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Practical Atheism
Practical Atheism is any religious view that results in people living and thinking as if there were no God.  Regardless of what they claim to believe, the existence of God has no significant impact on their thoughts or actions.

The driving force behind practical atheism is Scientism & Evolutionism.  These two philosophies have had the largest negative effect on Christianity of any false religion.

Skepticism 
Our culture suffers from blind faith in scientists.  There is an over-confidence in what scientists say.

There needs to be some skepticism in science.  How much do we know for sure from science?  Everything?  If not, where are the limits?  At what points of the pursuit of knowledge does our scientific information stop?

Scientists are capable of making errors.  We know this for sure, because some scientists make claims that contradict those of other scientists.

So when a scientist makes a truth claim, the question isn’t whether science is correct.  Science is just a tool.  The question should always be, “How much possibility for error is there in this claim?”

There is the possibility of logical error.

I was told this week of a scientist who trained a frog to jump on command.
When he said, “Jump!” the frog averaged about 6 ft.
He then cut off one of it's front legs and the frog jumped about 4 ft.  
The scientist then cuts off another leg, it only jumped 2 ft.  
He continued until the frog had no legs.  When he told the frog to jump at this point, the frog did not jump at all.  It just sat there.

His CONCLUSION:
When you remove all of a frog's legs it becomes completely deaf.

There are many scientists who have a very poor command of logic.  

Scientists also make errors of fact.  

No human being has all the facts.  And if you draw conclusions about something while being misinformed about some pertinent facts, your conclusions may be in error. 

Scientists are also capable of making errors rooted out of bias.

Just like all of the rest of us, scientists really want some things to be true, and don’t want other things to be true.  

The question with any scientific conclusion isn’t “Is it scientific or unscientific?” but, “How much possibility for error is there in this theory?”

Scientific claims have varying levels of precision.

Other Avenues for finding truth

There are weaknesses to science, and there are strengths to other means of gaining knowledge, such as eyewitness accounts.

Another point of access we have to truth is philosophy and pure reason.

Scientism is the idea that only science is useful for discovering truth.  Most people don’t hold to that in the radical extreme, but the idea effects them nevertheless.  

People tend to hold something they view as scientific as being much more sure as something they know for some other means, such as philosophy.

And yet, it’s only through philosophy that we believe we can trust science.  The presuppositions of science are not provable by science.

Obviously, you can’t prove the validity of science by science, because if you are going to use science for something, by using it you are assuming it is a valid tool.  So you can’t prove it’s a valid tool by assuming it’s a valid tool.

When we assume science is a valid discipline, we are assuming a lot (that there is a real, objective world that is knowable & consistent, that our senses are generally reliable, etc.)

None of that can be proved by science, yet the scientist has to believe it all in order to have confidence in science.   So the more you undermine non-scientifically gained truth, the more you undermine science.

The next time someone tells you, “I refuse to believe in God unless you can prove Him to me scientifically” you might respond by saying, “You accept all kinds of things without any scientific proof.

You accept
·	that the rules of logic are valid
·	mathematical principles are true
·	language can accurately describe reality 
·	that the world is generally consistent (If 2+2=4 today, it will tomorrow as well)
·	that our senses are generally reliable – except for malfunctions, we assume what we perceive represents reality

Not to mention things like
·	Torturing babies is evil
·	courage & sympathy are good things
·	we ought to be truthful and fulfill our responsibilities

You believe all that without scientific proof, yet you reject one of the most universally believed facts there is just because you lack scientific proof?  Obviously there must be another reason.

If you read an editorial, and decide what the writer is trying to persuade you of, your conclusion may be absolutely true.  You can have a high level of certainty that it is true – suppose 30 of 30 other readers all agree, and the writer himself confirms it.

And yet that entire process has nothing whatsoever to do with science.

Is it a legitimate pursuit to try to determine the intent of the first amendment?  Should the courts make an effort to correctly interpret the law?

That has nothing to do with science.

Discovering “Why?”

It’s not enough for us to know the facts of what happens or has happened.  Far more important is to know why.

The question of why things happen is really at the heart of scientific study.

It seems to me the most basic assumption behind all science is “Things happen for a reason.”  

Science is the effort to discover the reason.

Newton was not content to just know that apples, once released from the branch, tend to accelerate toward the ground at 9.8 m/s2.  He wanted to know why.

He assumed it wasn’t just random movement, but that there was some reason why it happened.

When we see something moving, we assume something made it move.

The assumption that there is always a reason why things happen is the basis of all science.  How could you do any scientific study without holding to that assumption?

If there are two chemicals that explode whenever they are mixed, we don’t assume those are just coincidental, random explosions.  We assume the explosions happen because of the interaction of those two chemicals.

There are two levels of causation: the mechanistic level, and the intelligent purpose level.

After a snowstorm, the walk in front of our house will be cleared of snow.  Why?  

At the mechanistic level, the reason why is explained by the laws of physics.  A flat surface was pushed under the snow, an upward force greater than the gravitational pull was applied to that flat surface which lifted the snow, and then a lateral force was applied that put the snow into motion toward the street, and only when it was brought into contact with the street did friction cause it to stop.

But if you are asking why my walk is clear, that’s probably not the answer you were looking for.  At the intelligent purpose level, the reason is I want people to be able to comfortably and safely make their way to get their mail or go to the bus stop.

Is it unscientific to suggest an intelligent purpose?  No.  The mechanistic reason still stands.  It’s just not the whole story.

When a scientist observes something, sometimes he will assume only a mechanistic cause, and other times he will assume both a mechanistic cause and an intelligent purpose.

When he sees the snow on my lawn, he assumes only a mechanistic cause (the random movements & dynamics of the atmosphere dropped a bunch of snowflakes).

But when that same scientist sees that my walk is clear, he will assume both a mechanistic cause and an intelligent purpose.  

If that scientist is walking in a field and sees where the wind has cleared a path of snow, he will assume only a mechanistic reason.  Why?

You have the same situation in my walk and in the field, yet he assumes an intelligent purpose regarding my walk, and not the field. 

The reason is the appearance of purpose.

There is a reason why a guy would shovel his walk, but no reason why someone would shovel a path in a field.

For all the scientist knows, there was some unusually wind anomaly that cleared my walk, and I was out there in the field shoveling for exercise.

But generally speaking, it is most rational to assume an intelligent purpose behind those things that appear to have meaning.

The purpose of evolutionary theory is to try to explain how seemingly purposeful things could have arisen by random mechanistic causes alone.

They say, “It seems like polar bear has a think coat of fur in order to enable him to survive in the arctic, but maybe both thin and thick coated animals randomly evolved up there, and the thin coated ones all died.”

That theory runs into all kinds of trouble, however, when it comes to explaining why we don’t see random mutations today that improve an organism by adding information.

It also runs into trouble at a myriad of other points, such as instinct (how do steril, suicidal ants evolve when every generation of them kills the genes needed to pass on the trait?) or how life began in the first place.

Many atheists have accused us of committing “The divine fallacy” which says “I can't figure this out, so God must have done it.” 

That is indeed a fallacy, but that fallacy isn’t always present every time we assume a divine cause for something.

I was reading a skeptic’s website in which he was debunking all the myths.  One myth was God, and another was hot streaks in basketball.

He debunked God by pointing out the “divine fallacy” 

He also debunked hot streaks by referring to a study of professional basketball players.  The study found that basketball players do score points in clusters, but within the bounds of random chance.  

If you flip a coin, it doesn’t come up heads and then tails every other time without fail.  Sometimes there will be a cluster of several heads in a row.  If you flip 20 times and get a streak of 4 or 5 heads in a row, that provides us with no reason to assume anything is unusual about the coin, or the flipper; we don’t assume divine intervention, etc.

The laws of probability allow for clusters of coincidental events.  And that’s the way it is with the basketball players.

But the very fact that he refers to that study means that there is some point in which we should accept an answer other than random chance – when things become too coincidental outside the bounds of chance.

If a basketball player shot 30% one year, and the next year consistently shot 80% for the entire year, you would not accept that as a fluke.  You would have to agree that he became a better shooter.

If you flipped a coin 1000 times and it came up heads 1000 times in a row, it would actually be irrational and superstitious to attribute that to chance.  It’s outside the bounds of chance, and it would be more reasonable to assume the coin was weighted or something.

There comes a point when intelligent purpose is a more rational explanation than random coincidence. 

Suppose you are driving along the road and find 1000 pennies lying on the road.  And suppose they are all laying face up.  And they are arranged in a pattern in the shape of Abraham Lincoln.  

Let’s consider two possible explanations.  
1. The coins happened to fall out of passing cars and, over time, accumulated in that spot.  The force of gravity and wind resistance and the laws of motion dictated how they landed, and it was just a fluke that they landed as they did.

2. A person arraigned the coins like that for some reason.

Question: is the first solution for scientific?  No.  If we assume #2, we still acknowledge the existence and consistency of the natural laws.

Science proves that gravity pulls things toward the earth.  But if an intelligent person wants to hold something up in the air, that doesn’t defy science or gravity.  It just exerts a force greater than that of gravity.

If some force is acting on an object, and that object doesn’t respond, then the scientific assumption to make is that an equal or greater force is acting in the opposite direction.  And the more meaningful the actions of that force, the more we assume intelligence.

When you observe something that has meaning outside the bounds of random chance, it is most reasonable to assume some intelligent force brought it to be for some reason.

Is it unscientific for me to assume intelligent design behind a stop light?  No.  What would be unscientific would be to assume the light came together through random chance.

So there are factors that make us assume intelligent purpose behind something.  When should we assume a divine intelligent purpose?

When something happens that clearly has an intelligent purpose, yet is beyond the reach of people.

Miracles

In ages past, people attached unexplainable phenomena to the gods, because they had no other explanation.  Now we understand natural causes for some of those things.  Couldn’t that be the case with the things we point to as divine activity now?

Since we know things happen for a reason, we should seek to discover the most probable explanation for what we observe.

Should we assume everything we don’t understand is a miracle?  Should we assume anything is a miracle?

If we do decide something is a miracle, then what?  What are the implications?  How should we respond?

First let’s define miracles.  What is a miracle?

A miracle is NOT divine intervention.  From the Christian worldview, divine intervention is really a meaningless term.

If God controls everything at every moment anyway, how can He intervene?  

Right now I’m standing here teaching a class.  Is it possible for me to intervene?  No.  

A miracle is when God does something dramatically different than what He normally does.

How do we know when a miracle has taken place?

The same way we know anything else has taken place – by gathering adequate evidence. 

How much evidence should be required for us to accept that a miracle has occurred?

There are two factors:
In general, (1) the more unusual something is, and (2) the more that’s at stake, the more evidence we should require.

1. How unusual is it?

If someone calls and tells me his name is George, under normal circumstances I instantly accept that as fact.

But if he tells me he is President George Bush, I would not believe him unless he provided some convincing evidence.

2. How much is at stake?

If the person on the phone gives me some evidence that he is the president, and wishes me a happy birthday or something and then hangs up, I may be convinced.

But if he tells me it’s a national emergency and instructs me to do something illegal, I would require even more evidence for who he is.

So how should we respond when someone makes a miracle claim?  Like anything else, how much evidence you require is a judgment call.  For me, I generally believe the majority of miracle claims are false.

There are lots of things that happen that a hard to explain, but that have a normal explanation nonetheless.   Christians especially are prone to interpret things as miraculous, so I tend to be very skeptical of miracle claims.

If someone claims a relative had cancer and overnight it inexplicably disappeared, I don’t have too much trouble believing that.  It seems to me that happens from time to time.  

If I have to make some important life decision based on it, I would require significant corroborating evidence, because now more is at stake.

If someone tells me he went to bed last night with only one leg, and woke up with two healthy legs, I would be extremely skeptical and would require significant corroborating evidence, because that is so unusual.

Even if I saw it with my own eyes I would be skeptical, because my eyes have been fooled by magicians many times.

Once it’s established that a miracle has taken place, what does it mean?

God has various reasons for performing miracles, and we can’t know what those reasons are unless He reveals them.

Suppose I’m walking down the street, and I see a crowd gathered around, so I join them to see what they are looking at.  They are all looking up at the sun, which appears to be moving toward the east!

30 hours later it is still daytime, and the sun is still overhead.  Every news agency around the world is reporting about it.

What is the most reasonable assumption?  The most logical assumption is that it is a miracle.  There’s no way the earth could have just suddenly stopped turning, or we would all have gone flying into space at 1000 mph.

How should we interpret it?

We shouldn’t.  Unless God has given some explanation, there is no way to know why He is doing it.

Unless God offers an explanation, we are left with no recourse but to sit and watch.

What if someone claims to know the reason?  Under what circumstances should we believe him?

If He announced it ahead of time, or if he can do miracles at will.

As we read through Scripture, we find that God doesn’t expect people to just believe a prophet is from Him solely based on the prophet’s claims.  God establishes the prophet’s credibility.  

And the very fact that God establishes the credibility of the prophets through miracles is an indication to us that God expects us to only believe when there is adequate evidence.

If someone called you claiming to be the President, and made some extreme demands on your life, what would you accept as adequate evidence that it was him?  It would have to be something that only the president could do.

That’s the kind of evidence God provides.

In fact, God even forbids us to believe someone who does not produce adequate evidence.

Dt.18:20-22
But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to death." 
21You may say to yourselves, "How can we know when a message has not been spoken by the LORD?" 22If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the LORD does not take place or come true, that is a message the LORD has not spoken. That prophet has spoken presumptuously. Do not be afraid of him. 

Knowing the specific future with 100% accuracy is something only God can do.

Guessing with seemingly remarkable accuracy, but not total accuracy, is something people do all the time.

Also, if someone’s doctrine is off, we should not listen to him.
Jer 23:21-22  I did not send these prophets, yet they have run with their message; I did not speak to them, yet they have prophesied.  22But if they had stood in my council, they would have proclaimed my words to my people and would have turned them from their evil ways and from their evil deeds. 

vv.25-40
 
2Th 2:9-12  The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, 10and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing. They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved. 11For this reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie 12and so that all will be condemned who have not believed the truth but have delighted in wickedness. 



 Blind Faith Vs. Faith Based On Evidence

What Is Faith?

Popular Understandings Of Faith 
"Religion is a matter of faith."  Few would dispute this little truism, however fewer still seem to understand what it means.  Defining what it means to "have faith" is something that must be done before there can be profitable discussion about religion.  The prevailing idea about the definition of faith is that it is, at least to some extent, a blind leap in the dark.For a history of the development of the modern version of this view, see Muir Weissinger, The Failure of Faith (London: Julian Friedmann/Frances Printer Ltd., 1983) 47-49.  A person selects a religious system he likes (such as agnosticism, atheism, theism, Christianity, etc.) and injects meaning into that system by believing it.  It is the faith that gives the religion value.  Therefore, if a person is sincere, regardless of what he believes, he is probably on his way to heaven (or whatever ultimate goal his religion espouses).  If this is true, there is no reason why anyone should ever try to persuade someone else to change his religious views.  Accuracy would become irrelevant.  The only thing that should be encouraged is sincerity in belief of one's own ideas, and tolerance of other people's ideas.

This kind of thinking is very common in Christian circles as well.  In fact, Christians seem to multiply the confusion.  There always seems to be a mystical element to people's understanding of faith.  It is thought of as an elusive, ethereal, mysterious phenomena that is far deeper than merely being convinced of facts.  Everyone agrees that faith is a central part of Christian teaching, and that the central tenets of Christianity are basically simple and understandable, but few seem to be able to give a meaningful, comprehensive definition of faith. 

The Correct Understanding Of faith And Unbelief
Faith is neither a leap in the dark nor some magical religious experience.  In fact, as I will demonstrate in this paper, faith is nothing more than being convinced of the trustworthiness of something based on the weight of the evidence for that thing.  

If the subject at hand were anything but religion, this paper would not even be needed.  Those who believe the earth is round, for instance, do not hold that view because they prefer roundness to flatness in principle.  It is no leap in the dark.  People believe the earth to be round because they are convinced by the evidence.   Even people who may feel that a flat earth would be preferable generally believe that it is round anyway - in spite of their preference.  The Bible calls this kind of certainty "faith."

Some people still believe in a flat earth.  The reason these people are criticized for their belief is that to hold the flat earth view one must disregard overwhelmingly strong evidence to the contrary.  Our culture generally considers it irrational to refuse to believe something even in light of overwhelming evidence in favor of that thing.  Richard Swinburne calls this "irrational belief." Richard Swinburne, Faith and Reason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981) 33.  The Bible calls it "unbelief." There is a sense in which faith must precede knowledge, but only in that there must be a willingness to accept the evidence.  This idea is discussed by Anselm.  See Paul Giurlanda, Faith and Knowledge (Lanham, MD, 1987) 192-198.   

Faith, then, is nothing more than believing that which the evidence supports, and unbelief is the irrational and foolish refusal to believe that which has been proven beyond a reasonable doubt. 

Religious Faith
Someone may object at this point: "Religion is different.  There is no hard evidence for religion like there is for science."  I will argue in a moment that there is "hard evidence" for religious claims, however for the sake of argument, let us assume that there is not such evidence.  It must still be recognized that statements about religion are either true or false.  In the days before we had evidence for a round earth, a person who stated that the earth was flat was wrong.  In other words, that which is true stays true even if people believe (or act) to the contrary.

Religion is no different.  The foudational claim of Christianity is the resurrection of Jesus.  This is a claim about an historical event that either did or did not happen.  If Jesus died and remained dead, the religion that claims validity only if the resurrection actually occurred in space and timeThe fact that Christianity claims to be valid only if the resurrection actually happened is discussed in 1 Corinthians 15, particularly in verses 14-19.   is invalid, regardless of how sincerely one may believe in it.  If Jesus did raise himself from the dead, then those religions that claim he did not are in error.

There is also a popular view that all belief is determined by life experience, and not the other way around. Arthur Holmes, All Truth is God's Truth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977) 104.
  There is an element of truth in that, however it is very much an overstatement.  There are many times when a person is convinced of something that goes against his life experience simply on the basis of evidence.  For millennia people believed that the sun moved around the earth.  They arrived at this conclusion from what they experienced.  The experience of the average twentieth century American has not changed with regard to the movement of the heavenly bodies, yet few geocentrists remain.  Similarly, I have noticed no decrease in the likelihood of my contracting the flu in years when I have gotten a flu shot, yet I am convinced that flu shots do make it less likely that I will contract the flu.  Reason often overrides experience. 

Religious faith, then, is no different than belief of any other kind.  It is nothing more than being confident that something is true based on the evidence for its reliability.

Faith And The Purpose Of Religion
Another common thought is that the only real purpose of religion is to encourage good behavior or possibly even give significance to the individual.  If this is the case, it is argued, why does it matter whether the doctrines are true or not?  It is true that there can be some positive benefits that may come from believing that which is not true.  A religion that teaches that we ought to worship bananas because the world was created by a giant banana would be wrong, but if an adherent does an act of love because of his belief in the banana religion, that is good.  This, however, does not make the claim about the creator-banana true, and if it is not true it ought not to be believed.  The banana god, if it does not actually exist, has no power to do anything, and the devotee's life of service to it is futile and pathetic.  This futility is not offset by a few morally sound tenets.  If a person believes that Jews are not fully human and that Germans are racially superior, he is wrong.  This belief may cause the Nazi to help a German who is in trouble.  It is good to help someone in trouble, but it should be done out of humanitarian concern, not racial favoritism.
  
Biblical Descriptions of Faith
As was stated earlier, Christians often confuse the meaning of faith, suggesting that faith is believing apart from evidence.  This view of faith comes, at least in part, from a misinterpretation of passages like Heb.11:1 and Jn.20:29.  The description of faith given in Heb.11:1 seems to remove faith from reason.  Many would paraphrase the verse as follows: "Faith is being convinced of something when there is no evidence, and being certain of something that cannot be proven."  If this is an accurate paraphrase, this verse would certainly suggest a non-evidence view of faith.

In John twenty there is the story of Thomas who required that he be able to actually touch the wounds of Jesus before he would believe.  Jesus accommodated him, but then said, "Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet believe."  This is often interpreted to indicate that it is O.K. to believe based on evidence, but it is much better to believe in the absence of evidence.

 In a recent seminary class discussion on the subject, a student said, "If there is evidence for God, why do I need faith?  My Bible constantly tells me to have faith, but if there is proof that God exists, I do not need faith."  This is a popular sentiment.  The idea that faith picks up where understanding leaves off is reflected in the title of James Dobson's most recent book, When God Doesn't Make Sense.This is a good book.  It is only the title to which I object, and Dobson himself has even suggested that the title is somewhat misleading.  When there is evidence that God will care for us (things are going well, or when truths about God seem reasonable) we do not really need faith.  Faith is the boost that carries us through in times when there is a lack of evidence.  It is a leap in the dark.  The phrase, "a leap of faith" is often used to describe a decision to do something that goes against all reason.

The apologetic response to this has been to point out the uniqueness of trust as an element of faith.  David Clark, in Dialogical Apologetics, argues against what he calls the "intellectual view" of faith, by which he means believing as a substitute for evidence, and against the "personal view," by which he means believing against the weight of evidence. David Clark, Dialogical Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993) 16.   He states that "exercising personal allegiance is not directly related in any way, either positively or inversely, to accumulating evidence." David Clark, Dialogical Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993) 18.  

C.S. Lewis, in his essay, "On Obstinacy in Belief," suggests that one is justified in continuing to trust even in the light of counter-evidence, because trust falls in a completely different epistemic category than science. as discussed in Douglas Groothuis, "Obstinacy in Religious Belief," Sophia vol.32, No.2 (July 1993): 25.  Groothuis takes the argument a step further and points out that the scientist himself has obstinacy in his beliefs when he refuses to immediately drop a theory at the first sign of counter-evidence Douglas Groothuis, "Obstinacy in Religious Belief," Sophia vol.32, No.2 (July 1993): 26. or when he trusts a wiser scientist. Ibid., p. 31.

In order to point out that trust, even in the light of counter-evidence, is not irrational, the example is given of a "child [who] must trust the parent that the pain needed to get a thorn from its finger will eventually stop the pain." Ibid., p.29.  The trust is epistemelogically justified even though it seems irrational.

It is not necessary, however, to place trust in another epistemic category or even to point out the "irrationality" of the scientist who trusts, to defend faith in the face of counter-evidence.  The category is the same, and the trust is entirely rational in the same way scientific theories are rational - it is derived from evidence.  Clark's statement, that trust is in no way related to the accumulation of evidence, is not necessarily true.  Trust may be blind (just as belief in a scientific theory may be blind), but it need not be.  In fact, it ought not be.  We do not leave cash sitting on the dashboard of our unlocked cars when we leave them in parking lots, because we have no reason to believe that those who may happen by our cars are trustworthy.  On the other hand, if a wife has been faithful to her husband for the full thirty years of their marriage, their relationship is strong and healthy, and she has never lied to him; and she arrives home late from a meeting ("counter-evidence"), the husband would be irrational if he accused her of having an affair.  In the same way, the most rational thing a child with a thorn could do would be to trust his parent to do the right thing (assuming the parent has always loved and cared for the child).  Trust is related to the accumulation of evidence.  In this way trust is no different than scientific theory.     

It is the position of this paper that faith is never anything more than believing something based on evidence.  God never calls us to believe anything other than that for which there is the best evidence.  It is always a function of evidence.  God was angry with Israel in the wilderness because they refused to trust him even in light of the evidence of his trustworthiness. Numbers 11:1  When John the Baptist asked if Jesus was the one in whom Israel was to believe, Jesus' answer was nothing but a recitation of evidence. Matthew 11:2-6   Capernaum will receive a greater judgment than Sodom, because although both were guilty of refusal to believe, Capernaum did it in the light of greater evidence. Matthew 11:20-24  This view is described in more detail by Terry Miethe. Terry Miethe, A Christian's Guide To Faith And Reason (Minneapolis: Bethany, 1987) 15-25.

OBJECTIONS

OBJECTION 1: How does this view explain Heb.11:1?
	An accurate look at the verse shows that not only does Heb.11:1 not contradict the evidence view of faith, but it requires it.  
Faith is the hupostasis of things hoped for, and the elegchos of things not seen.  The term, hupostasis is a compound word from hupo (under) and stasis (a setting or placing). George Wigram, "hupostasis," Englishman's Greek Concordance of the New Testament, 9th ed.: 779.  The idea is that of a foundation, particularly the firmness or solidness of a foundation.  From this etymological origin, the term took on the meaning of confidence rooted in foundational reliability, G. Harder, "Form," The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, 1975 ed.: 710-14. which is how it is used in the New Testament. II Co.9:4, II Co.11:17, Heb.3:14, and here  The only exception is Heb.1:3.  Faith, then, is being confident of something because it has a firm basis in truth. The question of which evidence is strong enough to provide a rational basis for such confidence is a separate question which will be discussed briefly in the last section of this paper.  The point here is simply that the word faith has no inherent meaning that is contrary to the thesis of this paper: that faith is believing based on evidence.  

The form of the verse is parallelism.  The same truth is stated twice in different terms so as to provide a clearer understanding and to highlight the main point.  The ideas that are repeated become the primary message of the verse.  The word the writer uses to restate hupostasis is elegchos. This term is a more difficult term to define, as it is used only one other time in the NT, and then in an entirely different context. II Timothy 3:16  The meaning, however, must support hupostasis since it is in parallel form.  The best understanding of this term seems to be confidence in the sense of religious conviction. "elegchos," Thayer's Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, p.202.
  The chapter begins, then, by describing faith as a strong religious belief in what we hope for because it is firmly founded in reliability.  The chapter goes on to illustrate the meaning of this in religious life.  In each case, the man of faith did the right thing based on his confidence in what God said.  Noah's act of faith, for example, was heeding God's warning and building an ark to protect him from a coming disaster that had no visible signs.  

The reason believing in the absence of physical evidence is commended, is not because faith is not based on evidence. It is because it demonstrates that the person considers God's word a factor that is rooted deeper in truth than tangible observation.  Noah did not believe the flood was coming in the absence of evidence.  He believed it precisely because of the evidence.  He considered God's word to be evidence that was stronger than the counter-evidence (physical observation).  Noah had faith; that is, he believed that which the strongest evidence supported.  The rest of the people did not have faith, because they believed contrary to the strongest evidence. 

OBJECTION 2: How Does This View Explain John 20:29?

This story, on the surface, may appear to support the non-evidence view of faith.  Thomas' requirement of proof was tolerated, but belief in the absence of such proof is preferred.  The problem with this interpretation is that evidence is considered simultaneously good and bad.  

If faith is understood as believing something based on the weight of the evidence for it, however, this verse makes perfect sense.  In Thomas' case, Jesus previous words about his resurrection and the teaching of Scripture were not enough to convince him that Jesus would, in fact, rise.  His own observation, however, was enough to convince him.  Thomas' problem was not that he required evidence, but that Jesus' words were not strong enough evidence to convince him.  

Suppose there were a reliability rating system for evidence, and 50 on this scale was the level at which someone was convinced.  If Thomas' own observation rated at 75 on this scale, Jesus' words would rate somewhere lower - perhaps 10 or 20.  The reason those who believe without having seen are called blessed is because the fact that they believe means they place God's Word high on the scale.  The passage, then, does not promote irrationality.  On the contrary, if there is sufficient evidence that the Bible is God's Word, and that God is reliable, then the most rational thing a person can do is consider it higher than any other source on the reliability scale.

Is God Reliable?

Someone may agree with all of that, but argue that the religionist must begin with a leap of faith by assuming that God exists, that he is reliable and that we know what his Word is.  This is another misunderstanding.  Faith in God and his Word are also based completely on evidence.  The evidence for the reliability of God and the Bible is the testimony of a man who was able to raise himself from the dead.  Again, it is more rational to believe a man who can, and did, raise himself from the dead than to believe someone who does not have that ability.

It may be argued that perhaps Jesus did not rise form the dead.  Some say that the events were not accurately recorded in history.  Others suggest that if they were accurate, they are now hopelessly altered.  To answer all the objections would be beyond the scope of this paper (although I am convinced that each objection does have a very good, rational answer based on historical evidence and logical thought).  My purpose here is to simply demonstrate that a "blind leap" is not only not necessary for having faith in the existence and reliability of God and in the accuracy of the Bible, but it is actually undesirable.

The question then becomes, "What of the people who believe Christianity apart from evidence or reason?  Is that good or bad?"  The answer, very simply, is that it is good that they believe the truth, but bad that their belief does not have evidence as its foundation.  Such a person is not very safe in his belief, because it has no foundation.  

Suppose a person were convinced of the notion that kindness is better than cruelty, but he became convinced of that by means of poor evidence and faulty reasoning.  Perhaps he did a kind deed and had a nice feeling as a result.  From this feeling he deduced that kindness must be good (This is faulty reasoning, because emotions do not always correspond to reality).  In this case it is good that the person believes kindness to be good, but bad that he believes it based on faulty reasoning.  The reason it is bad is because faulty reasoning can lead people astray.  Suppose that person committed an act of cruelty and felt a feeling of satisfaction.  The person may then be converted to believing that cruelty is the best policy.  

Conclusion

Faith is believing something based on the evidence for it.  When God calls for people to have faith in him, he is not calling them to believe in the absence of evidence; he is calling them to consider him a more reliable piece of evidence than any counter-evidence.  

If the strongest evidence points to atheism everyone ought to be an atheist (assuming they have access to this evidence).  If the facts point to Islam, it is irrational and foolish for anyone not to be a Muslim.  Similarly, if it can be shown beyond a reasonable doubt that Jesus was reliable in what he taught, then no valid reason remains for anyone to believe anything that contradicts those teachings.

This has implications not only for someone's initial decision to believe the tenets of Christianity, but also for the person who would, in the words of Paul, "live by faith."  Faith is not some mystical optimism with the power to actually make things work out better.  Again, it is nothing more than believing that which is most probable.  This is why faith can carry a Christian through a difficulty, but at the same time is no aid to an unbeliever.  God has said that he will work everything out in the best interests of his own (Ro.8).  No such promise is made for those who are not part of God's family.  Faith is not hoping against hope that thing will work out, it is being convinced that God was reliable when he claimed to be good.  If so, then the evidence demands that a person count on God to do what is good whether it appears good or not. 

