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What does knowledge mean? Is the knowledge of God possible? These are just two 

questions the Christian philosopher must ask in performing the task of theology. If theology is 

literally the study of God, then one must first know something about God in order to make such a 

study profitable. There are some who might contend, however, that such an endeavor is bound to 

be fruitless. One such objection against the Christian philosophical enterprise can be found at the 

foundational level, casting doubt on the rationality of belief in the Christian God and questioning 

whether such a belief is intellectually acceptable. In Christian philosophy, Reformed 

epistemology is one promising response to such a foundational objection. In order for Reformed 

epistemology to be beneficial, it must successfully defend the intellectual acceptability of 

Christianity (particularly the belief in God), and it must present itself as an authentic means of 

discerning knowledge.  

 Before entering a discussion on the particulars of Reformed epistemology (hereafter RE), 

it may be best to explain the rationale for such an approach to the knowledge of God. The more 

extreme forms of empiricism claim “all human knowledge arises from sense experience” (Nash, 

1999, p. 272). Even less extreme forms of empiricism can put forth an argument that leads to 

skepticism when establishing Christian beliefs. For example, how can one “prove” God exists if 

evidence of His existence is not available to the senses? A second consideration is 

foundationalism.
1
 According to Frame (1987), “this theory teaches that our beliefs may be 

divided into two categories: beliefs that depend on other beliefs and beliefs that do not and which 

therefore can be called ‘basic’ or ‘foundational’” (p. 386). For a belief to be classified as rational, 

“it must either be a basic belief or it must be justified by its relation to a basic belief” (Nash, p. 

276). Beliefs that are properly basic must have the proper grounds and arise in the right way 

(Williams, 1994, p. 261). Under the rubric of foundationalism, religious beliefs are not 

                                                 
1
 The description that follows is more properly called “classical foundationalism.” 
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considered properly basic. Frame notes that such beliefs are “excluded from the foundation, 

since [they] are thought to lack the certainty associated with the other types of foundational 

beliefs” (p. 386). Thus, foundationalism and empiricism are intertwined as philosophical 

systems. For knowledge to be deemed rational, it either must be evidenced by the senses and 

sense experience or it must be considered properly basic. 

RE exists as a response to objections to the Christian faith, such as those raised by 

empiricism and foundationalism. RE is perhaps best represented in the philosophy of Alvin 

Plantinga. It is a rejection of classical foundationalism, which “holds that there is a foundation 

for knowledge shared by all persons” (Plantinga, 1982, p. 13). The underlying assumption of 

classical foundationalism, then, would seem to suggest “persistent disagreement is a sure sign of 

lack of knowledge” (Plantinga, p. 14). According to Plantinga (and the Reformed tradition in 

general), this is rubbish. Plantinga claims that it is reasonable for a person to know something 

even if he cannot demonstrate that knowledge to everyone else (p. 14). This has great importance 

when considering the rationality of belief in the existence of God. As Williams (1994) notes, the 

central tenet of RE “is that our belief in God can be properly basic” (p. 261). Bishop and Aijaz 

(2004) observe that RE is built upon the central claim that “if Christian belief is true, then it is 

highly likely that Christian belief has warrant for those who hold it” (p. 111). According to 

Plantinga: 

The proposition that there is such a person as God belongs itself in the foundational level 

of knowledge [and] … the most appropriate way to believe in God is not to believe on the 

basis of evidence or argument from other propositions, but to take this belief – that there 

is such a person as God – as basic. … [B]elief in God belongs in the foundations of 

knowledge, even if there are many people who don’t believe in God at all. Reformed 
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epistemology thus rejects the idea that knowledge is what can be proved from 

propositions accepted by all rational persons. (p. 14) 

Reformed epistemology, therefore, would deem it rational to believe in the existence of God. 

Indeed, such a belief would be fundamental to the knowledge structure of all humans. Under the 

Plantinga system, a belief in the existence of God is both warranted and necessary. A warranted 

belief “is that property or quality enough of which is sufficient to transform true belief into 

knowledge” (Sudduth, 2003, p. 304). Thus, there is a connection between correct belief and 

correct knowledge, especially when one is dealing with the existence of God. 

 This idea of the basic nature of belief in the existence of God did not originate with 

Plantinga. It is called Reformed epistemology because it originated within Reformed theology. 

More specifically, Plantinga maintains that his approach may be found in the thought of John 

Calvin (as well as Thomas Aquinas). Oliphint (2006) comments: 

…The central part of his argument is contained in what Plantinga calls “the A/C Model” 

(the Aquinas/Calvin model), providing as it does an explanation for the warrant of 

Christian belief. … At the center of the A/C model for Plantinga is what Calvin called the 

sensus divinitatis. Plantinga contends that the SD is something on which Calvin and 

Aquinas agreed …. (p. 127) 

Plantinga (2000) defines the sensus divinitatis as “a disposition or set of dispositions to form the 

theistic beliefs in various circumstances, in response to the sorts of conditions or stimuli that 

trigger the working of the sense of divinity” (p. 173). The phrase itself originates with Calvin 

(1960), where the Reformer writes: 

There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of divinity 

[Divinitatis sensum]. This we take to beyond controversy. To prevent anyone from taking 
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refuge in the pretense of ignorance, God himself has implanted in all men a certain 

understanding of his divine majesty. Ever renewing its memory, he repeatedly sheds fresh 

drops. … So deeply does the common conception occupy the minds of all, so tenaciously 

does it inhere in the hearts of all! Therefore, since from the beginning of the world, there 

has been no region, no city, in short, no household, that could do without religion, there 

lies in this a tacit confession of a sense of deity inscribed in the hearts of all. (pp. 43-44) 

Calvin later states, “Men of sound judgment will always be sure that a sense of divinity which 

can never be effaced is engraved upon men’s minds” (p. 45). Miller (1999), commenting on 

Calvin and the sensus divinitatis, writes, “God gave us a special faculty … designed expressly to 

be able to recognize God in the environment in which we were created. This is obvious from a 

Christian perspective, given that God designed us, that the purpose of human beings is most 

basically to serve God and that serving God in the relevant sense requires the knowledge of God” 

(p. 154). This sense of divinity is something basic to the human condition and necessary for true 

knowledge, particularly the knowledge of God. 

It is this sensus divinitatis that forms the foundation of RE. The general idea is “God has 

created us in such a way that certain characteristic experiences trigger a natural tendency or 

disposition to believe in God” (Evans, 2006, p. 177). According to Plantinga (1998), the theist 

“believes that God is the premier knower and has created us human beings in his image, an 

important part of which involves his endowing them with a reflection of his powers as a knower” 

(p. 94). If God has created humans in His image, resulting in an innate knowledge of Him, then it 

is reasonable to maintain that Christian beliefs (particularly the belief in the existence of God) 

are rational. As Baker (2005) notes, “if the A/C model is true, and God has in fact installed in us 

a sensus divinitatis, then holders of such beliefs are justified in their beliefs because they violate 
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no epistemic duties in doing so, and their beliefs are also warranted because they are the result of 

a properly functioning epistemic faculty that is aimed at truth” (p.78). It is this sense of the 

divine that makes the knowledge of God possible. 

 One such way to establish the rationality of these beliefs is to consider, by analogy, other 

particular beliefs that are also properly basic. In order to deny the rationalism of the belief in the 

Christian God, one must first presuppose the basic beliefs of empiricism (namely, that all 

knowledge is derived from sensory input). Yet, there are all sorts of beliefs that are considered 

properly basic and yet are not derived from the senses. As Nash (1999) observes, “the belief that 

all human knowledge arises from sense experience [has] proved inadequate to explain many 

important human ideas, including the concept of Equality itself (see Plato), the notion of oneness 

(see Augustine), the idea of infinite space (Locke), and causality (Hume)” (p. 254). Another such 

belief is the existence of other minds. Here, Plantinga (1967) raises an important question (which 

he calls the epistemological question): “How do I know that there are other beings that think and 

feel, reason and believe?” (p. 212) He elaborates: 

Historically, perhaps the most important answer to the question of other minds is the 

analogical position. According to this position one cannot determine by observation that 

someone else is in some mental state or other; neither are propositions ascribing mental 

states to others incorrigible for anyone. Nevertheless, it holds, each of us has or can easily 

acquire evidence for such beliefs. Each of us can construct a sound inductive argument 

for the conclusion that he is not the only being that thinks and reasons, has sensations and 

feelings – an argument whose premises state certain facts about his own mental life and 

about physical objects (including human minds), but do not entail the existence of minds 

or mental states that are not his own. (pp. 192-193) 
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In short, the rational person instinctively (or “basically”) believes in the existence of other minds. 

It is a basic, fundamental, widely held presupposition. Yet, given the assumptions of empiricism, 

this would not be properly basic and hence could be considered an irrational belief. Nevertheless, 

such a conclusion would be entirely unwarranted and rejected. Plantinga summarizes it this way: 

“Hence my tentative conclusion: if my belief in other minds is rational, so is my belief in God. 

But obviously the former is rational; so, therefore, is the latter” (p. 271). In other words, if one 

deems it rational to believe in other minds, despite the lack of evidentiary evidence, then belief in 

God should not be considered irrational. To draw a distinction would be, at best, an example of 

the logical fallacy known as special pleading. 

 The nature of basic beliefs – apart from the necessity of sophisticated philosophical 

proofs – may be seen in areas other than the “other minds” argumentation. For instance, Bavinck 

(2004) argues: 

There is not a single thing whose existence is certain to us only on the basis of proofs. 

We are fully convinced – prior to any argumentation – of our own existence, the 

existence of the world around us, the laws of logic and morality, simply as a result of the 

indelible impressions all these things make on our consciousness. We accept that 

existence – without constraint or coercion – spontaneously and instinctively. And the 

same is true of God’s existence. (p. 90) 

Plantinga (1998) observes that, according to Bavinck, proofs or arguments are not generally the 

source of the Christian’s belief in God and are therefore not needed for rational justification (p. 

140). Proofs for the existence of God might be beneficial, particularly in generating confidence 

in the Christian faith, but proofs themselves are not the source of that faith. Indeed, not even the 

Scriptures resort to complicated proofs in order to rationally justify God’s existence; from the 
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very first verse of the Bible, the proclamation is that God is and that He has created all things 

(Genesis 1:1). 

There are, of course, some qualifications and stipulations in considering the use of RE. 

First, there needs to be an analysis of how such beliefs are basic in all humans. Bavinck (2003), 

in affirming Calvin’s use of the sensus divinitatis, notes that “an operation of God’s Spirit and 

his common grace is discernible … in the religions” (p. 319). Even though non-Christian 

religions are mixed with error, the acknowledgement of the divine is a common belief to a great 

majority of humanity. Contrary to the conclusions of foundationalism, the variety of religious 

beliefs should not be seen as a lack of foundational knowledge. Instead, the widespread 

observation that man is a religious creature by nature should cause one to take a closer look at 

the underlying reasons for this common condition. It may be the case that this common “sense of 

the divine” points to a properly basic belief. There could be another reason for the differences of 

opinion (which are discussed later in this paper) that would not disqualify such a belief as 

“properly basic.” 

Another consideration of RE involves an unnecessary reliance on philosophical proofs. 

Nash (1999) rightly observes “most religious believers come to faith by some route other than a 

philosophical argument” (p. 283). The insistence on proofs (be they sensory data or 

philosophical arguments) fails to consider the validity of religious experience. It may be entirely 

rational to rely upon religious experience as a kind of proof, such that “Christian experience has 

as much right as sense perception to being accepted as foundational or basic” (Frame, 1987, p. 

387). Certainly religious experience can produce various incorrect beliefs and knowledge (the 

prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18 is but one example). The same could be said, however, for 

empiricism. Empirical data might be gathered, analyzed, and applied incorrectly, yet the 
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empiricist does not consider this to be indicative of the failure of his particular philosophical 

system. Even though an appeal to Christian experience might not automatically convince 

someone of the truth claims involved in that experience, this does not invalidate the nature of 

those claims. Plantinga (1982) notes: 

Suppose St. Paul, on his trip to Athens, had been unable to prove to an early Bertrand 

Russell type … that there really was such a person as God and that he created the world. 

Would it follow that St. Paul didn’t know these things? Surely not. … Surely it could be 

the case (in fact it is the case) that many Christians know that God created the world even 

if they cannot convince the Bertrand Russells of this world. (p. 15) 

A failure to convince others of the foundational nature of belief in the existence of God does not 

mean such a basic knowledge is not possible or untrue, nor does it establish the superiority of 

sensory perception over and above Christian religious experience. 

 If the tenets of RE are correct, what then would explain the vast differences in religious 

thought among humans? The answer, in a single word, is sin. Oliphint (2007) observes that “any 

notion of ‘proper’ function with respect to our cognitive faculties would need to take account … 

of the radical, pervasive, and universal effects of sin on those faculties” (p. 212). Any 

epistemological analysis that fails to address the devastating effects of sin on the mental 

functions is a deficient one. However, one of the criticisms raised against Plantinga’s model of 

RE is that it does not take the issue of sin seriously enough. More specifically, Jeffreys (1997) 

raises the objection that Plantinga “disregards Calvin’s negative assessment of the sensus 

divinitatis … [and] obscures Calvin’s insightful analysis on the noetic effect of sin” (p. 419).
2
 

                                                 
2
 Plantinga (1998) defines a person’s noetic structure as “the set of propositions he believes, together with certain 

epistemic relations that hold among him and these propositions” (p. 129). An affirmation of the noetic effects of sin 

would rightly recognize that sin, at least in some way, affects the mind and intellect and limits the use and function 

of these epistemic relations. 
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Jeffreys intimates that for Calvin, “the sensus divinitatis is not a reliable belief-forming module 

… [and] is decidedly unreliable” (p. 425). Yet, this objection seems to misunderstand Plantinga’s 

position, at least to a degree. He states that the “natural knowledge of God has been 

compromised, weakened, reduced, smothered, overlaid, or impeded by sin and its consequences” 

with the result being “failure to believe in God is a result of some kind of dysfunction of the 

[sensus divinitatis]” (Plantinga, 2000, p. 184). Commenting on Calvin’s view of the noetic 

effects of sin, Plantinga (1998) writes: 

Calvin’s claim, then, is that God has created us in such a way that we have a strong 

tendency or inclination toward belief in him. This tendency has been in part overlaid or 

suppressed by sin. Were it not for the existence of sin in the world, human beings would 

believe in God to the same degree and with the same natural spontaneity that we believe 

in the existence of other persons, an external world, or the past. This is the natural human 

condition; it is because of our presently sinful condition that many of us find belief in 

God difficult or absurd. The fact is, Calvin thinks, one who does not believe in God is in 

an epistemically substandard position…. (p. 141) 

Plantinga does not seem to be severely limiting the noetic effects of sin in these statements. He is 

perhaps qualifying his philosophical approach in order to demonstrate the irrationality of the 

failure to believe in the existence of God. For instance, sin does not generally suppress the belief 

in other minds, yet the existence of God is a knowledge that sin works to suppress (Romans 

1:18-21). If anything, this is an example of the “epistemically substandard position” that 

Plantinga finds referenced in Calvin’s thought. Malfunctioning equipment is generally assumed 

to be faulty equipment. If the belief in the existence of God is foundational and properly basic (as 

RE intimates), then a failure to acknowledge this is a sign of faulty thinking, and there is no good 
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reason to trust the intellectual ruminations of one whose epistemological equipment might be 

substandard on such a basic level. 

 Another criticism that might be leveled against RE concerns the object of belief: God 

Himself. How is belief in the God of Christianity any different than belief in the so-called 

“Flying Spaghetti Monster” (a term sometimes utilized in certain atheistic circles)? Perhaps 

someone might argue there is a sensus spaghettius in humans. If the theist rejects such, does this 

indicate a bias on his part? Plantinga (1982) anticipates the objection in this way: “If the 

Reformed epistemologist holds that belief in God is properly basic, won’t she be committed to 

hold that just any belief – the belief, say, that the Great Pumpkin returns every Hallowe’en [sic] 

to the most sincere pumpkin patch – is properly basic?” (p. 15).
3
 But this is not the way 

epistemological considerations typically work. Nash (1999) notes that “human knowledge of 

anything depends upon an a priori possession of innate categories of thought” (p. 269). 

According to Plantinga (1998), “God has implanted in us a natural tendency to see his hand in 

the world around us; the same cannot be said for the Great Pumpkin, there being no Great 

Pumpkin and no natural tendency to accept beliefs about the Great Pumpkin” (pp. 151-152). 

There is no a priori knowledge of Great Pumpkins that warrants any sort of basic belief. On the 

contrary, Plantinga (1982) acknowledges “the disposition to form these beliefs [about God] … is 

really a capacity for grasping certain truths about God. This capacity is part of our intellectual 

endowment” (pp. 16-17). It would seem, therefore, with no doctrine of creation or sin, the onus 

would be upon the Spaghettite to demonstrate that such a belief is properly basic and provides 

the epistemological ramifications for obtaining knowledge. Any old belief in any old thing 

simply will not do. 

                                                 
3
 Plantinga calls this “The Great Pumpkin Objection.” 
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 In considering the usefulness of RE, it is helpful to note a few concerns. First, RE is at 

best an apologetics tool. That is to say, RE is not a particular method or approach of Christian 

apologetics (that is, the defense of the Christian faith) per se. As Sudduth (2003) states, RE “does 

not constitute a school of apologetics, though it does entail a particular sort of philosophical 

argumentation which is useful to apologetics” (p. 300). Reformed epistemology eliminates the 

need for complicated proofs for the existence of God. According to Nash (1999), while “proofs 

for God’s existence are not necessary for belief in God to be rational … Reformed epistemology 

acknowledges all kinds of things can function as triggering conditions that, in conjunction with 

our belief-forming dispositions, can produce immediately and noninferentially the belief that 

God exists” (p. 289). Such proofs are not needed, but they may be helpful.
4
 Therefore, RE is not 

self-sufficient as a “magic bullet” by which to solve all of Christianity’s apologetical 

“problems.” It is merely useful in demonstrating the foundational nature of belief in God as 

being entirely rational and thus affirming that knowledge of God can be certain. 

 Secondly, RE may, in fact, underestimate the effects of sin on human epistemological 

structures. The problem is deeper and more pervasive than using clever arguments in order to 

generate a belief in God. Belief in God is decidedly not the same as belief in one’s own existence 

or the belief in other minds. This is partly due to the fact that the corrupting effects of sin do not 

actively work to suppress the knowledge of oneself or other minds in the same way as with God. 

As Miller (1999) observes, “we should expect the noetic effects of sin to be most pronounced in 

moral and religious matters since the truth about such matters is more difficult to reconcile with 

sinful purposes” (p. 155). Thus, there is still a need for additional epistemological assistance in 

generating belief. The Holy Spirit is needed to reverse the epistemological corruption of the 

                                                 
4
 Bavinck (2004) observes that proofs for the existence of God “furnish [believers with] the weapons with which 

opponents, who in any case not better armed than they, can be repulsed” (p. 91). 
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mind caused by sin. The Holy Scriptures are needed to guide the mental capacities. Frame (1987) 

wisely observes that “the highest level of justification rationality for the human mind exists when 

a person has attained truth through the use of reliable belief-forming mechanisms that are in 

keeping with biblical norms” (p. 397). God must first renew the mind of the unbeliever and 

God’s revelation must guide his thinking. The arguments of RE may be beneficial to this end, but 

they are not a substitute for the revealing power of God. 

 RE still has much to commend it, however. It is an effective argument that quells the 

objections stemming from humanistic philosophies. A strictly empirical approach to knowledge 

is inconsistent and self-contradictory when considering basic beliefs. RE may also be helpful in 

dealing with postmodern worldviews, since RE also refutes the denial of epistemic certainty. 

Properly basic beliefs imply that certain things can be known with a certainty at a foundational 

level. If one assumes self-existence and the existence of other minds as foundational areas of 

knowledge, the existence of God can likewise fall under this rubric. RE therefore becomes a 

useful apologetic tool in explaining the Christian faith to a postmodern generation. RE highlights 

the basic certainty the believer has in the existence of God and the knowledge of God. 
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