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 The New Webster’s Dictionary and Thesaurus gives the following definition of 

“the Enlightenment”; an intellectual movement during the 18
th

 century in Western Europe 

which questioned traditional beliefs and prejudices, especially in religion, and 

emphasized the primacy of reason and strict scientific method. The Age of the 

Enlightenment took place roughly from 1750-1820.   

The French philosopher Voltaire (1694-1778), often is called the “father of the 

Enlightenment.” Francis Schaeffer said of the Enlightenment: “The utopian dream of the 

Enlightenment can be summed up by five words: reason, nature, happiness, progress, and 

liberty. It was thoroughly secular in its thinking.”
1
    

The Enlightenment brought a renewed interest in materialistic humanism. It was a 

conscious turning away from Christian light, to thoroughly secular naturalistic-human-

istic thinking. The naturalistic-humanistic elements which had their high-tide in the 

Renaissance, came to flood stage in the Enlightenment. The term Humanism is defined as 

the placing of Man at the center of all things and making man the measure of all things. 

Man, beginning with himself, has no knowledge except what he himself can discover and 

has no standards outside of himself. This man-centered thinking was fully expressed in 

the Enlightenment. During the Enlightenment, men moved away from the results of and 

the Reformation.           

The watchword of the Enlightenment was “Reason.” This word was the 

humanistic expression for human thinking, and humanists divided reality into two 

irreconcilable substances. The humanist said that there are two principles in nature, one 

active and one passive. Hence, the Enlightened thinkers held to a dualism. During this 

time, measurable, objective evidence founded upon reason among the thinkers, was the 

criteria for revealed truth. 

 During this time, however, a vast number of the common people held to, and 

continued to believe in the infinite-personal, living God who is both transcendent and 

imminent. They believed in the revealed Scriptures given from God; they believed in a 

reasonable faith; they continued to hold on to traditional Christian beliefs; and they 

continued, eagerly, to attend church.     

 The enlightenment also ushered in deep darkness. Man became the judge of 

religion and morality, and despite noble ideals, darkness—deeper darkness—descended. 

This is seen in the thinking of some of the philosophers of the day: Immanuel Kant 

(1724-1804), George F. Hegel (1770-1831), David Hume (1711-1776), and Voltaire 

(1694-1778). Who are they and what is the essence of their philosophy? I shall now touch 

on the heart of their philosophy, but not exhaustively. 

 Kant was a student of Rene Descartes (1596-1650), a French philosopher, who 

has been called ‘the father of modern philosophy.’ His philosophy, as stated by Colin 

Chapman, “. . .marked a new departure in European thought, because they concentrated 

on the consciousness of the individual as the source and criterion of truth. This was the 

starting point of European rationalism. His method of reaching truth was by systematic 
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doubt. . .” Descartes reasoned, “My first rule was to accept nothing as true which I did 

not clearly recognize to be so; to accept nothing more than what was presented to my 

mind so clearly and distinctly that I could have no occasion to doubt it.”
2
 One thing he 

could not doubt was his own existence. Descartes reasoned, “Cogito ergo sum.” “I think, 

therefore, I am.” On this, R. C. Sproul commented: “No matter how skeptical I become, 

the one thing that I cannot doubt, whenever I am doubting whatever it is that I’m 

doubting, is that I am doubting. There’s no way I can escape the reality of doubt.” “. . . 

They have taken themselves out of any intelligent discussion as soon as they admit that 

their premise is one of irrationality.”
3
 Immanuel Kant was certainly the one who 

developed and institutionalized this philosophy. 

Kant said, “The mind does not perceive things precisely as they are: it conditions 

everything it perceives.” He then asked: If this is the case, what are the proper limits of 

human thought and knowledge? And his answer is to make a distinction between 

knowledge which has to do with phenomena (everything that can be seen) and faith which 

has to do with noumena (truth beyond space and time). These are two completely 

different ways of knowing. He went on to advance Faith and Knowledge. He reasoned 

that Faith is concerned with noumena set above knowledge; truths beyond space and 

time; things ‘in themselves;’ reality as it is; the truths of religion (such as the existence of 

God, free will and immortality). Knowledge, phenomena, is truth which can be perceived 

by the senses, that is, through science; truth about the eternal world of space and time. 

Again, Chapman commented on this: “Because of this distinction, therefore, we 

must accept the fact that we cannot know anything for certain beyond our direct 

experience of this world. Religious beliefs have their origin in the moral consciousness, 

but they cannot be classed as knowledge. This limitation of knowledge ensures the 

possibility of religious faith, because it makes it impervious to the attacks of skeptics.” 
4
 

 Kant went on to say: “I have therefore found it necessary to deny knowledge to 

make room for faith.”  Before Kant came on the philosophical scene, the traditional 

arguments for the existence of God enjoyed a supremacy that was rarely challenged. 

George F. Hegel is important to us because of the elements of his philosophy 

which were taken over by Karl Marx (1818-1883), the author of The Communist 

Manifesto (1848). Hegel said: “we can no longer think of God as a Personal Being 

distinct from the universe. . . . Nothing is true in any absolute sense. All that we can 

expect is that one idea (thesis) will be challenged by an opposite idea (antithesis), and 

that will in turn be suspected by an idea which transcends the two contradictory ideas 

(synthesis). This means that in discussion of truth, the basic rule of logic no longer 

applies. The basic idea of his philosophy of ‘idealism’ is that everything (the natural 

world, history, religion, ideas, etc.,) is to be understood in terms of “Spirit.” Everything is 

to be seen as the Absolute Spirit of the universe becoming self-conscious: “Spirit alone is 

reality.” 

David Hume was a Scottish philosopher who could well be described as the father 

of modern skepticism. In his philosophy, he questioned not only historic-traditional 

Christian beliefs (for example, miracles), but also basic assumptions which most of us 

                                                 
2
Colin Chapman, The Case For Christianity, WM. B. Eerdman Publishing Company, (Grand 

Rapids, Michigan), p. 162.   
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R. C. Sproul, Defending Your Faith, Crossway Books, (Wheaton, Illinois), 2003, p. 104-105.  

4
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take for granted (for example, the principle of cause and effect) and held that: “We 

perceive the data of our senses; and we cannot hope to go beyond our senses, or know 

anything beyond what they tell us. . . Let us fix our attention out of ourselves as much as 

possible: let us chase our imagination to the heavens, or to the utmost limits of the 

universe; we never really advance a step beyond ourselves, nor can we conceive of any 

kind of existence, but those perceptions, which have appeared in that narrow compass. 

This is the universe of the imagination, nor have we any idea by what is there produced.”
5
  

Hume believed that the idea of miracles as mentioned in the Bible violated the 

principle of the uniformity of natural causes, and that miracles must be ruled out as 

impossible. In his humanistic-naturalism, he suggested that the greatest miracle is that 

one can believe. He came to realize that his questioning of everything could lead to total 

and absolute skepticism.     

It can fairly be said that nothing has been the same since these men wrote. These 

philosophers pointed to man as being at the center of all things, and the supremacy of the 

human mind. This new knowledge of philosophy led man into a cul-de-sac of human 

ignorance. They placed reason over faith; with this view man was now independent and 

autonomous from God and His revelation. But they believed in categories, forms, beauty, 

and harmony, and held, in fact, a creation of order and balance.         

While the Enlightenment thinkers accepted the humanistic basis for establishing 

truth by reemploying the philosophical quest of the Classical period of Socrates, Plato, 

and Aristotle, they could not free their minds from certain Christian “undeniables.” They 

accepted the “naturalism and materialism” of those Greek thinkers.  

Plato, in looking for meaning and purpose in life, advanced a view of Nature; he 

began with the theory of the One (God, the Idea, the Essence, etc.) and proceeded 

outward to the Many; from the Whole to the Particular. But all of Plato’s gods put 

together were not infinite. Therefore, Plato had no point of reference and no foundation to 

pin his thinking on. When Plato’s Republic collapsed, his gods also collapsed, because 

his man-made gods depended on the people in the Republic to serve them.   

During the Enlightenment period, the living God was personal for some, and 

impersonal for others. The deists believed in a God who had created the world but who 

had no contact with it now, and who had not revealed truth to men. If there was a God, 

the deists held, He was silent and impersonal.  

The Enlightenment thinkers were like the humanists of the Renaissance (14
th

 –

15th
 
and part of the 16

th
 centuries; Renaissance means, a rebirth). The Renaissance 

thinkers revisited Epicurean (341-270 B.C.) thought that the feelings of pleasure and pain 

are the supreme test in matters of morality and conduct, . . . and that the feeling of 

pleasure and the avoidance of pain were the chief virtues. The men of the Enlightenment 

pushed aside the Christian base and heritage, and looked back to the old pre-Christian 

times. They accepted pagan thought in both their life and thinking.    

Even at this time what some were gnawing at were:  morality and ethics; they 

agreed with the historic Christian faith, that the world was, in fact, created and that there 

was order, category, beauty, harmony, and balance in nature–these things could be seen 

and understood. The Enlightenment thinkers openly acknowledged and allowed that Faith 

could mesh with Reason. (They denied both the immanence and transcendence of God in 
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human affairs, and through their human reason, sharply questioned the Judeo-Christian 

origin of mankind—specifically, the creation account of Genesis, chapters 1-3).  

The Enlightenment thinkers emphasized reason over faith. Erwin Lutzer 

remarked; “The Enlightenment was not opposed to religion; it simply declared that our 

knowledge of God should not come through the Bible but through the universal light of 

nature. As such all religions of the world were essentially equal, based as they were on 

natural observation and experience. The Bible was seen as a helpful book, but it was not 

considered a revelation from a personal God. Human reason was elevated above 

revelation.”
6
  With this view, man was now independent and autonomous with no need 

of God--and His revelation. It was Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), who opened the way 

for the discussion by importing the naturalistic, humanist base of the teachings of 

Aristotle (384-322 B. C.) into his philosophic theology. Aquinas studied at the university 

of Naples and Paris, and later he taught in Paris. 

Aquinas held that man had revolted against God and thus was fallen, but Aquinas 

had an incomplete view of the Genesis – Historic Fall. He thought the Fall of Man 

recorded in Genesis 3, did not affect man as a whole but only in part. In his view the 

will was fallen, or corrupted, but the intellect was not affected. Thus, people could rely 

on their own human reason, and wisdom, and this meant that people were free to mix the 

teachings of the non-Christian philosophers with Christian thought. With this emphasis 

on man’s-philosophical thought, there was gradual separation from revelation from the 

Bible—and philosophers and theologians began to act in an increasingly independent, 

and autonomous manner. Aquinas’ reasoning, his philosophy, and his theology, laid the 

foundation for the Renaissance.  

  The French philosopher Voltaire (1694-1778), often called the “father of the 

Enlightenment,” was greatly influenced by the results of the Bloodless Revolution in 

England during his time of exile there (1726-1729). The impact of the Bloodless 

Revolution and the ensuing freedom of public expression are shown in Voltaire’s Letters 

Concerning the English Nation (1733). When the French Revolution tried to reproduce 

the English conditions without the Reformation base, but rather on Voltaire’s humanist- 

Enlightenment base, the result was a bloodbath and a rapid, breakdown which resulted in 

the authoritarian rule of Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821).  

 

Summary: 

In the Enlightenment, man moved away from the objective reality of the personal-

infinite God, and the truth-claims of the Christian faith. Traditionally, man believed in 

truth and absolutes, but with the moving away from Biblical revealed truths, modern man 

was born. Hence the phrase; Post-Modernism is used to describe man today.  

Man’s shift away from truth as final reality was a titanic one. It resulted into man 

placing himself at the center of all things. This thinking of man has led to acceptance and 

an embracing, the naturalistic-materialistic [Darwinist, evolutionist, atheistic], concept of 

reality. It teaches Sola Humana, which means; the sovereignty of man, and man is the 

measure of all things. Glory to man in the highest! Man, with his mistaken concept of 

final reality, has no intrinsic reason to be interested in the individual—the human being. 

                                                 
6
Erwin W. Lutzer, Christ Among Other Gods – A Defense of Christ In An Age Of Tolerance. 

(Moody Press; Chicago), 1994, p. 32.  
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His natural interest is in three collectives: the acquiring of power, the control of the state, 

and man’s society—in his embracing of total humanism. 

Christian thought stands in antithesis to naturalistic-materialistic concept of man. 

But yet, the Christian is called upon in the Bible to stand against today’s humanist-

religion, which promotes the idea that Christianity is simply a matter of personal taste.  

In the marketplace of ideas, the Christian Church must present objective truth and 

confront issues with the truth-claims of historic Christianity. We have every right to ask 

for evidence when people make religious claims. Private opinions must be exposed for 

what they are by pressing the questions: “What evidence do you have that your views are 

true?”   

The Christian church must take a vital step to learn to think in terms of 

presuppositions, worldviews, and thought-forms, and what they produce. Can the 

Christian church make sense of adult life with the mentality of a child, or with the mental 

equipment of a child? The Christian church cannot afford to carry into adult life a 

Christian consciousness that is so undernourished and anemic that we drift away from the 

truth-claims of the Christian faith.  

If we in the Christian community continue to hold to a Biblical worldview 

without content or substance, we cannot expect our community to stand up to the vicious 

attacks and onslaughts of other worldview choices – without having the community’s 

foundation shaken or destroyed! 

The time has come for the Christian community to put away childish thinking (1 

Cor. 13:11; 14:20), and boldly confront the world with the message of the Gospel of 

Christ. We may best accomplish this by:  (i) not being ‘ashamed of the gospel of Christ.’ 

(Rom. 1:16), (ii) holding onto the intellectual content of the Christian worldview, and (iii) 

living out, [in some small way] before the unbelieving world, the meaning and reality of 

this message in our lives.  

 

 


