighty expanse of the immeasur­
able sea." 

(2) It is fundamental to the super­
naturalism of Christianity that GOD has 
frequently acted in a supernatural man­
ner: for instance (a) in the creation of 
nature (b) in the work of redemption and 
(c) in the production of the Bible. 

Belief in nature as a product of GOD'S 
creative activity is involved in· what has 
been said of GOD as the supernatural GOD. 
If GOD existed before what we call nature, 
it must be that it owes its existence to His 
creative act. Many voices today oppose 
the notion that nature owes its existence 
to an act of creation, in the strict sense of 
the word; but it is fund~mental to the 
Christian conception of things that "in 
the beginning GOD created the heavens 
and the earth." Christian thinkers may 
differ as to how the universe became as it 
is; but our thinking is not Christian un­
less we look upon the universe as a prod­
uct of GOD'S power 'and as such an 
utterly dependent thing. 

1,Ye come nearer the heart of a Chri8-
ti~m's conviction when we make mention 
of the fad that GOD has acted ina super­
natural 112aI1l1er in the redemption of sin­
ners. It lies at the very heart of the 
Christian confession that the SON of GOD, 
the second person in the Trinity, became 
incarnate for us men and our salvation. 



February, 1931 

"Faithful is the saying and worthy of all 
acceptation that CHRIST J ESTIS came into 
the world to save sinners." When the 
anti-supernaturalism of the age seeks to 
eliminate the supernatural from the re­
demption that Christianity offers a lost 
world, it strikes it at its very heart. 

Again it is fundamental to Christian 
conviction that GOD acted in a super­
natural manner in the production of the 
Bible in order that men might know what 
He would have them believe concerning 
Himself and the duty which He requires 
of them. It was not enough that GOD 
should have intervened in the processes 
of this world for the salvation of sin­
ners, there was also need that GOD 
should make known to men the mean­
ing of His mighty acts of redemption. 
Hence GOD has given us a two-fold revela­
tion-a revelation by deed and a revela­
tion by word. The revelation by word 
came through His supernatural activity 
as truly as did the revelation by deed-a 
fact that should be unhesitatingly acknowl­
edged by the Christian man. The Bible 
is not merely one of the world's religious 
masterpieces, it is at the same time "the 
Word of GOD, the only infallible rule of 
faith and practice" in a sense that would 
have been impossible apart from both a 
revelation and an inspiration of a super­
natural sort. In a word it is fundamental 
to Christian conviction that the Bible is 
a supernatural book. 

(3) It is fundamental to the super­
naturalism of Christianity that GOD acts 
in a supernatural manner, especially in 
what we call regeneration and sanctifica­
tion. It would profit us nothing that 
GOD acted supernaturally in the past were 
it not also true that He acts supernatur­
ally in the present. Here too we cannot 
do better than avail ourselves of Dr. 
WARFIELD'S eloquent words: 

"It is not enough to believe that GOD 
has intervened in this natural world of 
ours and wrought a supernatural re­
demption: and that He has Himself 
made known to men His mighty acts 
and unveiled to them the significance 
of His working. I t is upon the field 
of the dead that the Sun of right­
eousness has risen, and the shouts 
that announce His advent fall on 
deaf ears: yea, even though the morn­
ing stars should again sing for joy 
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and the air be palpitant with the echo 
of the great proclamation, their voice 
could not penetrate the ears of the 
dead, As we sweep our eyes over the 
world lying in wickedness, it is the 
prophet's vision which we see before us: 
a valley that is filled with bones, and 
lo! they ,are very dry. What benefit is 
there in proclaiming to dry bones even 
the greatest of redemptions? How shall 
we stand and cry, '0 ye dry bones, hear 
ye the word of the LORD I' In vain the 
redemption, in vain its proclamation, 
unless there come a breath from heaven 
to breathe upon these slain that they 
live. The redemption of CHRIST is 
therefore no more central to the Chris­
tian hope than the creative operations 
of the Holy Spirit upon the heart: and 
the supernatural redemption itself 
would remain a mere name outside and 
beyond our reach, were it not realized 
in the subjective life by an equally 
supernatural application." 

(4) It is fundamental to the super­
naturalism of Christianity that GOD will 
act in an extraordinarily supernatural 
manner in the future previous to the 
ushering in: of the eternal stat~. We do 
not think that either the A-millennial or 
the Pre-millennial or the Post-millennial 
view of the second coming of JESUS 
CHRIST is fundamental to the super­
naturalislTI of Christianity; but that He 
will return in as distinctly a supernatural 
manner as He came some two thousand 
years ago is a belief that is clearly in­
cluded in that measure of supernatural­
ism that Christianity requires. Things 
are not always to continue as they now 
are. A great catastrophe, a mighty cata­
clysm awaits this earth. Whatever may 
be the precise 0Jder of events, there is to 
be a return of CHRIST, a resurrection of 
the dead, a judgment based on the deeds 
done in the body, and an eternal separa­
tion between the good and the evil. 

We do not pretend to have indicated 
anything like the full measure of that 
supernaturalism that enters into the very 
substance of Christianity. All we have 
done is to indicate some of the principal 
points at which there must be a frank 
recognition of the supernatural as a fac­
tor having significance for human life "if 
as Christian men and women we are to 
witness a good confession in the age in 

which our lot has been cast. It is not sur­
prising, in view of the wide-spread extent 
to which the supernatural as a factor in 
human life is denied or even scouted, that 
there should be many attempts to give us 
a non-supernatural Christianity on the 
assumption that we can yield the super­
natural and yet retain the main values 
of Christianity. Let us, however, not be 
deceived thereby. Christianity denuded 
of the supernatural is just no Christian­
ity at all, to such an extent does the super­
natural enter into the very essence of the 
Christian religion. The universal adop~ 
tion of a non-supernatural Christianity 
would mean the death not the triumph of 
real IChristianity. Moreover it is the 
supernatural element in Christianity, and 
that element alone, that enables us to 
speak of it as a redemptive religion in 
the New Testament meaning of the word. 
Eliminate the supernatural and we have 
no message for sinners. Recognize that 
kind and measure of the supernatural that 
historic Christianity recognizes and we 
have a message that can be proclaimed 
joyfully and confidently" even to the worst 
of sinners. We repeat that ou choice is 
not between a supernatural and a non­
supernatural Christianity but between a 
supernatural Christianity and no Chris­
tian i ty at all. 

The Proposed Union of the 

Presbyterian and ReFormed 

Churches 

OUR December issue contained the 
"partial report" adopted by the 

representatives appointed by the Presby­
terian Church (North), the Presbyterian 
Church (South), the United Presbyterian 
Church, the Reformed Church in America, 
and the Reformed Church in the United 
States to prepare a plan for the organic 
union of these churches. Though put forth 
as a "partial report" it indicates, we sup­
pose, the substance of the plan for organic 
union that will be submitted to the next 
General Assemblies of said churches, and, 
if approved by these bodies, transmitted to 
the presbyteries for action during the year 
following. It would seem, therefore, that 
this report is deserving of much more dis­
cussion than it has yet received. Doubtless 
thi~ finds explanation in large part to a 
general disposition to withhold judgment 

(Oontinued on page 17) 




