Atheism

Along with evidences in favor of God’s existence, one must also consider those factors that count against it.  In this chapter, we will examine the following: the problem of evil, the theory of evolution, alleged contradictions in God’s nature, God as a figment of human imagination, and the principle of falsification.

А. The Problem of Evil

The thorniest dilemma in the world of theology is undoubtedly the so-called “problem of evil,” which questions why a perfect God would allow evil and suffering to exist in His creation.  This objection is typically used to substantiate a claim for God’s non-existence.  The argument proceeds as follows: 

· If God is all-powerful, he could eliminate evil.

· If God is all-powerful and good, he would eliminate evil.

· Evil and suffering exist in the world.

· Conclusion: an all-powerful, good God does not exist.

This argument finds expression in another form:  

· Let us assume the existence of an all-powerful, good God.

· There is no reason why such a God would allow evil.

· Evil exists.
· Conclusion: an all-powerful, good God does not exist. 

To this quandary, believers in God propose a number of solutions.  First, God may permit evil out of respect for human free will.  He gave humans freedom of choice in spite of the negative consequences that might follow.  Second, suffering sometimes comes as a punishment for violation of God’s laws.  Third, some desirable character qualities, like courage, compassion, and patience, cannot develop in a world without troubles.  Fourth, evil spirits cause much suffering and affliction.  Finally, evil is only a temporary situation, and someday God will eliminate it.  We will investigate each aspect of this multi-factorial response separately. 

1. Respect for Human Freedom

The believer’s usual response to the problem of evil is that God permits evil and suffering out of respect for human freedom.  God endowed humanity with the quality of freedom of choice and, as a rule, He does not intervene to prevent negative consequences that might result from these choices.  If negative results ensue, God is not at fault, but the person making the choice. 

Critics voice several objections to this view.  An all-powerful God could intervene to prevent negative consequences from occurring.  On the other hand, can we still consider this true freedom?  It seems that true freedom of choice would involve allowing the consequences of free choices to stand.  

Next, could not an all-powerful God create free human beings in a way that they would freely not make bad choices?  Still, we encounter the same difficulty: is this true freedom?  If a person is unable to do evil, is he/she truly able to do good?  Does not doing the “good” require the rejection of evil?  True freedom, it seems, will always include the potential of doing wrong. 

2. Punishment for Sin

According to many faith traditions, God does indeed apply corporal punishment to transgressors of his laws.  This may explain many, but not all, instances of suffering.  Furthermore, the Judeo-Christian faith teaches that our world is under a curse because of the original sin of Adam, from which come the destructive forces in nature.  The key verse relating this idea is Genesis 3:17.  The Lord said to Adam, “Cursed is the ground because of you.”  In other words, the forces of nature, which God originally intended to benefit humans, now cause them grief as well.

At the same time, some object that the degree of punishment experienced does not seem to correspond to the severity of the offense.  People who appear to lead moral lives sometimes suffer more that those who flagrantly sin.  Here believers in God introduce the concept of God’s “general providence.”  When God created the world, He equipped it with a certain degree of autonomy.  Because of the action of natural laws, nature can, to a certain degree, operate independently of God (taking into consideration, of course, that God remains the ultimate source of power for the operation of these laws).
 

Although the laws of nature can, in a sense, operate independently from God, their operation is nonetheless called God’s “general providence.”  It is “providence” in the sense that through the regular and seemingly “automatic” operation of natural law, God accomplishes a certain goal.  Regularity in nature creates the conditions in which free creatures, that is, people, can make decisions and predict the results of those decisions.  Without this stability in nature, it would be impossible to exercise true freedom of choice.  Thus, “general providence” is crucial in God attaining His goal of granting humans genuine freedom.

Consequently, we must make room in our thinking for the concept of “chance.”  If natural laws possess a certain independence in their operation, then certain events can take place that are simply the result of the actions and interactions of these laws, and have no relation to God’s “special providence,” or direct intervention.  Thus, calamities can occur, as Langford expresses it, “from the autonomy of nature,” affecting people regardless of their personal behavior.
 

3. Development of the Soul

Suffering may serve to promote development of several valuable character traits, which could never develop without encountering difficulties and conflict: traits such as bravery, compassion and patience.  This theory concerning the “purpose for pain” is called “development of the soul.”   

This theory, however, cannot explain all instances of suffering or answer all questions concerning it.  For example, not all suffering can be beneficial for the individual, such as the suffering of infants.  What benefit do they derive from it?  Some also question why it takes so much suffering to instill these qualities.  Clearly, the theory “development of the soul,” although valuable, can only serve as one aspect of a multifactorial response to the problem of evil.   

As part of our inquiry here, we must examine the concept of the “best possible world.”  The German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz postulated that God created the best possible world He could, including in it evil and suffering.  This was the only means by which He could accomplish His purpose for humanity.  

Other thinkers qualify Leibniz’s proposal.
  They suggest that our present world is not the “best possible world,” but the world that best prepares us for a world that God has yet to create.  In this present world, we learn lessons and acquire character traits that would be impossible for us to obtain in ideal conditions.  This world, then, is a vital prerequisite for those who will someday inherit the “best possible world.” 

4. The Activity of Evil Spirits

When considering the problem of evil, people of faith keep in mind the presence of evil spirits in the world, a fact accepted by adherents of nearly all religions, who ascribe many of the evils we experience to these spiritual beings.  Many faith traditions recognize a chief among the evil spirits, whom some call “Iblis,” and others call the “Devil” or “Satan.”  

People of faith insist that evil spirits are not equal to God in strength.  At any time, God can stop them and He does, in fact, limit their activity.  Still, God allows evil spirits some degree of freedom.  Why?  He does so likely to accomplish one of the ends described elsewhere in this section: to develop character or test it, to punish sin, etc.  Therefore, the activity of evil spirits can only serve as one aspect of a multifactorial response to the problem of evil.   

5. Other Proposals  

Several other options for resolving the problem of evil are worth mentioning.  Looking at the question from a practical point of view, one may conclude that faith in God is the best hope for deliverance from the power of evil.  Those who reject God’s existence forfeit the chance to benefit from His intervention in their lives – to deliver them both from evil in the world, and evil within themselves.
  In addition, according to Christian teaching, God Himself came down from heaven in the person of Jesus Christ and experienced suffering.  It follows that God is not indifferent to human suffering, but is personally acquainted with it.
  

Next, we can revisit the form of the problem of evil that claims that there is no reason why a good, all-powerful God would allow evil.  It is highly probable that such a reason (beyond what we listed above) does exist, but we may not always know it.
  If we are dealing with a Being of infinite wisdom, it should not surprise us if we do not understand all His dealings with people.

Several writers comment on this idea, ascribing the problem of evil to God’s “secret” will.  Helm writes, “For reasons fully known only to himself, God did not create or sustain those conditions which would have ensured that no sin occurred.”
  In the words of John of Damascus (7th-8th c.), “The Providence of God is beyond our ken and comprehension.”
  Carson, however, offers hope that someday we will more fully understand God’s plan: “Some answers we are not going to receive here; we shall have to wait for the Lord’s return before justice is completely done, and seen to be done.”
  Helseth calls believers to trust God: “We are called to place our confidence in the character and promises of our Father, even when we have no idea precisely what he is doing as he works out the particulars of his sovereign will.”

Finally, faith traditions hold that suffering is only a temporary phenomenon, and that in the future God will eliminate it, at least for those faithful to Him.  Therefore, in answer to the question, why a good, all-powerful God does not destroy evil, people of faith reply, “The time simply has not yet come.”  

6. Conclusion

In summary, one must admit that none of the above offered explanations, taken in isolation, will serve to fully respond to the challenge the problem of evil presents, or explain every painful event in human experience.  Yet, a combination of these factors can provide an adequate response to the presence and activity of evil in the world, depending on the situation at hand.  Therefore, the problem of evil should not unsettle faith in God or in His goodness.
 

B. The Theory of Evolution 

Because of the volume and complexity of the discussion on evolution, instead of attempting a detailed account of the debate we will recommend the writings of the following authors, who can inform us on the question: Henry Morris, Kenneth Ham and Duane Gish.  Also helpful are the online resources from the Institute for Creation Research (www.icr.org/article/Creationism-Principles).  These authors defend the thesis that the Genesis account of creation is accurate and that the earth is young.  Their work stands in contrast to atheistic evolution, which claims an old earth and development through natural selection without the aid of a supernatural power.   

In this discussion, it is important to distinguish atheistic evolution from “progressive creationism” and “theistic evolution.”  Progressive creationism teaches that God created all things in stages.  Billions of years ago, He created the heavens and the earth.  Then after a long period of inactivity, He resumed His work and formed the atmosphere and simple life forms.  Again, after a long pause, He continued and eventually completed His work of creation.  This approach allows for an old age of the earth and the universe.  

Theistic evolution claims that God used the process of evolution to create the world and all it contains.  Theistic evolution differs from progressive creationism in that the latter theory allows for large gaps of Divine inactivity in this process, whereas the former does not.

Whether one holds to the theory of a young earth or an old earth, the important point here is that scientific evidence for an old earth or the process of evolution in no way rules out God’s existence.  The theories of progressive creationism and theistic evolution are totally consistent with both modern scientific claims and faith in God.  They actually provide a more convincing account of origins than atheistic evolution does.  A fuller discussion of the young earth/old earth debate can be found in volume 3 of this series, chapter 12.

C. Contradictions in God’s Nature

Non-believers in God charge that several logical inconsistencies render the existence of such a Being, as He is typically understood, impossible.  We will investigate these claims. 

1. God’s Omnipotence and the “Big Rock” 
Concerning God’s omnipotence, the somewhat comical question arises whether God can create a rock that He Himself cannot lift.  It seems that either answer, yes or no, will lead to a denial of God’s omnipotence.  If God cannot create such a thing, then He is not omnipotent.  If He can create it, but cannot lift it, again He is not omnipotent.  In response, we simply need to ask a further question: “How large must this rock be, so that God cannot lift it?  The only possible answer is a rock of unlimited proportions, since an infinite God would be able to lift any other object.  Yet, since a rock, by definition, is a finite object, it is a logical absurdity to propose the existence of an infinite, finite rock.  Therefore, the question itself is logically absurd.
  

2. God’s Love and His Wrath
Another seeming contradiction in God’s nature concerns the juxtaposition of His love and His wrath.  How can a loving God eternally damn the lost?  Believers in God respond that, along with love, there are other qualities in God’s nature, namely His righteousness and justice.  All of God’s attributes interface with each other in such a way that none of them suffers compromise.  Therefore, a loving God must act in a way consistent with His holiness.  God manifests His love to the degree that the other aspects of His nature “allow” it.
 

Richard Dawkins characterizes the God of the Old Testament as “the most unpleasant character of all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser.”
  Dawkins does not consider, however, that God does not manifest His wrath arbitrarily, but against sin.  In fact, the same negative feelings Dawkins has against such a description of God are the same violent feelings God has toward the kind of behavior Dawkins attributes to Him!  If Dawkins thus justifies his hatred toward God, to whom he ascribes these qualities, then why can God not express His anger toward those who actually behave this way?

3. God’s Goodness and His Freedom
The question also arises about the relationship between God’s goodness and His freedom.  If God must always be “good,” then He must not be truly free.  A free being has the ability to be good or evil.
  Yet again, we have to look at God’s nature wholistically.  God’s nature is holy.  Consequently, acting in harmony with His holy character, He will always use His freedom to do good.  There is no virtue in choosing evil.  The highest use of freedom is freedom not for evil, but from evil.    

4. God’s Goodness and His Sovereignty

The problem here is that if God, in His goodness, must conform to a moral standard, then that standard must be higher than God Himself, since He is obliged to keep it.  Two answers are suggested here: “voluntarism” and “essentialism.”

Voluntarism means that God’s standard of righteousness is based on His will.  God simply chose which traits are good, and which are evil.  He could have created a different standard had He desired to.  Essentialism advances the idea that God’s moral standard is based not on His will, but on His nature.  God commands us to do that which corresponds to His holy nature.  

Several points weigh in favor of voluntarism.  First, God, as the “First Cause,” defines the conditions in which all things exist and function, which means He has the right and freedom to establish any order He pleases.  He could have made a moral standard different from the one He did establish.  Morals are based on the choice of His will.  Second, one may draw a parallel between God establishing His law and His act of creation.  Both took place without any coercion, but as free acts.  Just as creation was a free act of God, He established His law by Divine decree as well. 

Third, adherents of voluntarism echo the objection of atheists, noted above, that God, by definition, must exceed all else in power and authority.  Consequently, no one or no thing can be higher than He can.  Yet, if God must conduct Himself in a certain way, then the standard He follows must be greater than He is.  In the words of Pink, “God is sovereign.  His will is supreme.  So far from God being under any law of ‘right,’ He is a law unto Himself, so that whatsoever He does is right.”
 

We find essentialism, however, more convincing.  God’s standard is not higher than He is, but is an expression of His nature.  God does not submit to some external standard, but simply acts in accordance with His holy nature, as expressed in His laws.  It is interesting to note that, according to the Bible, God cannot sin (see 1 Jn 1:5, Heb 6:18; Tit 1:2; Jam 1:13).  God’s nature will not allow Him to act in contradiction to the laws which are based on that nature.  Thus, no other standard can exist except for the one that now exists.  Erickson concurs, “The law of God, being a true expression of his nature, is as perfect as he is.”
 Strong writes, “God’s being and God’s will eternally conform to each other.”
 

5. God’s Sovereignty and the Creation of Free Creatures
Some challenge the idea that a sovereign God could create truly free creatures.  When free creatures make decisions contrary to God’s will, does not that limit God’s authority and control over creation?  Yet, in reality, the creation of free creatures does not limit, but demonstrates God’s sovereignty.  A sovereign God can do all that He pleases, including create free creatures. 

6. God’s Omniscience and Human Freedom
Similar to the previous point, some claim that human freedom cannot coexist with God’s nature in yet another respect.  If God is omniscient, then He knows each decision people will make.  Yet, if God knows people’s decisions beforehand, then can they make a decision contrary to the one that God foreknew?  It seems, then, that people are not truly free.  They must choose what God has foreknown they will choose.  Therefore, to preserve the idea of human freedom, we must exclude the possibility of God’s existence.

One may respond that God’s omniscience and foreknowledge do not compel people to make one decision or another.  God, for example, foreknows all of His personal decisions, but His choices, of course, are truly free.  His foreknowledge of His own decisions does not compel Him to make them.  In a similar way, His foreknowledge of human decisions does not in any way diminish their freedom.
  Nash expresses this thought well.  Just as a person observing an event does not cause that event to occur, when God, from His eternal perspective, “observes” an event in history (whether past, present or future from our point of view), His “observation” does not cause the event to happen.
 

Therefore, it seems clear that when someone makes a decision, he/she, in fact, exercises his/her own will.  That decision is determined not by the will of God, but by that person’s will.  The fact that God knew about that decision ahead of time in no way interferes with the free expression of human choice.

Francis Pieper states, “Though the omniscience of God extends over all things without exception, it is not the efficient cause of the things which it knows.”
  Henry Thiessen aptly writes, “Free actions do not take place because they are foreseen, but they are foreseen because they will take place.”
  In the opinion of Charles Hodge, “If an act may be certain as to its occurrence, and yet free as to the mode of its occurrence, the difficulty vanishes.”
 William Shedd concurs, “It is knowledge that is confined to divine understanding and never causes an act of the will.”
 

7. Poor Behavior of Believers 
The last objection that we will consider, also voiced by Dawkins, concerns not inconsistencies in God’s nature, but inconsistencies between the stated faith of believers in God and the actual moral quality of their lives.  The behavior of some, it appears, does not correspond to the tenants of their religion. 

Dawkins draws on examples both in Scripture and in contemporary history.
  In the Bible, for example, the daughters of Lot had children by their father; the men of Gibeah raped the concubine of a certain Levite; Abraham lied, and also planned to commit human sacrifice; Jephthah apparently did so to his daughter, etc.  In modern times, we witness wars between so-called Christian nations, terrorist attacks from religious extremists, capital punishment for violations of religious law, various scandals involving religious leaders, etc. 

However, such behavior from the adherents of religion does not contradict, but rather confirm the teachings of faiths that claim that people are sinful and need salvation.  Even people committed to God are still undergoing life transformation, a process that does not immediately reach its desired goal.  In addition, one may challenge the assumption that sincere believers in the true God performed all of the acts mentioned by Dawkins above.  Finally, people generally regard religion as a positive force in humanity and feel that, as a rule, it makes people not less, but more moral.  Exceptional occurrences do not overthrow this position.   

D. Faith in God as Human Imagination

Some atheists, such as Karl Marx, advanced the idea that faith in God is simply a figment of human imagination.  Out of feelings of personal insecurity, people image God’s existence in order to feel more secure and to believe that their lives have significance.  Religion is a “crutch” for weak people.  On the other hand, this view has no substantiation.  No evidence is advanced to prove it.  In fact, one may with equal veracity advance the counterargument that unbelievers imagine God’s non-existence in order to escape living under His authority.
  Moreland adds that even if people do sometimes imagine God’s existence, that does not force the conclusion that He does not, in fact, really exist.
 

E. The Principle of Falsification 

Anthony Flew advanced a somewhat more sophisticated approach for denying God’s existence under the title “the principle of falsification.”  He asks, “By means of which arguments could one convince believers in God to reject their faith?”  The expected response would be, “By no means!”  True believers will not renounce their faith, no matter what.  Then Flew responds that if nothing can be counted as evidence against God’s existence, then nothing can be counted as evidence in favor of it as well.  Thus, it is impossible on these grounds to defend the existence of God.  

Here we are dealing with a question of epistemology.  According to our discussion of “interpretive judgments” in chapter two, believers, holding to such an epistemology, are ready to admit evidences against God’s existence.  They are even ready to admit that some carry weight and have some plausibility.  However, in the light of all the evidence examined and weighed in this chapter and the previous one, the most probable option seems clear: there is a God.     

F. Conclusion

In summary, the arguments employed to reject God’s existence are insufficiently convincing to justify that view.  Faith is God is the more rational option.  An honest and objective look at the total picture will support the conclusion that God, in fact, does indeed exist.  
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