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I believe in God. 

 

You might say that the great religious division between 

human beings lies exactly here, between the people who 

can say these words honestly and the people who can’t. 

 

There is a bit of ground clearance needed, it seems to me.   

This particular corner of the field is overgrown with every 

sort of confusion. 

 

Perhaps we should begin by saying that a thoroughly 

scientific approach to the world is not at all incompatible 

with belief in God.   

 

It’s common for atheists to view God as a hypothesis 

whose necessity is diminished with each new scientific 

breakthrough.  As it is common for believers to use God as 

the answer to the things science still can’t explain.  The 

‘God of the gaps’; the one whose power and wisdom 

explains the things we can’t understand, but who is pushed 

more and more to the margin as each successive mystery is 

opened up to our increasing knowledge.   
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Richard Dawkins:  If you don't understand how something 

works, never mind: just give up and say God did it. You 

don't know how the nerve impulse works? Good! You don't 

understand how memories are laid down in the brain? 

Excellent! Is photosynthesis a bafflingly complex process? 

Wonderful! Please don't go to work on the problem, just 

give up, and appeal to God. 

 

So let’s give an example.  The Bishop of Oxford Sam 

Wilberforce, ever after known as Soapy Sam, in 1860 

engaged in a public debate with T H Huxley on the general 

theory of evolution at the in Oxford Museum of Natural 

History.  The general consensus was that he lost the 

argument.   

 

But many Christians these days have no difficulty 

whatsoever in accepting the principles of the theory of 

evolution as central to the way life has developed on this 

planet.  The ones who don’t and won’t accept it are the 

ones who insist on a literal interpretation of biblical texts 

like the first few chapters of Genesis.  Which is an entirely 

different matter. 

 

This is the wrong ground to stand on.    But it isn’t by any 

means the only wrong ground.  Theologians and Christian 

philosophers down the centuries have attempted all sorts of 

proofs of the existence of God: 
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There is an impressive list of them on Wikipedia, which is 

very easy to find.  But here are some of the most frequently 

used: 

 

 The first cause: if you trace the chain of cause and 

effect back and still further back, you must 

eventually reach the first cause of all, in other words 

God. 

 An argument from the simple fact of the existence of 

the universe, which demands an explanation. 

 Other variations which argue back from the moral 

sense and conscience implanted in humanity to God 

as the source of that sense and awareness.   

 Or an argument from perfection: sometimes called 

the Ontological argument.  If you define God as the 

greatest being that could be conceived; well, 

existence must be one of the attributes of this 

supremely perfect being—therefore God must exist. 

 

I heard someone say once that none of these on their own 

can bear very much weight, but maybe taken together they 

might be like individual thin strands of fibre weak on their 

own but strong when woven together to make a thick rope. 

 

But you might equally say that taking them together is like 

stacking leaky buckets on top of one another.  It makes no 

difference how many you add to the stack; it still won’t 

hold the water. 
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There is one basic defect with all of these—granted that 

you accept the logic, where does it get you?  What does it 

tell you about the God whose existence you think you have 

proved? 

 

It tells you almost nothing.  This applies even to the one 

I’ve left till last, partly because it’s the one I find most 

persuasive.  The argument from purpose or design, 

sometime called the teleological argument.  We look at the 

world, making full use of all that we have discovered by 

scientific enquiry, including our own human consciousness, 

and we ask ourselves: could this have arisen by chance?  

Doesn’t it require us to see design and purpose in it all?  

 

The heavens are telling the glory of God; 

   and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.  Ps 19 

 

The philosopher Antony Flew, was a convinced and 

persuasive atheist -- study of his writings threatened to 

topple my own faith when I was studying philosophy at the 

end of the 1960s.  But in the last few years of his life this 

champion of atheism was eventually persuaded by 

precisely this argument – and he began to accept the 

existence of an intelligent being behind the existence and 

design of the universe. 

 

And yet: even this may not get us as far as we think.  Just 

how much can you learn about this creator God from the 

way the universe actually is?   All very well to gaze up into 

the beauty of the night sky and ponder on the majesty of 
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the one who made it so; but reflection on the pain and the 

suffering and general cruelty of much of nature might lead 

your thoughts in a very different direction. 

 

None of these arguments, however vigorously pursued, will 

get you from first principles to fully fledged Christian 

belief.  They may be part of the way you support your 

belief in God; they may be important in reinforcing your 

convictions about the truth of the Christian assertion that 

God is not only a powerful and all-knowing creator, but 

also a loving and sustaining Father.  But they won’t get you 

there on their own. 

 

Which in the end is more or less what Paul had to tell the 

people of Athens. 

 

He saw the altar dedicated “To an unknown god.”  

 

One imagines that among the intelligentsia of Athens there 

were people who were doubtful about the traditional gods 

and goddesses whose worship was centred on the temples 

and the idols which filled the city, much to his disgust.  

People who were prepared to admit to an intelligent 

scepticism, who might well agree that there was a god, but 

who were unconvinced that much could be known about 

him, her or it, or them.       

 

What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to 

you. 24The God who made the world and everything in it, he 

who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines 
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made by human hands, 25nor is he served by human hands, 

as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all 

mortals life and breath and all things.  

 

He goes on to talk about the one God making all the 

peoples, implying that he planted the hunger to search for 

him in them all, and also that he is in reality close to them, 

as even their own Greek poets acknowledged  

 “In him we live and move and have our being”.  

 

But now it was time to leave image worship and all other 

ignorance behind.  Why?  Because  

 

now [God] commands all people everywhere to repent, 
31because he has fixed a day on which he will have the 

world judged in righteousness by a man whom he has 

appointed, and of this he has given assurance to all by 

raising him from the dead.’ 
 

And you see what Paul has done.  He has left the general 

behind and gone straight for the particular.  The history of 

one people over fourteen or fifteen centuries reveals God as 

he deals with them, from the time he calls them out of 

Egypt onwards.  And of that tribal nation, just one tribe, 

and eventually just one man.  Whom he has appointed to 

judge the world … first to save it, though Paul doesn’t say 

that.   And God has shown this by raising him from the 

dead. 
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The scandal of particularity.  This place, this moment in 

time, this people, this tribe, this man.  And the resurrection 

of this man as foundation of the faith—not some add-on 

happy ending to the story: No: it is Square One of the 

Christian faith.  You can’t get round either of these great 

boulders in the road.  Without Jesus Christ, no way to 

know God.  Without the resurrection, no Jesus Christ.   

 

Or, as St John so beautifully puts it in the words we hear at 

Christmas: 

 

No one has ever seen God. God the only Son, who is close 

to the Father’s heart; he has made him known.   


