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Atheism 
Comparing World Religions Study 

What is Atheism? 
 The word ‘atheism’ comes from the negative ‘a’ which means ‘no,’ and ‘theos’ which means ‘god.’  

Hence, atheism in the most basic terms means ‘no god.’  Basically, atheism is the lack of belief in a 

god, and/or the belief that there is no god.  By contrast, theism is the belief that there is a God, that 

he is knowable, and that he is involved in the world.  Most atheists do not consider themselves anti-

theists, but simply non-theists. 

 "An atheist is someone who believes and/or knows there is no god." 

 "An atheist lacks belief in a god." 

 "An atheist exercises no faith in the concept of god at all." 

 "An atheist is someone who is free from religious oppression and bigotry." 

 "An atheist is someone who is a free-thinker, free from religion and its ideas." 

 There are two main categories of atheists: strong and weak, with variations in between.  Strong atheists 

actively believe and state that no God exists.  They expressly denounce the Christian God along with any 

other god.  Strong atheists are usually more aggressive in their conversations with theists and try to 

shoot holes in theistic beliefs.  They like to use logic and anti-biblical evidences to denounce God's 

existence.  They are active, often aggressive, and openly believe that there is no God. 

 Weak atheists simply exercise no faith in God.  The weak atheist might be better explained as a 

person who lacks belief in God the way a person might lack belief that there is a green lizard in a 

rocking chair on the moon; it isn't an issue.  He doesn't believe it or not believe it. 

 A typical argument posed by an atheist to show why God does not exist is as follows:  God is 

supposed to be all good and all powerful.  Evil and suffering exist in the world.  If God is all good he 

would not want evil and suffering to exist.  If He is all powerful then He is able to remove all evil and 

suffering.  Since evil and suffering exist, God is either not all good (which means he is not perfect 

and not God), or he is not all powerful (and limited in abilities and scope).  Since either case shows 

God is not all good and powerful, then He does not exist.  Of course, the problem is that the 

criticism is a false dichotomy.  In other words, there are more than two possibilities; namely, God 

might have a reason for allowing evil and suffering; man's freedom might require the allowance of 

evil and suffering, etc. 

Some Basic Tenets of Atheism 
 Presuppositions are important to us all.  We look at the world through them.  The atheist has a set 

of presuppositions, too.  As I said, there is no definitive atheist organization that defines the 

absolutes of atheism, but there are basic principles that atheists, as a whole, tend to adopt.  I've 

tried to list some of them below.  Pease note, however, that not all atheists accept all of these 

tenets.  The only absolute common one to which they hold is that they do not believe in a God or 

gods. 

1. There is no God or devil. 
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2. There is no supernatural realm. 

3. Miracles cannot occur. 

4. There is no such thing as sin as a violation of God's will. 

5. Generally, the universe is materialistic and measurable. 

6. Man is material. 

7. Generally, evolution is considered a scientific fact. 

8. Ethics and morals are relative. 

Terms and Definitions 
 Atheism - The lack of belief in a god, and/or the belief that there is no god.  The position held by a 

person or persons that 'lack belief' in god(s) and/or deny that god(s) exist. 

 Agnosticism - The belief that the existence of God is not knowable. The word is derived from the 

negative 'a' combined with the Greek word 'gnosis,' which means knowledge.  Hence, agnosticism is 

the belief that God cannot be known. 

 Deism - The belief that there is a God, but that God is not involved in the world.  Deism denies any 

revelatory work of God in the world, whether it be by miracles or by scripture. 

 Hedonism - That pleasure is the principle good and proper goal of all action.  Self-indulgence. 

 Humanism - The system of philosophy based upon human reason, actions, and motives without 

concern of deity or supernatural phenomena. 

 Monotheism - The belief that there is only one God in the universe. 

 Panentheism - The belief that God is in the universe.  It differs with pantheism which states that 

God is the universe and all that it comprises. 

 Pantheism - The belief that God is the universe and all that comprises it: laws, motion, matter, 

energy, consciousness, life, etc.  It denies that God is a person and is self-aware. 

 Polytheism - The belief that there are many gods in existence in the universe. 

 Pragmatism - A method in philosophy where value is determined by practical results. 

 Rationalism - A branch of philosophy where truth is determined by reason. 

 Relativism - The view that truth is relative and not absolute.  It varies from people to people, time to 

time. 

 Religion - Generally a belief in a deity and practice of worship, action, and/or thought related to that 

deity.  Loosely, any specific system of code of ethics, values, and belief. 

 Science - The process of learning by which theories are offered, tests developed, and experiments 

are conducted in order to verify and/or modify the theory. 

 Theism - The belief that there is a God and that He is knowable and involved in the world. 

 Theodicy - The study of the problem of evil in the world in relation to the proposition that there is 

an all-powerful good God. 

 Theology - The study of things pertaining to God, and/or the relation of God to the world. 
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Can atheists be ethical? 
 The answer to this question is a definite "Yes."  Atheists are people who, whether they like it or not, have 

the law of God written on their hearts (Rom. 2:15).  They are subject to the same laws of our country 

(and other countries), and they have a sense of right and wrong.  

 Nevertheless, some Christians raise the question, "What is to prevent an atheist from murdering and 

stealing?  After all, they have no fear of God and no absolute moral code."  The answer is simple: 

Atheists are capable of governing their own moral behavior and getting along in society the same as 

anyone else. 

 At the risk of labeling the atheist as self-centered, it does not serve the best interests of an atheist to 

murder and steal since it would not take long before he was imprisoned and/or killed for his 

actions.  Basically, society will only put up with so much if it is to function smoothly.  So, if an atheist 

wants to get along and have a nice life, murdering and stealing won't accomplish it.  It makes sense 

for him to be honest, work hard, pay his bills, and get along with others. Basically, he has to adopt a 

set of ethics common to society in order to do that.  Belief in God is not a requirement for ethical 

behavior or an enjoyable life. 

 Atheists' morals are not absolute.  They do not have a set of moral laws from an absolute God by which 

right and wrong are judged.  But, they do live in societies that have legal systems with a codified set of 

laws.  This would be the closest thing to moral absolutes for atheists.  

 Basically, the atheist cannot claim any moral absolutes at all.  To an atheist, ethics must be variable and 

evolving. 

The Failure of Atheism to Account for Existence  
 As a worldview, atheism is intellectually bankrupt and is wrought with philosophical problems.  One 

of the biggest is its lack of ability to account for our own existence. 

 If the atheist were to say that the universe brought itself into existence, then that would be illogical 

since something that does not exist has no nature and with no nature, there are no attributes, and 

with no attributes, actions can’t be performed such as bringing itself into existence.  So, that doesn’t 

work. 

 If the atheist said the universe has always existed, that doesn’t work either because that would 

mean the universe was infinitely old.  If it is infinitely old then why hasn’t it run out of useable 

energy by now as the 2nd law of thermodynamics would state.  Also, in order to get to the present 

in an infinitely old universe, an infinite amount of time would have to be crossed.  But, it is 

impossible to cross an infinite amount of time to get to now.  These problems would also mean that 

there could not be an infinite amount of past cycles of the universe where it expands and contracts 

forever. So, those explanations can’t work. 

 If the atheist says that matter and/or energy have somehow eternally existed before the universe, 

just in different forms, then the same issue of crossing an infinite amount of time to get to now 

would negate that idea.  But, this explanation would pose yet another problem.  If the necessary 

conditions for the cause of the universe have always existed within the pre-existent matter and 

energy, then the effect of the universe being formed is a necessary result of that matter and energy, 

and the universe would have been formed an infinitely long time ago.  But this can’t work since it 
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would mean the universe would have already run out of useable energy by now (entropy problem 

again), not to mention the perpetual problem of crossing an infinite amount of time to get to now.  

So, that explanation doesn’t work either. 

 The atheists have nothing to offer us with the important issue of explaining how we got here.  

Atheism can’t answer one of the most important philosophical questions pertaining to our own 

existence.  It is deficient and lacking and at best can offer us only ignorance and guesses. 

The Failure of Atheism to Account for Morality  
 in atheism, there is no moral right and wrong.  There is no moral "should and shouldn't”.  Why?  

Because when you remove God, you remove the standard by which objective moral truth is 

established.  In atheism morality is up for grabs. 

 In an atheistic worldview, lying, cheating, and stealing are neither right or wrong.  They are 

phenomena to which, if the atheist so decides, moral values can be assigned.  Sure, the atheist 

might say that we all should want to help society function properly and it does not benefit society as 

a whole to lie, cheat, and steal.  But, this is weak intellectual reasoning. 

  some atheists maintain that the best moral system is that which brings the greatest happiness, the 

least amount of suffering, and the greatest freedom for as many people as possible.  That is a nice 

sentiment, but it doesn’t work.  Take a look at slavery, for example.  The greatest happiness for the 

greatest number of people means that a minority of people should suffer in bondage.  This way, the 

greatest amount of freedom for the majority is ensured.  But if the atheist says that it is wrong to 

enslave a minority to benefit the majority, then why is it wrong?  Because he said so?  If he says it’s 

wrong because the minority is suffering, so what?  Why is suffering wrong?  It may be unpleasant.  It 

may not be nice.  But, from an atheistic worldview, why is it morally wrong to oppress a minority to 

benefit the majority?  Atheism can’t help us here. It just isn’t up to the task of providing solid 

answers. 

Mistakes Christians make when dialoguing with atheists  
 Labeling Atheists 

 Some Christians have labeled atheists as stupid or morally void. Though there may be some 

atheists who fit these categories (as would many in the general population), atheists are not 

categorically stupid, degenerates with no morals. Many of them are fine citizens, honest, caring, 

loving, and patient. For a Christian to start off with such a blanket statement can backfire. First, 

ask questions.  Find out what their presuppositions are. 

 Ignoring Atheists' Questions 

 If you were standing on a railroad track and a train was heading your way, closing your eyes and 

ignoring the locomotive will not make it go away. If an atheist asks a question and you ignore it 

repeatedly, it would be fair for him to conclude you were incapable of answering the objection. 

Of course, this does not mean you always have to answer everything, because dialogue flows 

both ways. But, it is important that you face issues. If you don't have an answer, admit it. That's 

okay. It doesn't mean you are wrong, it means you don't have an answer. Go study, get an 

answer, and get back to him. 
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 Stating that Atheism is a religion 

 Atheists will repeatedly tell you that they are not in a religion. A religion is usually defined to 

include belief in a deity of some sort. Atheism is non-belief in a deity. It isn't necessarily a "belief 

that there is no God" (though it can be), but is "not believing either way."  To label an atheist as 

a religious person is to put up a roadblock to effective communication. It would be like someone 

saying to a Christian, "You believe in a mean, tyrannical being who likes to torture people." The 

Christian would simply roll his eyes and think that the person doesn't know what he's talking 

about. So, how much effective conversation could there be in either instance? Not much. 

 Stating unsupportable facts 

 No one has all documentation for everything they say. It is not reasonable to require proof from 

an atheist on everything said. Nevertheless, if you are going to state a fact or two, it is good to 

have the documentation at the tip of your tongue -- at least occasionally, or have access to it. It 

adds to your credibility. Of course, you don't have to document everything, but if you have some 

illustrious fact to use, try and have it documented. 

 Never admitting when you are wrong 

 Pride is a harmful thing. It caused the fall. It ruins marriages. It leads to anger and self-

righteousness. It has no place in the Christian's life. Never admitting you are wrong is being 

prideful. If an atheist, or anyone, proves you wrong in something, be kind and courteous. Admit 

you made a mistake and go on. Everyone makes mistakes, even atheists. There is nothing wrong 

with admitting an error. That doesn't mean you are wrong about Christianity any more than 

being wrong about the color of a boat means boats don't exist. On the other hand, if you never 

admit when you are wrong, you will not be able to convince anyone of your position when in a 

discussion. You will simply lose the respect of the one with whom you are debating. 

 
The 4 Primary Arguments for God's Existence  

by Michael J. Vlach, Ph.D.  

 Perhaps the hottest topic in all of philosophy concerns the existence of God. Thus the question—

“Does God exist?”  Our answer to this question affects how we view the world, how we behave, and 

what we expect for the future.  If God exists, then we are probably accountable to this God. The 

universe may have meaning and purpose. Plus, our own existence may not cease at physical death. 

If God does not exist, however, then we are probably here by chance and are not accountable to 

some transcendent being. This life may be all we have, so live your life however you see fit and 

enjoy it. 

 Traditionally, there have been four major arguments for God’s existence: (1) the cosmological 

argument; (2) the teleological argument; (3) the ontological argument; and (4) the moral law 

argument. Below are explanations of each of the arguments and the common responses to them. 

 1. Cosmological Argument 

 The term “cosmological” comes from the Greek word “kosmos” which means “world.” 

 The cosmological argument for God’s existence goes like this: The world could not exist on its 

own so there must have been a first cause that brought it into being. This first cause is God. Or 
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put another way, the universe could not just exist on its own—someone or something must 

have made it. This cause of the universe is God. 

 Three criticisms of the cosmological argument have been offered. First, some say matter is 

eternal and is not in need of a “first cause.” Second, some say “If everything needs a cause, what 

caused God?” Third, some say that even if it is true that some being caused our universe to 

exist, this does not prove the existence of the Christian God. All it shows is that there is some 

powerful being that created the universe, but this does not necessarily mean that this creator 

was the God of the Bible. 

 2. Teleological Argument 

 The teleological argument is also known as “the argument from design” (The Greek word “telos” 

means “purpose” or “design.”). The argument goes like this: The universe evidences great 

complexity or design; thus, it must have been designed by a great Designer or God. 

 The argument from design can be likened to a watch. A watch is obviously made by a 

watchmaker. The world, which is much more complex than a watch, must also have been 

designed by a great Designer or Divine Watchmaker (God). 

 In sum, the teleological argument asserts that the universe evidences too much complexity to 

be the product of random chance. We know that the celestial bodies move with perfect 

accuracy in their orbits. Our bodies, too, are incredibly complex. According to the teleological 

argument, there’s just no way all this complexity could “just happen.” God must have created it 

all. 

 There have been three responses to the teleological argument. First, some say the teleological 

argument is guilty of a “weak analogy” because it assumes a significant resemblance between 

natural objects (ex. rocks, trees) and objects we know have been designed (ex. watches, 

skyscrapers). Thus, comparing natural objects with objects we know have been created by 

humans is like comparing apples and oranges. The analogy just doesn’t work. Second, some say 

that the theories of the big bang and evolution better explain the complexity in the universe. 

Third, some say that even if the teleological argument is true, it does not prove the existence of 

the Christian God. 

 3.  Ontological Argument 

 The third argument for God’s existence is the ontological argument. This argument is unlike the 

cosmological and teleological arguments in that it does not argue from evidence in the natural 

world. Thus, it is not a “cause and effect” argument. 

 The ontological argument can be stated in this way: “God is the greatest being imaginable. One 

of the aspects of perfection or greatness is existence. Thus, God exists.” Or put another way—

“The fact that God can be conceived means that he must exist.” 

 This argument for God’s existence was developed by the twelfth century theologian and 

philosopher, Anselm. It is based on Anselm’s declaration that God is “that which nothing greater 

can be conceived.” 

 The ontological argument has been very controversial. Even many who believe in God’s 

existence question its validity. A contemporary of Anselm named Guanilo responded to Anselm. 
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Guanilo said that one could imagine a perfect island but that did not mean a perfect island 

exists. Others have said you can imagine a unicorn but that does not mean unicorns exist. Thus, 

many challenge the idea that the idea of God must mean that God exists. 

 4. Moral Law Argument 

 Another argument for the existence of God is the moral law argument. It goes like this: Without 

God morality would be impossible. There must be a Lawgiver (God) who originates and stands 

by moral law. A universal moral law cannot exist accidentally. There must be a basis behind it—

God. 

 According to this view, every person is born with an inherent understanding of right and wrong. 

Everyone, for instance, understands that killing an innocent person is wrong. Everyone 

understands that helping a drowning person is right. Where did this internal understanding of 

right and wrong come from? According to adherents of the moral law argument, this 

understanding comes from God. He put it into the hearts of every person. 

 There have been two responses to the moral law argument. First, some deny that there are 

universal truths. Many today believe that truth is subjective and relative. Societies and 

individuals determine what is true for them, but there is no God that does this. Second, some 

say that the presence of evil in the world argues against a Moral Lawgiver. If God is all-powerful 

and all-good, how can evil exist in the world? 

 The arguments and counterarguments for God’s existence remain controversial. The 

cosmological, teleological, and moral law arguments remain popular with Christian apologists 

today. The ontological argument is not as well received although some today still asserts its 

validity. 

 It should be noted that most Christian theologians and philosophers believe that God never 

intended for his existence to be something that could be proven with 100% certainty. They point out 

that faith is an important component in understanding God and his existence. 
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