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“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and

wickedness of men who by their wickedness suppress the truth. For what can be

known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.”

– St. Paul
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Belief in God is the heart of the Christian religion – as it is of Judaism and Islam. The

field of religious epistemology studies nature of theistic beliefs. This essay is concerned with two

interrelated questions from this field. First, what criteria must be met for belief in God to be

warranted? Second, can Christian theism provide a plausible model under which these criteria

are met? These questions will be addressed over three sections.
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Section 1 will present the two dominant positions held in contemporary religious

epistemology.
4
The first view, classical foundationalism, argues that for theistic belief to be

warranted it must be based upon sufficient evidence. Proponents of this view who believe the

evidence for God is insufficient raise what is known as the evidentialist objection, charging the

theist with intellectual irresponsibility. The second view, known as reformed epistemology,

argues that theistic belief can be warranted by virtue of being properly basic, that is, belief in

God can be entirely right, rational, reasonable, and proper without any evidence at all. I will

argue that classical foundationalism is false on the grounds that it is self-referentially incoherent.

Furthermore, I will argue that the reformed position is both a sound and plausible conception of

warrant.

Section 2 will show that full-blooded Christian belief can be warranted. The

Aquinas/Calvin Model proposed by Alvin Plantinga meets the epistemic criteria for warrant, set

out by the reformed position, by nature of a faculty or mechanism whereby we acquire true
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beliefs. This faculty, known as the sensus divinitatis, is corrupted by the ravages of sin and
healed by faith instilled in us by the work of the Holy Spirit.

Section 3 will be devoted to answering possible objections to Plantinga’s Model. The two

objections when presented together form a dilemma. The first horn presented by Freud and Marx

argue that Christianity is not warranted because it is formed by disordered cognitive processes or

processes that are not aimed at the production of true belief. The second horn presented by

Martin argues that even if Christianity is shown to be warranted we will be unwillingly thrown

into epistemic relativism.

§1 Religious Epistemology

When studying the nature of religious belief a number of questions inevitably arise. Must

one need evidence to be rational in believing in God? Can belief in God be taken as properly

basic? What conception of warrant appeals to the most valuable epistemic states of affairs? I

propose to discuss these questions in the following section.

§1.1 The Evidentialist Objection
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Philosophers from W.K. Clifford to Bertrand Russell to Anthony Flew
6
have argued that

belief in God is irrational or intellectually irresponsible on the basis of insufficient evidence.

This is formally known as the evidentialist objection to belief in God. Before investigating this

claim two questions must be addressed. First, what is meant by belief in God? Second, what is

the nature of the God whose existence is being proposed?

First, for the purposes of this paper theistic belief will be construed as “belief in God”

rather than merely “believing that God exists.” The phrase “belief in God” will be used as a
synonym for “belief that there is such a person as God.” Belief in God is not at all the same as

believing that God exists. To believe that God exists is simply to assert that a certain proposition,
namely, God exists, is true. On the other hand, believing in God is much more than accepting a

proposition. Believing in God means trusting God, accepting God, accepting his purposes,

committing one’s life to him, and living in his presence. This distinction can be found in the

book of James where it is noted that the devils, who do not believe in God and oppose his ways,
believe that God exist, and they tremble.
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Believing in God involves more than accepting the

proposition that God exists. But if it is more than that, it is also at least that. Therefore, you

cannot believe in God without believing that God exists.

Second, belief in God is taken as the affirmation that a certain special sort of being exists.

Philosophers such as John Hick have suggested that whenever we use the word “God” we are

referring to a mental or imaginative construct. But this is certainly not the case. When a Christian

asserts that God created the world, are they really claiming that an imaginative construct created

the world? Surely not. This paper will define God as the being who acts, holds beliefs, and has

aims and purposes. Furthermore, this being is immaterial, perfect in goodness, knowledge,

power, and is such that the world depends on him for its existence.
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Evidentialist objections to belief in Godhave most popularly come in two forms. The
first charges the theist with contradictory beliefs. In other words, the atheologian is arguing that
theism is internally inconsistent. Both the problem of omnipotence and the problem of
omniscience are argumentsof this form.8 The second argues that the existence of God, although
not impossible, is improbable. The problem of evil9 is the best example of an argument of this
form.

At the heart of the evidentialist objection is the belief that the strength of oneÕsbelief
ought always to be proportional to the strength of the evidence for that belief. Hume states this
when he says that a Òwise man É proportions his belief to the evidence.Ó10 W.K. Clifford
affirmed this in has famous statement: ÒIt is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to
believe anything upon insufficient evidence.Ó11 Anthony Flew, in his widely influential essay
ÒThe Presumption of AtheismÓ12 argues that the debate over the existence of God should rightly
begin with the sort of premises which both the affirmative and negative sides can properly appeal
in arguing their case. Therefore, when arguing for the existence of God, the theistcannot appeal
to premises asserting GodÕs existence. It is also true, however, that the debate cannot start from
the assumption that God does not exist (atheism in the ordinary sense). What follows is that there
is both a presumption of atheism as well as a presumption of aatheism. This seems correct.
However, not everyone agrees with Flew. According to Michael Scrivenif all the arguments for
the existence of God fail, the only rational posture is to make the negative assertion that no such
being as God exists. Atheism is therefore obligatory in the absence of any evidencefor GodÕs
existence. The difficulty with ScrivenÕs argument lies in an unwarranted assumption regarding
positive existential hypotheses. In other words, Scriven does not treat the proposition(1) God
exists, in the same way he treats, (2) God does not exist. He claims that ifthere is no evidence
for (1) then the only rational course is to believe its denial, namely, proposition (2). But of course
he does not propose the same treatment for (2). He does not suggest that if there is no evidence
for (2) that we should be rationally obligated to believe its denial, namely (1). It is hard to see
how ScrivenÕs claim is anything more than intellectual imperialism.

In summary, there are many different valuable epistemic states of affairs and different
conceptions of warrant to appeal to these values. The evidentialist objection rest upon a
commitment to the foundationalist principle that adequate evidence is a necessarycondition for
warranted belief. But why believe such a thing? Must this hold for all beliefs? Is it impermissible
to believe in God without evidence, proof, or argument at all? Surely some propositions are
properly basic, accepted without evidence. Why not belief in God? In the next sectionI will
argue that the foundationalist conception of warrant is false on the grounds that it is self -
referentially incoherent.
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