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What should a Christian Believe the 

Relationship of Philosophy to Theology to be? 

 
Written by:   Dr. Eddie Bhawanie, Ph. D. 

 

How do we go about understanding the relationship of philosophy to theology? 

One way to go about it would be to set out the general subject matter of each discipline.  

Francis Schaeffer described these two disciplines well when he wrote: “First, philosophy 

and religion deal with the same basic questions. . . Philosophy and religion do not deal 

with different questions, though they give different answers and in different terms. The 

basic questions of both philosophy and religion (and I mean religion here in the wide 

sense, including Christianity) are the questions of being: that is what exists; man and his 

dilemma—that is, morals, and of how man knows. Philosophy deals with these points, 

but so does religion, including orthodox evangelical Christianity.”  

 “The second general observation concerns the two meanings of the word 

‘philosophy,’ which must be kept absolutely separate if we are to avoid confusion. The 

first meaning is a discipline, an academic subject. That is what we usually think of as 

philosophy: a highly technical study which few people pursue. In this sense, few people 

are philosophers. But there is a second meaning that we must not miss if we are going to 

understand the problem of preaching the gospel in the twentieth-century world. For 

philosophy also means a man’s worldview. This is just as true of the man digging a ditch 

as it is of the philosopher in the university. . . In fact, philosophy is universal in scope. No 

man can live without a worldview; therefore, there is no man who is not a philosopher.”
1
    

What is the subject matter of Theology? Theology is the study of the infinite-

personal, living God. Theology then, consists of two branches, natural and revealed. 

Natural theology is the knowledge we have of God from His works, by the light of nature 

and reason. Revealed theology is that which is to be learned only from revelation. 

Now a word about Moral Theology; it teaches us the divine laws relating to our manners 

and actions, that is, our moral duties—our behavior. So the primary matter of theology is 

God’s revelation, both in creation and in His Word, and it draws a moral response in 

human behavior. Moral Theology is attributed to Revealed Theology. 

How are we to think of the disciplines of philosophy and theology? Scott Oliphint 

commented: “It may be best to think of theology and philosophy in terms of the historical 

notion of principia. The word principium, at least historically, is the Latin translation of 

the Greek word arche, which means “source,” or “cause,” or “foundation.” It is that 

which gives something its reason to be, or its justification for existence. Under this, 

distinctions have been made between the essential principium, and the or [a] principium 

of knowledge. Meaning, there are the essential principles of knowledge, of reason, or 

sources; and there are epistemological principles, of reason, or sources.”
2
  

The question as to the difference between philosophy and theology will revolve 

around the answers to the questions of philosophy’s and theology’s principium or, 

                                                 
1
 Francis Schaeffer, He Is There And He Is Not Silent, (Tyndale House Publishers, Wheaton 

Illinois); 1972, p. 5.  
2
K. Scott Oliphint, Reason For Faith, Philosophy In The Service of Theology, (P & R Publishing 

Company, Phillipsburg, New Jersey),  p. 25.  
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foundation. What is the foundation of philosophy? And what is the foundation of 

theology? To answer these questions is also to answer the question of authority. What is 

the reason, or cause, or source, or authority of a discipline? What gives it its justification? 

What it points to is its boundaries and its rules or laws?  

If reason is the principle of knowledge of philosophy, then philosophy’s 

boundaries are determined by reason; and its authority lies in reason, and its rules and 

laws are the rules and laws by reason. This places reason at the center of all things. 

Reason then, is the principle of knowledge. But when the principles of knowledge are 

made identical to the epistemological, essential principles of knowledge, or source; as did 

the thinkers of both the Renaissance
3
 and the Enlightenment,

4
 then that would create 

numerous problems.      

One problem lies in the area of authority. Those who hold to reason as the 

principle of knowledge of philosophy would simply say that philosophy’s authority is 

only as strong as the laws of logic, or the force of a sound argument. In this way one 

accepts philosophy’s conclusions as one accepts these laws and forces. But the nagging 

questions still remain. Where are these laws, and what kind are they? Are they eternal, 

unchangeable laws? Are they conventions, or (made) by society? These are questions that 

need to be addressed by those who want to hold to a magisterial use of reason and  

philosophy—as philosophy’s foundation.   

The standard view of Christian theology is that its essential principle is the 

infinite-living God himself. He alone provides what is needed for us to understand Him 

and His revelation to Man. The principle foundation of knowledge is God’s revelation 

itself as its authority. In the Christian sense, the eternal principle of knowledge is God’s 

special revelation in His Word!  

How can philosophy be used in theology, once it is established that philosophy’s 

role is as a helper, or handmaid? Christians can, and must use philosophy and its tools 

when and where they can in order to demonstrate something of Christianity’s own truth.  

Notice how the Scripture illustrates this point in Acts 17. As Paul waited in 

Athens for Silas and Timothy, his traveling companions, Paul was moved with 

compassion because of the abundance of idolatry that was evident throughout this center 

of intellectual activity. 

Some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers became curious (or agitated) because of 

Paul’s strange teaching that ONE who walked the earth also rose from the dead. This 

would be an insult and abhorrent to a Greek mind. So they wanted to hear more, and they 

wanted the intellectuals to evaluate Paul’s claims on Mars Hill, with the Acropolis above 

him and the ancient marketplace below him.   

                                                 
3
Renaissance, means A Rebirth, which took place during the 14

th
 –15

th
 and part of the 16

th
 

Centuries.   
4
The Enlightenment took place in Western Europe roughly from 1750-1820; it brought renewed 

interest in materialistic, humanism. The Enlightened thinkers emphasized human reason over faith. The 

essence of the Enlightenment was Sola Humana, the Latin for “Man is at the center of all things, and Man 

now is independent and autonomous from God and His revelation.”   
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Without going into details, Paul used Greek philosophy for his theology by telling 

his audience just what kind of God the Christian God is. Though the Greek philosophers 

concluded that there is some god who could not be known at all, Paul begins by 

proclaiming to them just what kind of God He is that they think is unknown. 

Paul quoted two separate Greek philosopher-poets. He quoted from Epimendis 

and Aratus; “. . .for “In him we live and move and have our being”; as even some of your 

own poets have said, “For we are indeed his offspring.” (Acts 17:28).  

In these words the poets have accurately described the true God, albeit 

incompletely. Were the Greek poets expressing propositions in their sentences, or 

clauses? Notice how directly they phrased their words with a degree of finality: “For we 

are the offspring of God.” Were the two poets referring to Zeus, the chief god of the 

Greeks? Then the proposition: “. . .we are His offspring,” would be false. Why? Because 

in Greek philosophy and Roman literature, no mention is made where it is said of Zeus 

being creator of the universe, or having expressed any interest in mortal man, by way of 

speaking a single word. Yet, they in the Greek and Roman societies worshipped Zeus as 

god—among many others.   

When Paul asserted on Mars Hill as he quoted the poets, “In him you live . . .” He 

is obviously referring to the One true God, whom he had just described in very specific 

terms: (i) “the God who made the world and everything in it. . .who is Lord of heaven 

and earth,” (ii) who “does not live in temples made by man,” (iii) “who is not served by 

human hands, as though he needed anything,” who (iv) “gives to all mankind life. . .” 

who (v) “made from one man every nation of mankind. . .” and who (vi) “determined 

allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place” (Acts 17:23-26). Given that 

Paul’s references are to the true God, then the propositions are true, because they express 

the truth of the matter, they express reality, and they ex press an integration point—point 

of reference in the infinite-personal, living God.  

The reason why idolatry exists is not that there is ignorance on the part of the 

idolaters; there is an attempt at complete suppression of the truth—revealed truth as truth 

is found in God’s natural or general revelation—His creation. This suppression is  

manifested with finality, through: (i) an exchange of the truth God revealed for a lie, and 

(ii) man exchanges that result in worshiping and serving the creature, something created, 

false god or gods. (Rom.1:23-25). This turning away from the Creator is a turning away 

from Him as man’s integration point and from His revelation. 

In so doing, Paul said that the integration points of the Greek and Roman world- 

view were not enough to answer the questions posed either by the existence of the 

universe and its form, or by the uniqueness of man. Here he is saying that the universe 

and its form, its order, its beauty, and the personality of man speak the same truth that the 

Bible gives in greater detail. Paul said: “that this unknown God exists,” and that He has 

not been silent. But the living God has spoken to people mentioned in the Bible—

particularly in the New Testament, through Christ and the resurrection. Paul’s message 

was of the possibility that people, (alien, rebellious sinners) could return to the One true 

God on the merits of the death of Christ alone! This gives men and women the worldview 

and thought-forms of the truth of what is. 
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Summary: 

 

During the Reformation of the 15
th

 and 16
th

 Centuries, the theologians taught and 

presented, the infinite-personal, living God as the eternal principle of knowledge of all 

disciplines, since it is from God alone that any and every discipline derives all that it is, 

and has. They held in their view, and declared that the principle-foundation of knowledge 

is the revelation of God, both natural and special-revealed—creation and the Bible. If this 

is the case, then every discipline is related directly to these two foundations –natural and 

revealed--theology.  

The only way to understand properly God’s revelation is through God’s own 

revealed Word, which is the principle-foundation of all knowledge, including theology. 

Thus, it is theology, with its integration point—the infinite-personal, living God who 

ought to set the boundaries, the rules, and the laws for all other disciplines.    

 

 

        

 

       


