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LEARNING OUTCOMES:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

• The meaning of the term theist, atheist and agnostic;
• Arguments for the existence of God, including strengths and weaknesses of each:

1. The First Cause argument
2. The argument from design
3. The argument from religious experience
4. The moral argument

• The debate between creationism and science about the origin of the universe:

   The Existence of God
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1. Creation stories from different world religions
2. The views of world religions on how people relate to the universe
3. Scientific ideas about the origins of the universe and people including the Big Bang and evolutionary 

theories.

KEY TERMS
Theist – a person who believes in the existence of a god or gods;

Atheist – a person who disbelieves or lacks belief in the existence of a god or gods;

Agnostic – a person who believes that nothing is known or can be known of the existence or nature of god.
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ARGUMENTS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD
Many theists such as the Dominican friar Thomas Aquinas (1225 – 1274) have attempted to provide 
arguments to convince people that the existence of God can be proven. In the CCEA GCSE Religious Studies 
specification there are four arguments for the existence of God to consider.

ARGUMENT 1 – THE FIRST CAUSE ARGUMENT
In very basic terms, this ‘proof’ for the existence of God claims that because the universe exists, someone or 
something must have ‘caused’ it to exist. That someone or something must be God.

Aquinas argued that everything in the universe has a cause, that every event or action is the direct result 
of another. He believed that there could not have been an infinitely long chain of cause and effect but that 
there must have been a first cause to start the whole process. God is the first cause, according to Aquinas.

The domino analogy is often used to describe the First Cause argument:
Imagine a row of dominoes, each placed on its edge so that if one fell it would knock the rest of them over. 
We could leave the dominoes to stand and without a cause, the first one would not fall over on its own. It will 
not spontaneously fall over as things don’t just happen unless something causes them to happen. However, 
if there is an outside force and something causes the first one to fall over e.g. someone pushed the first 
domino, there will be a chain reaction and they will be all knocked over.

Therefore, Aquinas believed that God was the First Cause who set the universe going. He believed that this 
argument was evidence that God was a necessary being, in other words, the universe must have a cause 
and therefore God must exist!

Finally, Aquinas argued that God must be an uncaused cause, that God is the only thing that exists that is 
exempt from having a cause. Aquinas wrote:

It is necessary to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of God.

This argument for the existence of God does have clear strengths for the religious believer.

For example, this argument is consistent with the teaching found in the book of Genesis, that God created 
the universe out of nothing (ex nihilo).

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty.
Genesis 1:1-2
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The First Cause argument is also supported by modern Christians who accept the Big Bang theory and who 
try to reconcile religious and scientific beliefs about the creation of the universe. For example, in 2014, Pope 
Francis declared that the Big Bang was not ‘incompatible’ with the existence of a creator. He said:

The Big Bang, which today we hold to be the origin of the world, does not contradict the intervention of the 
divine creator but, rather, requires it.

On the other hand, this argument for the existence of God does have weaknesses. For example, there is a 
serious flaw within Aquinas’ First Cause argument. He argues that everything that exists must have a cause 
except God who is the ‘uncaused cause’. How can the First Cause be unique and be exempt from needing a 
prior cause? 

One of the key objections to what is also referred to as the cosmological argument is that there is no 
evidence for an ‘uncaused caused’ or God. Many philosophers reject the idea that the universe had to have a 
cause and that a divine being was this cause. For example, Bertrand Russell argued that ‘the universe is just 
there and that’s all there is to say.’ He argued that just because other things have causes, it doesn’t mean 
that the universe must have one too. Just because every human has a mother, it does not follow that the 
universe has to have a mother!

It is also flawed to argue that God must be the cause behind the Big Bang. Just because we can’t be 
absolutely certain about what caused the Big Bang, it doesn’t mean that it is correct to imply that God must 
have been the cause. To make this assumption is to become guilty of what Nietzsche implied was the ‘God of 
The Gaps’ perspective. The German theologian Bonhoeffer agreed that this was a flawed approach when he 
said: ‘How wrong it is to use God as a stop-gap for the incompleteness of our knowledge.’

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Outline the first cause argument for the existence of God put forward by Thomas Aquinas. (5)
2. Explain why some people reject the first cause argument. (5)

ARGUMENT 2 – THE ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN
This ‘proof’ for the existence of God asserts that 
because the universe is so ordered and complicated 
and shows evidence that it has been designed, there 
must be an intelligent designer and this intelligent 
designer must be God.

William Paley (1743 – 1805) is best known for 
developing this argument and to explain it, he used the 
analogy of the watch which in the 18th century was 
considered to be one of the most complicated things 
that existed:

In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against 
a stone, and were asked how the stone came to be 
there; I might possibly answer … it had lain there 
forever. But suppose I had found a watch upon the 
ground, and it should be inquired how the watch 
happened to be in that place; I should hardly think of 
the answer I had before given, that for anything I knew, 
the watch might have always been there ... There must 
have existed, at some time, and at some place or other, 
an artificer or artificers, who formed [the watch] for 
the purpose which we find it actually to answer; who 
comprehended its construction and designed its use.
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As outlined above, Paley argued that if someone came across a watch on the ground, he would assume that 
its many complex parts fitted together for a purpose and that it could not have simply always existed like 
the stone. The watch is so complex that there must be a designer and maker of the watch. Likewise, the 
world is so complicated and intricate that it too must have had a designer and a maker!

Paley, therefore, made a comparison between the watch and the universe and between the watchmaker and 
God. Just as the watch reveals an unknown watchmaker so the universe reveals an unknown Creator who has 
designed the universe so that conditions are ‘just right’ to sustain life. For example, if Earth was located any 
closer or further away from the sun, then life on earth would not be possible. The idea that conditions on 
earth are ‘just right’ is sometimes referred to the ‘Goldilocks Principle’. Can things be ‘just right’ by accident 
or does it point to a designer? Paley preferred the final option.

He used the example of how complicated the human eye is to argue that humans must have been designed. 
Paley also referred to the structure of bird’s wings and the rotation of the seasons as evidence of a designer 
who has ‘fine-tuned’ the universe for the existence and sustenance of life.

TASK
Watch ‘Intelligent Design: Crash Course Philosophy #11’ via YouTube for a good overview of this argument 
for the existence of God.

This argument for the existence of God has strengths for the religious believer.

For example, this argument is also consistent with the teaching found in the book of Genesis, that God 
designed and created the intricate components of the earth:

Then God said, “Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit 
with seed in it, according to their various kinds.” And it was so … And God saw that it was good.
Genesis 1:11-12

It is also consistent with the message from Genesis 1:27 that God designed and created humans ‘in his own 
image’.

However, this argument for the existence of God has several weaknesses.

For example, is the universe really that well designed? If it was designed, why are natural disasters such a 
common occurrence? According to the World Health Organisation a natural disaster:

‘is an act of nature of such magnitude as to create a catastrophic situation … and people are plunged into 
helplessness and suffering.’
https://www.who.int/environmental_health_emergencies/natural_events/en/

Natural disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis, landslides and hurricanes kill around 90000 people per 
year and affect approximately 160 million people. Would a loving and powerful God have designed and 
created such a world? For this reason alone, many philosophers argue that it is illogical to believe that the 
universe was created by an intelligent designer.

A second weakness of this argument is that the idea of an intelligent designer has been disproven by 
Darwin’s theory of natural selection which explains that species have developed over millions of years as 
opposed to having been designed. As Darwin himself wrote: 

The old argument of design in nature, as given by Paley, which formerly seemed to me so conclusive, fails, 
now that the law of natural selection has been discovered.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Explain how the argument from design can be used to prove the existence of God. (5)
2. Do you think there is evidence in favour of an Intelligent Designer? (5)

https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/emergencies
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ARGUMENT 3 – THE ARGUMENT FROM RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE
Many people have had religious experiences which has led them and others to believe that they have 
experienced God. If they have experienced God, then God must exist.

There are many different types of religious experience, and the English philosopher Richard Swinburne (born 
1934) has discussed these at length. For example, there are public experiences such as the three children 
who claim to have had visions of Mary in Fatima in 1917. There are also private experiences of God such 
as those found in scripture e.g. Moses and the burning bush and Paul’s vision on the road to Damascus. 
Such examples of experiencing or being in the presence of something greater are referred to as numinous 
experiences. Other private experiences of God can simply be an ongoing feeling some individuals have that 
God is guiding their life. 

Swinburne argued that we should not be suspicious of the accounts given by people who have claimed that 
they have experienced God. He used the principles of credulity and testimony to explain why this should be 
the case.

The Principle of Credulity refers to our ability to believe that something is real or true. If we normally trust 
our senses when judging if something is real or not in our everyday experiences, then we should also trust 
our senses if we have a religious experience and accept that it is real. 

‘We ought to believe that things are as they seem to be, until we have evidence that we are mistaken.’
Richard Swinburne

Swinburne added that there are special considerations and that if we experience something after taking 
drugs, have gone without food for a long period or have a history of having hallucinations then the 
experience can’t be proven to have been real.

The Principle of Testimony relates to trusting the testimony of other people in relation to religious 
experiences they have claimed to have had. Swinburne argues that in the same way that it is reasonable to 
trust our own sense of religious experience, it is also reasonable to trust the testimony of others about their 
religious experiences. Again, he outlines some special considerations and says that we should not believe 
reports of religious experiences from people who are proven liars, people who are drug users or people who 
have something to gain from fooling us.

‘(In the absence of special considerations) The experiences of others are (probably) as they report them.’
Richard Swinburne
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Put together, the two principles request that we accept religious experiences as being authentic unless we 
have good reasons not to. While some religious experiences may be illusions, it can’t follow that they all are. 
Therefore, according to Swinburne, if many religious experiences are authentic, this evidence must count 
towards proof that God exists.

The argument from religious experience for the existence of God has many strengths. For the religious 
believer, this argument is supported by substantial numbers of people who have had such experiences, 
experiences which have had a significant impact on their lives. Many examples of religious experience have 
been investigated thoroughly and have been found to be credible. For example, since 1862, seventy medical 
cures associated with Lourdes have been certified as “miraculous” by the Catholic Church, which established 
its own Medical Bureau in 1883 to review and evaluate the various claims of cures. 

Also, in many cases, the religious experience has been shared by a number of people and appeared very 
real to everyone involved. For example, in 1879 a group of 15 people in Knock reported that they had an 
apparition of an altar with a lamb surrounded by angels with Mary, Joseph and St John standing beside them 
in prayer. 

On the other hand, there are weaknesses associated with this argument for the existence of God and many 
people are not convinced by it. In the first instance, it is very difficult to prove that the experiences are 
real. In the majority of cases, the experience is very subjective and are personal and private so there’s no 
empirical or verifiable evidence to prove if they are real or not. According to the Scottish Philosopher David 
Hume (1711 – 1776):

‘There is no instance in which the best explanation is simply God did it.’

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) believed that religious experiences were illusions resulting from psychological 
desires to help us cope with the real world. He argued that all religious beliefs are “illusions and insusceptible 
of proof.”

Another criticism that undermines the credibility of this argument for the existence of God is that if these 
experiences are in fact real, why has God only selected some people to communicate with and has ignored 
the needs of the majority of ordinary people who have faith yet who don’t benefit from religious experiences. 
For example, each year around half a million people die from brain aneurysms. However, in 2011 Floribeth 
Mora Diaz developed a brain aneurysm and was given a month to live by her doctors. After her diagnosis 
she had a vision of Pope John Paul II and subsequently she became well, and her religious experience was 
declared miraculous by the Catholic Church. If religious experiences are genuine, why do more people not 
benefit from them and surely a benevolent God would want to help more people, especially those who have 
faith and pray to ask him for help.

TASKS
Answer the following questions: 
1. Describe the argument from religious experience for the existence of God. (5)
2. Explain why some people reject the argument from experience for the existence of God. (5)
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ARGUMENT 4 – THE MORAL ARGUMENT
This argument is based on the assumption that 
all people, regardless of where they live or what 
religion they profess to believe in (if any) have an 
innate or inbuilt sense of right and wrong. This 
sense of morality must have come from someone 
or something more powerful than humans. That 
someone or something must be God.

Aquinas outlined the argument as follows:
• Humans experience things that are good, true and noble. Humans are also aware of evil, the opposite of 

good.
• The vast majority of people experience this sense of morality despite having cultural differences.
• Therefore, there must be an absolute standard of goodness which has been given to all of humanity.
• There must also be a source of this goodness, from something that is more true, good and noble than 

humans are.
• That source must be God. Therefore, humanity’s knowledge of good and evil proves that God exists.

Therefore, there must also be something which is to all beings the cause of their being, goodness and every 
other perfection; and this we call God.
Thomas Aquinas

This argument for the existence of God has key strengths. It is easy to observe various societies across 
the world and conclude that there is a very common approach to morality. All societies will attach great 
importance to family, protect the weak and vulnerable, respect the property of others and defer to authority. 
There are universal moral values and it appears logical to assume that these morals do have a source.

German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804) believed that this rational argument for belief in God 
was the most satisfactory approach and agreed that because humans have moral thoughts there has to be 
an assumption that God exists. Kant believed that the ultimate goal of every human was to bring about the 
summum bonum or the ‘highest good’ but that it isn’t actually within the power of humans to bring this 
about. He argued that there must be a higher power who has the ability to create the summum bonum or an 
afterlife where moral virtue can be rewarded for eternity. Accepting the existence of the higher power who 
would bring about the summum bonum was equivalent to belief in the existence of God.

However, like all of the other arguments for the existence of God, the moral argument also has weaknesses. 
One weakness is that if morals come from the authority of a higher power, why are there so many differences 
of opinion on moral issues between individuals and between groups. One would imagine that there would be 
greater consistency and fewer divided opinions on issues such as for example, abortion, contraception and 
divorce. 

Another weakness associated with this argument is that there is an alternative explanation as to why people 
in general share similar moral values. Richard Dawkins (born 1941) argues that humans are controlled by 
genes which exist to help the human species survive. He argues that morals are a product of the evolutionary 
process. Dawkins argues that we have an evolved intuitive sense of right and wrong, what he calls a ‘lust to 
be nice’. He believes that “The lust to be nice has been hard-wired into us from the time we lived in close 
kinship groups.” He uses the analogy ‘you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours’ to explain why most people 
naturally try to behave morally towards each other.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Outline the moral argument for the existence of God. (5)
2. “Trying to prove God’s existence is a waste of time.” Do you agree or disagree? Give reasons for your 

answer. (10)
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THE DEBATE BETWEEN CREATIONISM AND SCIENCE

Creation stories from different world religions

Christianity
The book of Genesis outlines the Biblical view of Creation. Some Christians believe that this is a literal 
account of how the universe was created while other Christians believe that it is more of a symbolic account 
and not meant to be taken literally.

Below is an outline of the stages of creation from Genesis 1:1-2:3.

Genesis 2:4-25 contains a slightly different order of creation. In this second version, God made the heavens 
and the earth first but then made Adam ‘from the dust of the ground’. Adam was placed in Eden with plants 
for food. God then created the animals and Adam named them. Then, God caused Adam to fall into a deep 
sleep, took one of his ribs and made Eve from the rib.

Day 1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth … God said, “Let there be light” and 
there was light. God saw that it was good and he separated the light form the darkness.

Day 2 God said, “Let there be a vault between the waters” … God called the vault “sky”.

Day 3 God said, “Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear” … 
God called the dry ground “land” and the waters he called “seas”.

Day 4 God said, “Let there be lights in the sky to separate the day from night” … God made the sun, 
moon and stars.

Day 5 God said, “Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth.”

Day 6 God said, “Let the land produce living creatures” … and it was so.
Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image … so that they may rule over the fish, the 
birds and the livestock.” 

Day 7 On the seventh day God had finished all the work that he had been doing so he rested from 
his work.
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The place of humanity in the created order
The Genesis accounts of Creation teach humans a number of lessons in terms of how they should relate to 
the universe and to each other.

So God created mankind in his own image,
In the image of God he created them;
Male and female he created them.
Genesis 1:27 NIV

As the above quotation from Genesis indicates, the story of creation reveals that God creates humans in his 
image and likeness. Therefore, all human life is sacred. It is God who gives life and only God can take it away. 
The message for humanity is that we must respect the lives of all fellow human beings regardless of race, 
religion, gender or any other perceived differences. The creation account in Genesis also informs people that 
humans have a special relationship with God – it is the responsibility of humans to worship God and give 
thanks for what he has created.

The story of creation in Genesis also confirms that the creation of humans is not an accidental or random 
act. God has intentionally created humans with a Divine purpose in mind. God clearly communicates this 
purpose when he creates Adam and Eve to live together and to ‘be fruitful and increase in number’ (Genesis 
1:28).

In the second Creation account in Genesis 2, we are informed that ‘God took the man and put him in the 
Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.’ Humans are therefore called to be stewards of God’s creation 
and as caretakers must be responsible for the protection of the environment and the welfare of animals.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Describe what one world religion you have studied teaches about the creation of the universe. (5)
2. What does the story of creation reveal about the role of humans? (5)

Islam
Different passages throughout the Qur’an provides information about the various stages through which Allah 
created the universe.

‘Allah, who created the heavens and the earth in six days and then established Himself above the Throne.’
Qur’an 7:54

The Qur’an states that in the beginning, the universe started as one entity. Allah created the distinct features 
of the universe by commanding things to come into being. He formed the sun, moon and planets. Muslims 
believe that Allah created angels before humans.

Allah sent angels to Earth to collect seven handfuls of soil, all different colours, and that with soil Allah made 
the first man, Adam, breathing life and power into him. Eve (Hawa), the first woman, was created from the 
side of Adam and lived with him in Paradise.

The Earth had been created to allow Adam and Eve and their descendants to live and to thrive.
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Hinduism
Hinduism is a pluralistic religion so there is no single story of creation. However, unlike the Abrahamic faiths, 
Hinduism generally accepts that the world goes through cycles of creation and destruction. Hindus believe 
in a universal God called Brahman. The other gods of the Hindu faith represent different aspects of Brahman 
and this is evident form creation stories.

The key gods in the Hindu Trinity are Brahma (The Creator), Vishnu (The Preserver) and Shiva (The Destroyer). 

In the beginning there was nothing but an ocean on which Vishnu lay sleeping on the coils of a huge sea 
snake. A lotus flower grew from his navel and Brahma was sitting on the flower. Brahma then split the flower 
into 3 parts to make heaven, earth and sky. Brahma created vegetation and creatures out of himself: from 
his mouth, his head and his hands. 

Once created, the universe is preserved by Vishnu and will be destroyed by Shiva so that Brahma will begin 
the process once again.

Since Brahma is part of Brahman, Hindus believe everything that exists is part of God. Like humans, the 
universe is caught up in the cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth. Therefore, this is not the first universe, nor 
will it be the last. 
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SCIENTIFIC IDEAS ABOUT THE ORIGINS OF THE UNIVERSE

The Big Bang
The Big Bang Theory is a scientific answer to the question of how the universe began without the need of a 
god or intelligent designer. 

Supporters of the theory such as English physicist Stephen Hawking (1942 – 2018) believe that about 
13.7 billion years ago there was an explosion in space when the early universe expanded caused by high 
density and high temperature. The universe basically inflated into existence. After this initial expansion, the 
universe began to cool. After millions of years, matter began to form, and forces of physics began to emerge 
e.g. gravity, electro-magnetism and nuclear forces which governed the behaviour of the material created by 
the explosion. Eventually, atoms of hydrogen and helium formed, and these gases enabled the galaxies and 
stars to form. At 10 billion years, planets started to form and after another 2 billion years, the earliest life 
forms developed on planet Earth.

Watch a brief explanation of the big bang by following the link below: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gs-yWMuBNr4 

Some Christians who take Genesis literally will not accept the Big Bang Theory. Fundamentalist Christians 
believe that the Bible is the Word of God and everything in it must be the truth and therefore the Big Bang 
cannot be correct. Young Earth Creationists, for example, argue that the Earth and all the lifeforms in it 
were created by God between 6,000 and 10,000 years ago. In 2017, a survey found that 38% of adults in the 
United States held this view.

However, many religious believers can accept the Big Bang Theory because they believe that the Genesis 
account of creation is symbolic and not meant to be a literal account of creation. The key message of the 
story is that God is involved in the process of creation and the Big Bang doesn’t contradict this message.

The Big Bang Theory is also acceptable to those who accept Aquinas’ First Cause Argument for the existence 
of God. Many modern Christians accept that God could have initiated the Big Bang. For example, in 2014, 
Pope Francis declared that the Big Bang required the intervention of God. 

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Explain the scientific view of the creation of the universe. (5)
2. “The Big Bang Theory challenges the idea of God as a Creator.” Do you agree or disagree? Give reasons for 

your answer showing that you have considered different points of view. (10)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gs-yWMuBNr4
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Evolution
In 1831 Charles Darwin (1809 – 1882) travelled to study wildlife in South America and his findings led to his 
theory of evolution by natural selection. This theory has been proven correct with the discovery of fossils 
showing how different species have adapted over millions of years.

Darwin noted that while there are fundamental similarities within different species of animals, there can 
be wide variations in their size and the shape of their key features. For example, on the Galapagos Islands 
he noticed that that finches on different islands had different sized beaks and that the beaks were different 
depending on their source of food. He concluded that the finches on each island had changed over time as 
they adapted to their surroundings in order to survive. This led Darwin to the idea of ‘survival of the fittest’ or 
Natural Selection. In other words, many species came into existence but did not last as they failed to adapt 
to suit their environment. However, the species that were best suited to their environment survived and 
passed the qualities needed to survive to their offspring and this continued from generation to generation. 
Those that survive are the fittest and pass their advantages on to the next generation – this is “Natural 
Selection”.

Watch a brief explanation of evolution by following the link below: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BcpB_986wyk 

For example, there is evidence that the modern horse has evolved over a period of about 50 million years 
from a small dog sized forest dwelling animal into an animal adapted to living on open land. To survive, 
the horse’s predecessors needed to be capable of greater speeds to outrun predators and this was attained 
through the lengthening of its limbs over millions of years.

Darwin himself didn’t say much about the actual origins of life on earth but modern evolutionary biologists 
such as Richard Dawkins have written extensively that the origins of all life. They consider evidence of a 
process of simple life forms about 3.5 billion years ago adapting to form more complex organisms over 
millions of years with the first homo sapiens becoming distinct around 300,000 years ago. Throughout these 
millions of years, species have changed and evolved into the wide variety of plants and animals we have in 
existence today.

Today, not all Christians accept evolution especially those who take Genesis literally e.g. Young Earth 
Creationists. Evolution totally contradicts a literal reading of Genesis because it asserts that it took several 
million years for life to evolve. Many Christians also argue that the theory of evolution does away with the 
idea that humans were created directly by God in his image and it makes no distinction between humans 
and fish, birds and other animals. They claim that it is wrong to accept that humans have all simply 
developed over time like all other life forms, that humans are simply part of a natural process and not a 
special act of God.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BcpB_986wyk
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However, religious believers who accept that Genesis is not a literal account of the origins of life on earth 
can accept evolution because the language of Genesis is only symbolic. Many Christians believe that God 
is behind events such as the big bang and has controlled how humans have evolved to reflect his image. 
St Augustine, one of the most influential leaders in the Church, supported this idea – he claimed that God 
probably created very simple life forms (seeds of potentiality) and these developed over time. Therefore, 
science does not contradict the ‘spiritual truth’ behind Genesis, that God was involved in how life has adapted 
through time.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:
1. Outline the theory of evolution. (5)
2. “You can have a scientific view of creation and still be religious.” Do you agree or disagree? Give reasons 

for your answer. (10)

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

