Faith and Reason


The twelfth chapter of Mark Twain's Following the Equator (1897) begins: "There are those who scoff at the schoolboy, calling him frivolous and shallow. Yet it was the schoolboy who said, 'Faith is believing what you know ain't so.'" Undoubtedly, the ever-cynical Twain (Samuel Clemens) agreed with this sceptical caricature of faith. Many Christians, however, would deny that this satirical remark accurately describes their belief in  the Bible as the inspired Word of God. Instead, they would argue that biblical faith is grounded in credible testimony and convincing evidence from a variety of fields of inquiry. Hopefully some of the articles in this series will demonstrate that this is the case. 

Evidence-Based Faith

In the preface to their book I Don't Have Enough Faith to Be an Atheist, Norman L. Geisler and Frank Turek write:
"We are both Christians, but we were not always Christians. We came to believe through evidence. So, the fact that we are Christians is not the issue; why we are Christians is the important point."
Like many Christians, these accomplished apologists came to believe through evidence. They are quick to add: 
“Proof, of course, is no substitute for faith, which is essential to our salvation and for our communion with God. Nor is the study of apologetics disrespectful to our faith. Rather, it augments it, informs it, bolsters it, and reinvigorates it. Were it otherwise, the Bible would not say, ‘Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have’ (1 Pet. 3:15).”
So, we are using the expression "evidence-based faith" to describe trust that is compatible with reasoned conclusions drawn from fields such as science, philosophy, history, eyewitness testimony, and the like. This I believe accurately represents the position of most influential figures within the Restoration Movement. 


Fideism 

The theological position known as fideism stands in marked contrast with evidential apologetics. Elsewhere, in When Skeptics Ask, co-authored with Ron Brooks, Geisler describes this perspective as follows:

Fideism holds that the only way we can know anything about God is by faith. Truth is subjective and personal, so we can believe it but not prove it. There are no rational proofs or empirical evidence that can lead us to knowledge of God. We must simply believe that what He has said in His Word and done in our lives is true. Ultimately, as the old hymn says, "You ask me how I know He lives; He lives within my heart." Søren Kierkegaard is a spokesman of this view. (Online at Microsoft Word - Norman Geisler - When Skeptics Ask.doc – emphasis added)


According to britannica.com “fideism (is) a philosophical view extolling theological faith by making it the ultimate criterion of truth and minimizing the power of reason to know religious truths.” The article continues:  

Strict fideists assign no place to reason in discovering or understanding fundamental tenets of religion. For them blind faith is supreme as the way to certitude and salvation. They defend such faith on various grounds—e.g., mystical experience, revelation, subjective human need, and common sense. A nonrational attitude so pervades their thinking that some assert that the true object of faith is the absurd, the nonrational, the impossible, or that which directly conflicts with reason. 

On the other hand, “Moderate fideists “generally assert that some truths at least (e.g., God’s existence, moral principles) can be known by reason subsequently reinformed and clarified by faith—reason can or must play a role in the search for religious truths.” 


Difficulties

The position that “blind faith is supreme as the way to certitude and salvation” (britannica.com) faces a number of challenges. As Geisler and Brooks point out, “If faith alone is the only way to know truth, why not have faith in the Koran or the Book of Mormon? Fideism doesn’t really attempt to justify any beliefs, so we could simply believe anything that we wanted.” I am reminded of the sincere young Mormon missionaries who quoted Moroni 10:4 (Book of Mormon) to me and urged me to pray for a personal, spiritual witness or testimony from the Holy Ghost confirming the truth of the Book of Mormon. At the time, I did not know that believers in many different religions report “spiritual experiences” that are similar in many ways.

Fideism also faces what is often called the self-referential problem. Again, as Geisler and Brooks explain “if someone does begin to offer some explanation or defence of why he is a fideist, then he has ceased to be one. The minute he offers anything other than, ‘Believe it,’ as support for his position, he has stopped being a fideist and begun using justifiable beliefs. Either fideism is making no truth claims or it is self-defeating. In either case, it cannot answer the question of how we know about God.” 

Various other significant challenges confront the fideist position, revealing its inadequacy as an account of biblical faith.


Mental Assent and Trust 

The late theologian Clark H. Pinnock makes the important point that “faith and reason are certainly not identical” (Faith and Reason, Bibliotheca Sacra, Oct. 1974). He explains that “reason describes the mental process of sifting evidence and evaluating arguments, thinking critically about statements that are made, and striving after rational certainty.” He observes that “faith is very different,” adding:

“According to the Bible, faith covers a wide range of meaning, including believing truth, relying on God, trusting in Him. Theology often refers to cognitive faith, or fides, the act of believing that something is true, and non-cognitive faith, or fiducia, the confidence in God as reliable. Obviously, we cannot have trust in God if we do not first have belief in His reality.”
The terms fides and fiducia are Latin and are not found in Scripture. They represent later theological distinctions rather than biblical terminology. Nevertheless, the distinction that Clark H. Pinnock and others make between "cognitive faith" and "non-cognitive faith" is helpful. In short, the former refers to belief that certain propositions are true, while the latter refers to trust, commitment, and personal reliance upon God.
Consider what we have called "cognitive faith." John wrote his Gospel so that his readers might "believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God" (Jn. 20:31), a propositional claim about Jesus. Similarly, Paul urges us to believe in our hearts that God raised Jesus from the dead (Rom. 10:9), a specific historical and theological claim. The writer of Hebrews tells us that believing God exists is essential to pleasing Him (Heb. 11:6). Yet it is equally clear that mere intellectual assent falls short of the trust essential to salvation. We read that "many even of the authorities believed in him, but for fear of the Pharisees they did not confess it, so that they would not be put out of the synagogue" (Jn. 12:42–43). Their recognition of the truth did not lead to genuine discipleship. Likewise, James reminds us that "even the demons believe—and shudder" (Jas. 2:19). Clearly, simple assent to certain truths does not necessarily result in the trusting commitment that characterizes saving faith.
Scripture also makes clear that trust in God—what Pinnock describes as "confidence in God as reliable"—is central to saving faith. Paul did not have mere assent to doctrinal propositions in mind when he wrote, "I know whom I have believed and am convinced that He is able to guard what I have entrusted to Him until that day" (2 Tim. 1:12). His confidence rested in the trustworthiness of the One in whom he believed. The writer of Hebrews expresses the same confidence when he urges believers to "draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need" (Heb. 4:16). It is this trusting reliance upon God—Pinnock's "non-cognitive faith"—that gives sinful people access to God's gracious gift of salvation (Eph. 2:8).
Typically, Christian evidentialists argue that rational investigation of the evidence provides the basis for faith as a whole. They maintain that Scripture itself supports an evidence-based faith. The Lord has provided a rational basis for believing the truths revealed in Scripture, as well as sound reasons for placing one's trust in Him. Some are “willing to do His will” (Jn 7:17) while others are not (Jn 8:44). 

Scriptural Justification for Evidence-Based Faith 
Nothing in Scripture suggests that faith is independent of adequate evidence or of the exercise of human rational capacities. On the contrary, throughout the Bible the inspired writers repeatedly appeal to credible testimony, fulfilled prophecy, design in nature, logical reasoning, and the like in support of their claims and teachings.

By way of example, consider Paul's argument in Romans 1 that God's existence and divine attributes can be known from creation, even apart from special revelation. The apostle argues that the created order furnishes evidence which, when fairly interpreted, supports belief in the existence of an all-powerful Creator. Those who "suppress the truth in unrighteousness" are "without excuse" (Rom. 1:18–20), for they are held accountable for their wilful rejection of the truth in the face of compelling evidence. The problem is not lack of evidence but an obstinate refusal to draw the appropriate conclusion. “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork” (Psa 19:1) but we must be open to truth.

 Then there is the matter of reliable testimony. Luke introduces his Gospel with the explicit claim that his account to Theophilus is grounded in eyewitness testimony and careful investigation (Luke 1:1–4). The evangelist's purpose is to provide his (likely) patron with certainty that the events recorded in Luke–Acts—Jesus' life, miracles, sacrificial death, and resurrection—are historical realities, not mythical tales or legendary traditions. The "we" passages in Acts indicate Luke's personal involvement in some of the events he records, while eyewitness testimony was still available (Acts 1:3). Moreover, Luke's companion Paul could write in the mid-50s that many eyewitnesses of the risen Christ were still alive (1 Cor. 15:6).

John’s Gospel reinforces this point. When Thomas demanded physical evidence of Jesus' resurrection (John 20:25), he refused to believe the testimony of his fellow disciples, whose witness was deserving of his trust. Following His appearance to Thomas, Jesus said, "Because you have seen Me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed" (John 20:29). John immediately adds:

"Therefore many other signs Jesus also performed in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these have been written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name" (John 20:30–31).

These verses strongly support the conclusion that the Lord intends people to believe on the basis of reliable testimony and compelling evidence.

Then there is the evidential value of prophecy. Throughout the New Testament, the inspired writers repeatedly appeal to fulfilled prophecy as evidence that Jesus is the promised Messiah. For example, in Matthew's Gospel alone, the verb "fulfil" is used about thirteen times in connection with Old Testament prophecy. Thus, Herod's slaughter of the infants (2:17–18), Christ's residence at Nazareth (2:23), His ministry in Galilee (4:14–16), His miraculous ministry (8:17), His teaching in parables (13:35), and numerous other events associated with His life and ministry (e.g., 21:4–5; 26:54, 56; 27:9–10) are presented as fulfilments of Old Testament prophecy. Matthew also employs the expression "it is written" on nine occasions, while Jesus Himself repeatedly directs His hearers to the Scriptures with the question, "Have you not read?" Furthermore, Matthew cites or alludes to the Old Testament at least sixty-five times—the same Old Testament that we can examine today as we evaluate these claims, just like the Bereans (Acts 17:11).

Many believers share our view that human beings, created in the image of God, are rational and capable of evaluating evidence and making choices on the basis of that evidence. We are convinced that it is possible to vindicate and defend the faith, refute opposing beliefs, and persuade those with receptive hearts to place their trust in the living God. But we must stress this point: apologetics does not rival God. It is His powerful word that opens the heart (Rom 1:16; Heb 4:12–13), and it is the tools He supplies that enable the apologist to present the truth clearly and deal with misconceptions. Divine power and human reasoning are not competitors. 
Peter urges his brethren: “but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defence (apologia) to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence” (1 Pet 3:15). We honour our Lord when we do so.
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