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What we’ll cover today

■ Can reason demonstrate the existence of God?

■ We’ll explore this through three classic arguments: 

the ontological, cosmological and teleological, 

assessing their merits

■ We’ll also reflect on how we ourselves make sense 

of our beliefs and experiences by appeal to obscure 

or difficult premises, including those of ‘reason’





(1) Rationalist Theism

■ There are good, rational grounds for religious 

belief so there is no conflict between faith and 

reason

■ In fact rational people should be theists

■ Philosophers have tried to give arguments for 

God’s existence that appeal either to reason (a 

priori) or experience (a posteriori)





Arguments for God

■ Ontological – God’s existence necessarily 

follows from his essence as the supreme being 

(a priori)

■ Cosmological – everything that exists has a 

cause; the universe must have a cause; this 

very first cause is God (a posteriori)

■ Teleological – the universe exhibits order, 

implying an intelligent designer (a posteriori)





Ontological argument

1.  Anselm defined God as ‘a being than which 

nothing greater can be conceived’.

2.  If we conceive of a God that has existence, and 

a God that does not have existence, which would 

be greater

3.  If God with ‘existence’ is greater than God 

without existence, it follows that God must have 

existence in order to be ‘a being than which 

nothing greater can be conceived’.

4.  Therefore, God must exist….



■ On the face of it, the argument is a little 
confusing…

■ In pairs, work out what it is trying to prove, and how

■ What logical problems come up?



Ontological argument

■ Attempts to prove existence from definitions

■ By essence, God must exist, as by being by 

definition perfect, his being must logically 

include existence

■ This is Descartes’ simplified version: God is a 

perfect being; existence is a form of perfection; 

God’s essence therefore includes existence

■ Why doesn’t this work?





Ontological argument

■ Uncritically supposes God essence. What if we 

do not accept this idea of God, that God’s 

essence involves existence, or that God exists? 

■ Leads to absurdity. Could we not prove into 

existence anything ‘perfect’, e.g. a perfect 

island? As one in reality would have more 

perfection than one in the mind, it must exist 

(Gaunilo)

■ Existence is not a predicate. Saying something 

‘exists’ is not a property, but a precondition of 

anything having any properties (Kant)



Arguments from experience

■ A key problem for the ontological argument is 

its over-reliance on logical definitions

■ If by definition God is also omniscient or 

omnipotent, could he produce a stone that was 

too heavy for him to lift?

■ If he is omnibenevolent, what about evil?

■ Theologians and philosophers have therefore 

come up with more robust arguments based on 

empirical evidence…





Cosmological argument

■ Everything that moves is moved by something else.

■ That mover must itself be moved by something else.

■ But this chain of movers cannot be infinite, 

otherwise movement could never have begun.

■ Therefore there must be an unmoved mover – a 

mover that causes the movement of everything else 

but is not itself ever moved.

■ This unmoved mover is what people mean when they 

say ‘God’.





Cosmological argument

■ The argument stems from 

Aristotle, and is developed by 

Aquinas in his Five Ways

■ Another version has 

‘mover’/‘unmoved mover’ 

replaced by 

‘cause’/’uncaused cause’)

■ Aquinas borrowed from Arabic 

philosophers like Ibn Sina

(Avicenna) and Al-Ghazali



Kalam Cosmological argument

■ Ibn Sina: existence is contingent, and cannot 

arise unless it is made necessary by a cause

■ This chain of contingent existents must 

culminate and find its principle in a sole, self-

subsistent existent that is Necessary – ie God

■ Al-Ghazali simplifies this further: 

1. Whatever begins to exist has a cause.

2. The universe began to exist.

3. Therefore, the universe has a cause.



Problems for the 
Cosmological argument

■ In pairs again, discuss:

- what is the argument attempting to prove?

- what problems does it face?



Vs Cosmological argument

■ Circular reasoning. Why do we assume 

everything must have a cause? Why is it not 

instead infinite and eternal? (Hume)

■ Why should causality end? We can readily 

imagine that causes proceed infinitely into the 

future, so why not into the past?

■ Anthropocentric? Just because humans have a 

mother, doesn’t mean the universe has to have 

one too (Russell vs Copleston)

■ Insufficient. God is outside of sense-

experience, and therefore beyond the laws of 

causality (Kant)



Teleological argument



The Teleological Argument

■ The universe has order, purpose and regularity

■ The complexity of the universe shows evidence 
of design

■ Such design implies a designer

■ The designer of the universe is God



Two arguments for design

■ Design via Regularity (Aquinas)

- The universe works to a particular order (planets 

rotate, natural laws, etc.)

- For non-intelligent things to produce order, there 

must be an intelligent being at work.

■ Design via Purpose (Paley)

- Parts of the universe appear to fit for a purpose: 

laws of gravity, motion

- When we observe the sophisticated construction 

of the universe, we would infer an intelligent 

designer had made it for us, just as we would a 

watchmaker a watch



What’s the problem?

■ Anthropocentrism again: it assumes from human 

reasoning that the world was made for us, without 

taking account of coincidence, evolution, the limits 

of human knowledge, etc. (Spinoza)

■ Why does the observation of ‘order’ suppose that 

there must be a beginning, or creator? (Hume)

■ Evil and death. The suffering and problems of the 

world might suggest an imperfect designer (Hume)



Rounding up

■ Are you convinced by any of the arguments 

we’ve discussed?

■ What common premises do they share?

■ Are rational explanations of the divine doomed 

to failure?

■ Where else should we turn to explain and 

understand faith, belief in God, and religion?



Next week…

■ We will turn to Spinoza’s view of God and religion

■ Please watch the video on YouTube and read the 

excerpt provided – Ethics, Part 1, Appendix

■ We’ll mainly be covering Spinoza’s criticisms of 

miracles, prophecy and the bible, and his 

arguments for the social benefits of religion, which 

appear in the Theological-Political Treatise

■ Any questions, do email me! 

Dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk
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