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Introduction
Christian Theist Doug Wilson and atheist Christopher Hitchens recently debated at Westminster Seminary.  In the debate Hitchens used a very familiar method of arguing against belief in the Biblical accounts of miracles. Beginning with two accounts of miracles, first, one associated with Thomas Aquinas, and, second, one associated with Muhammad, he then asked whether Wilson believed either account.  Wilson answered no.  Then Hitchens proceeded to press Wilson on why he only believes accounts of miracles when they are Calvinist miracles. He then said, “It seems to me that either all religions’ miracles are true or none of them are, or only one of them is, the least probable position of all of them.”  Later in discussing the virgin birth he again presses the idea of probability against belief in that miracle.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  For the video account of the debate see the following hyperlink: http://www.wts.edu/flash/media_popup/media_player.php?id=462&paramType=video] 

What we can gather from this is that Hume’s argument against miracles is still an active weapon in the arsenal of atheists and agnostics.  The substance of Hitchens’ argument was taken wholesale from Hume’s An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding.  It is thus worthwhile to examine the argument in some detail as Hume presents it and to develop a detailed response from a consistent Reformed Biblical Worldview.  The importance of defending the Biblical notion of miracles for the Christian Theist can be summed up in the words of Cornelius Van Til:
“Christianity is an historical religion.  It is based upon such facts as the death and resurrection of Christ.  The question of miracle is at the heart of it.  Kill miracle and you kill Christianity.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Cornelius Van Til, “Introduction,” in In Defense of the Faith, Volume VI: Christian-Theistic Evidences (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1978), pg. 1.] 

I will first examine Hume’s argument against miracles and why it appears to be a problem for Christians, particularly since we adopt a position of skepticism similar to Hume toward accounts of miracles outside of the canon of Scripture.  Next I will examine Hume’s epistemology as it is presented in An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding and argue that Hume has no basis in his own epistemology to present his argument against belief in miracles.  In the last section this author will attempt to explicate the Christian concept of miracles as historical events which are accounted in the canon of Scripture.  In the last chapter I will also develop an argument that not only is the Christian justified in believing such accounts but that all humans have a epistemic moral obligation to believe them and respond in a certain way.
Hume’s Argument Against Belief in Miracles
	It is helpful to begin by examining how Hume constructs the concept of miracle.  The first definition that he offers is this: a miracle is a violation of the laws of nature.[footnoteRef:3]  This initial definition suffers certain problems, the first of which is that Hume has not given a satisfactory explication of what he means by “the laws of nature.”  If one were to foray into the current discussions in Philosophy of Science it would be immediately apparent how difficult this task is.  This is a problem that we will explore a little more in the second section of this paper.  For now let us use a second statement of Hume to help clarify what he means by his initial definition of miracle: “Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever happen in the common course of nature.”[footnoteRef:4]  This statement moves us closer to an understanding of what is meant by “miracle.”   [3:  David Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), pg. 173.]  [4:  Ibid, pg. 173] 

	Certain regularities are observed in nature.  When scientists engage in the method of testing and retesting hypotheses certain effects are regularly joined to certain causes.  Concerning this process Hume writes:
“A wise man, therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence.  In such conclusions as are founded on an infallible experience, he expects the event with the last degree of assurance, and regards his past experience as a full proof of the future existence of that event.  In other cases, he proceeds with more caution: He weighs the opposite experiments: He considers which side is supported by the greater number of experiments: To that side he inclines, with doubt and hesitation; and when at last he fixes his judgment, the evidence exceeds not what we properly call probability.  All probability, then, supposes an opposition of experiments and observations; where the one side is found to overbalance the other, and to produce a degree of evidence, proportioned to the superiority.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid, pg. 170] 

Hume’s empiricism is not so radical as to require every individual to engage in such a process themselves in order to justify every single empirical proposition they believe.  He says of “the testimony of men” that “there is no species of reasoning more common, more useful, and even necessary to human life.”[footnoteRef:6]  Hume has no problem using “the testimony of men” as a means to provide justification for belief in empirical propositions.  However, he does not regard all testimonies as equally reliable.  He subjects various testimonies to the scrutiny of probability.  Here we quote at length: [6:  Ibid, pg. 170] 

“We entertain a suspicion concerning any matter of fact, when the witnesses contradict each other; when they are but few, or of a doubtful character; when they have an interest in what they affirm; when they deliver their testimony with hesitation, or on the contrary with too violent asseverations… Suppose, for instance, that the fact, which the testimony endeavors to establish, partakes of the extraordinary and the marvelous: in that case the evidence, resulting from the testimony, admits of a diminution, greater or less, in proportion as the fact is more or less unusual.  The reason, why we place any credit in witnesses and historians, is not derived from any connexion, which we perceive a priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find a conformity between them.  But when the fact attested is such a one as has seldom fallen under our observation, here is a contest of two opposite experiences; of which the one destroys the other, as far as its force goes, and the superior can only operate on the mind by the force, which remains. The very same principle of experience, which gives us a certain degree of assurance in the testimony of a witness, gives us also, in this case, another degree of assurance against the fact, which they endeavor to establish; from which contradiction there necessarily arises a counterpoise, and mutual destruction of belief and authority.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ibid, pgs. 171-172] 

Our belief in the reliability of a testimony is judged by the things we have observed in the course of our life as well as by the character and apparent motives of the individual testifying.  A Christian theist under normal circumstances would agree with this.  For instance let’s imagine that I am a Christian parent of a young boy.   Suppose my boy has a track record of dirtying his new clothes.  One day my child comes home with mud all over his brand new shoes and pants.  He proceeds to tell me that there is mud all over his new shoes and pants because a dinosaur was crossing through the park where he was playing and flung mud on him.  Such an event has not only “seldom fallen under my observation,” it has never fallen under my observation.  But let us say that my child is normally an honest boy.  He usually confesses the careless way he dirties his clothes.  There is as Hume puts it “a contest between two opposite experiences.”  On the one hand is the experience of my child’s normal honesty in his testimony, on the other hand is the experience of having never seen a living dinosaur (not only in the park but anywhere).  Despite the normal reliability of my child’s testimony, I think it more probable that my child has been playing in the mud carelessly again, since that has often fallen under my observation.  My belief in the authority of my child’s claim is destroyed by the extraordinary and marvelous elements of which his claim partakes.  Had his explanation not included such elements and included things I have observed, such as a bully throwing him in the mud, the probability by which I judge his claim would change and I would be more inclined to believe it.  This is and ought to be the normal practice of Christian believers in most circumstances.  
Hume will proceed to press this line of reasoning against all accounts of miracles.  The ideas of extraordinary and marvelous as used above by Hume are helpful in understanding what he means by miracles.  Let us say for the sake of clarity that at least part of what appears to make an event a miracle in Hume’s thought has to do with is the extraordinary way in which an effect is produced from a cause that has never been observed by the particular individual that reads or hears an account of such an event.   But as we noted above Hume appeals to the idea of “the laws of nature,” in explicating the concept of miracle as well.  This notion inevitably brings more than just the individual knower into the situation.  For all the difficulty faced in explicating the idea of “the laws of nature,” at the very least explanation of such laws involves the empirical endeavors of a scientific community, not just a single individual.  This involves the testimony of others, perhaps even testimony to extraordinary and marvelous phenomenon.  So let us say that the idea of a miracle must extend beyond what is regularly observed by any one individual, and includes the regular experiences of a community of which an individual is a part.  To this we would add another helpful statement by Hume, “There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid, pg. 173.] 

Certainly if we were to examine the events in Scripture to which we apply the term miracle they have this in common.  They are not ordinary experiences of either an individual or a community and sometimes  they stand over against uniform experiences of cause and effect as in the case of the floating axe head of 2 Kings 6. But this is not always the case.  There are certain events in Scripture that are extraordinary and marvelous, but yet still involve a cause and effect that are regularly conjoined in human experience.   Such a case is in Exodus 14:21.   There we find that God dried up the Red Sea by a strong east wind.[footnoteRef:9]  A strong wind that dries up water is a regularly conjoined cause and effect in our experience, though not to the degree to which we find in the Exodus account.  This extraordinary degree in combination with the favorable timing of the event for the Israelites is part of what would lead us to classify the event as a miracle.  Yet there is another factor that Hume brings into the discussion that is helpful to understand his definition of miracle:  “A miracle may be accurately defined, a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity or by the interposition of some invisible agent.”  [9:  John Frame observes this in his section on Miracles in The Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 2002), pg. 252. ] 

The development of microscopic lenses has rendered the second portion of this definition problematic, but I think that it is safe to say that Hume would accept the following modification: A miracle is a transgression of a law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity or by the interposition of some immaterial agent.  It seems likely that Hume desires to frame miracle in terms of the supernatural and not necessarily in terms of what can be seen by the unaided eye.
A miracle can involve the violation of a apparant natural law which uniformly regulates causes and effects (such as the floating ax head).  Or it can simply be an event so extraordinary and fortuitous that it’s probability is incredibly low when compared with the regular experiences of an individual and the community of which he is a part (such as the Red Sea incident). Either way Hume proposes an attitude of skepticism toward testimonies of miracles.  This skepticism is based off of probability.  To illustrate Hume uses an example that goes for the very jugular of Christianity:
“When any one tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I immediately consider with myself, whether it be more probable, that this person should either deceive or be deceived, or that the fact which he relates should really have happened.  I weight the one miracle against the other; and according to the superiority, which I discover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject the greater miracle.  If the falsehood of his testimony would be more miraculous, than the event which he relates; then, and not till then, can he pretend to command my belief or opinion.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, pg. 174.] 

At this point the Christian might see a window of opportunity to reply to Hume on the basis of the improbability of the falsehood of the testimony of scripture to the miracles contained in it.  But Hume presses forward with four reasons why these conditions cannot be met.  
“But it is easy to show, that we have been a great deal too liberal in our concession, and that there never was a miraculous event established on so full evidence.  For first, there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good sense, education, and learning, as to secure us against all delusion in themselves; of such undoubted integrity, as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive others; of such credit and reputation in the eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in the case of their being detected in any falsehood; and at the same time, attesting facts, performed in such a public manner, and in so celebrated a part of the world, as to render the detection unavoidable…”
“Secondly…The maxim, by which we commonly conduct ourselves in our reasonings, is, that the objects, of which we have no experience, resemble those, of which we have; that what we have found to be most usual is always most probable; and that where there is an opposition of arguments, we ought to give the preference to such as are founded on the greatest number of past observations.” [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid, pgs. 174-175] 

	The testimonies to miracles in Scripture do involve the testimonies of men.  And Hume sweeps them away with his universalized statement that in all history no miracle has been attested by men who are beyond doubt.  Hume presses against all accounts of miracles the principles of skepticism that we earlier found acceptable in considering the extraordinary and marvelous explanation of our muddy little boy.  How does the Christian theist maneuver around such a pressing observation when he adopts a nearly identical skeptical attitude toward the extraordinary accounts that he encounters in testimonies outside of the canon of Scripture?  Even the most avid non-cessationist Christian would still rightly view the muddy little boy mentioned above with suspicion and doubt.  He would do this based on a similar line of reasoning that Hume applies to all accounts of miracles.  The challenge is serious.
The third of Hume’s reasons carries less force since it is really an ad hominem argument.  In it he appeals to the fact that accounts of miracle abound in “ignorant and barbarous nations” or from later intellectually developed civilizations that have received it from their traditions.[footnoteRef:12]  We will not bother with this third reason since ad hominem arguments carry so little weight. [12:  Ibid, pg 176] 

The fourth reason that Hume gives drives home the dilemma that is developing for the Christian Theist:
“Every miracle, therefore, pretended to have been wrought in any of these religions (and all of them abound in miracles), as its direct scope is to establish the particular system to which it is attributed; so has it the same force, though more indirectly, to overthrow every other system.  In destroying the rival system, it likewise destroys the credit of those miracles, on which that system was established; so that all the prodigies of different religions are to be regarded as contrary facts, and the evidences of these prodigies, whether weak or strong, as opposite to each other…This argument may appear over subtle and refined; but is not in reality different from the reasoning of a judge, who supposes, that the credit of two witnesses, maintaining a crime against any one, is destroyed by the testimony of two others, who affirm him to have been two hundred leagues distant at the same instant when the crime is said to have been committed.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid, pg. 178.] 

	Here we find the substance of Hitchens’ challenge to Wilson.  Hume argues that the testimonies of miracles from opposing religions taken together destroy each other, as two witnesses giving opposite testimonies in a court of law.  What is even more troubling is Hitchens’ question to Wilson about why he only believes in miracles when they are Calvinist miracles.  Most Christians, including myself, adopt an attitude of skepticism toward the account of miracles in other religions in line with the reasoning that Hume proposes.  The Christian theist seems to find himself between the horns of the following dilemma:
On the one horn we adopt an attitude of skepticism toward the accounts of miracles from other religions and extraordinary testimonies like the one given by the muddy little boy and then consistently apply that attitude of skepticism toward the testimonies to miracles found in the canon of Scripture. 
Or, 
On the other horn we naively accept all testimonies we hear no matter how improbably they are in order to consistently accept the testimonies to miracles found in the canon of Scripture.
Though some Christians have attempted to adhere to the first option it is really not an option if we are to take the apostle Paul seriously in 1 Corinthians 15:17 when he says, “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.”[footnoteRef:14]  We can now see the force of what we noted from Van Til, kill miracle and you kill Christianity.  But is the second horn really a viable option for the Christian theist either?  Such a naïve individual would not only be viewed as foolish, but they would suffer all manner of horrible consequences by those who would deceitfully take advantage of them in the normal course of their lives.  But before the Christian Theist rushes to impale himself on either of these horns let us take a detailed critical look at Hume’s epistemology to see whether he can even mount the argument against belief in miracles that he does. [14:  ESV translation] 

Problems with Hume’s Epistemology
	Three dogmas are central to Hume’s epistemology.  The first is his distinction between ideas and impressions.  The second is his distinction between relations of ideas and matters of fact.  The last central dogma to Hume’s epistemology is the statement with which he ends An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding:  
“We may run over libraries persuaded of these principles, what havoc must we make?  If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance; let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or numbers?  No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence?  No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, pg. 211.] 

	Many philosophers including Hume himself would contend that this statement reflects a conclusion that Hume reaches and is not an assumption that he begins with.  I will argue that this is false.  The rejection of metaphysics and divinity is a dogma assumed from the beginning of Hume’s entire Enquiry.
	Let us begin then with his distinction between ideas and impressions.  Ideas do not involve sensation.  They may involve memories of sensory experience but they can never “reach the force and vivacity of the original sentiment.”[footnoteRef:16]  Impressions, however, involve “more lively perceptions.”[footnoteRef:17]  In them he includes both immediate sensory experience, such as when we see or hear, emotions, such as when we love and hate, and volitions, such as when we desire or will.   [16:  Ibid, pg. 96.]  [17:  Ibid, pg. 97.] 

	Hume then goes on to state that all of our ideas or thoughts really “resolve themselves into such simple ideas as were copied from a precedent feeling or sentiment.”[footnoteRef:18]  Hume’s insistence on this origin of ideas forms the core of his empiricism.  It is what sets him apart from the rationalists who argue for the existence of innate ideas.  For the rationalists innate ideas are neither the product of our impressions nor thought process.  For Hume the grist for all our thoughts and intellectual reflections arises from our preceding impressions either of sensory data or our own emotions and volitions.  This will be ultimately why Hume desires to commit books of metaphysics and divinity to the flames which do not involve math or experimental reasoning. [18:  Ibid, pg. 97] 

The first thing Hume illustrates this principle with is the idea of God.  He states that our idea of God “arises from reflecting on the operations of our own mind, and augmenting, without limit, those qualities of goodness and wisdom.”[footnoteRef:19]  This is a key presupposition for Hume.  Hume asserts that our idea of God must come through our process of mental reflection since God is not an object of our sensory impressions.  We have no way to fit God under the category of “impressions.”  So Hume reasons that our idea of God must come from reflection on our impressions.  Current philosophical discussion has run with this idea further.  Using Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language, atheist James Rachels notes the following, [19:  Ibid, pg. 97-98.] 

“Religious utterances, it is said, do no report putative facts.  Instead, we should understand such utterances as revealing the speaker’s form of life.  To have a form of life is to accept a language game; the religious believer accepts a language game in which there is talk of God, Creation, Heaven and Hell, a Last Judgment, and so forth, which the skeptic does not accept.  Such language games can be understood only in their own terms; we must not try to assimilate them to other sorts of games.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  James Rachels, “God and Moral Autonomy,” in The Impossibility of God, ed. Michael Martin and Ricki Monnier (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2003), pg. 47.] 

This assertion by Hume is well used in current philosophical discussions about God.  It is widely assumed that our idea of God and whatever possible knowledge we have of him must come through a reflective reasoning process.  We will return later to analyze why this assumption will ultimately lead Hume and anyone who adopts it to deny the possibility of acting as a rational agent in the world.
The second key to Hume’s epistemology involves his distinction between relations of ideas and matters of fact.  Hume defines relations of ideas as propositions that “are discoverable by the mere operation of thought, without dependence on what is any where existent in the universe.”[footnoteRef:21]  Matters of fact, however, are not known in the same manner.  “The contrary of every matter of fact is still possible; because it can never imply a contradiction, and is conceived by the mind with the same facility and distinctness, as if ever so conformable to reality.”[footnoteRef:22]  It is this distinction that will further be developed by Kant into the concepts of analytic and synthetic statements.  Analytic statements involve simply the meaning of words independent of their existence.  They can involve concepts that are indeed matters of fact, but they themselves center entirely on whether they imply a contradiction.  To use the most notorious of analytic concepts we can say that a “bachelor” is “an unmarried male of marriageable age.”  To say that a “bachelor” is “a married male” would either invoke a contradiction or a change in the meaning of the word “bachelor.”  Synthetic statements involve things grounded in facts.  Saying “a triangle is a three sided object,” is different from saying “the shape on this piece of paper is a triangle.”  The first involves only a relationship between the word “triangle” and its definition.  The second actually points to a particular object of our sensory impressions.   [21:  Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, pg. 108.]  [22:  Ibid, pg. 108.] 

Both Hume’s first assertion about the origin of ideas and his distinction between relations of ideas and matters of fact prove problematic.  W. V. Quine has very helpfully pointed out that the school of empiricism is conditioned by these two dogmas.  Quine calls the first dogma regarding the origin of ideas, reductionism, and the second is merely the analytic/synthetic distinction.[footnoteRef:23]  Quine begins with the analytic/synthetic distinction.  He concludes at the end of a meticulous demonstration that, [23:  W.V. Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” in Quintessence: Basic Readings from the Philosophy of W. V Quine, ed. Roger F. Gibson, Jr., (Cambridge MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004), pg. 31.] 

“Semantic rules determining the analytic statements of an artificial language are of interest only in so far as we already understand the notion of analyticity; they are of no help in gaining this understanding…  It is obvious that truth in general depends on both language and extra-linguistic fact… Thus one is tempted to suppose in general that the truth of a statement is somehow analyzable into a linguistic component and a factual component.  Given this supposition, it next seems reasonable that in some statements the factual component should be null; and these are the analytic statements.  But, for all its a priori reasonableness, a boundary between analytic and synthetic statements simply has not been drawn.  That there is such a distinction to be drawn at all is an unempirical dogma of empiricists, a metaphysical article of faith.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Ibid, pg. 45.] 

	This proves quite vexing for the sort of skeptical empiricism that Hume proposes.  Analytic statements simply involve whether there exists a contradiction between two ideas.  These ideas do not necessarily need to be existent.  But, Quine presses the empiricist to show how one can explicate the concept of analyticity itself without assuming analyticity.  From whence then comes the concept of analyticity?  It surely cannot come from matters of fact.  If it did it would be possible that the existence of analyticity could be otherwise non-existent, since according to Hume the opposite of every matter of fact is possible.  This would destroy its very purpose in examining the relation of ideas for contradictions.  Consequently as Quine points out Hume is not as empirical as he seems to be.  He maintains an unempirical dogma that is necessary for him to be able to utter intelligible propositions in the first place.  Statements about matters of fact or putative facts (as Rachels puts it) involve linguistic relationships between concepts.  But, behind these linguistic relationships is the notion of analyticity that ensures that an intelligible utterance can be made.  Intelligible sentences cannot contain contradictions.  But in order to explicate why certain statements are contradictions, like the statement “this married man is a bachelor,” one needs the idea of analyticity.  But when it comes time to subject the term “analytic” to analytic analysis one finds himself in a tight and inescapable circle.  Apparently even an empirical skeptic of Hume’s caliber must rely on metaphysical articles of faith even to distinguish between relations of ideas and matters of fact.  
	Now let us examine the second dogma that Quine points out, reductionism.  We noted earlier that Hume sees all ideas originating from impressions.  Quine defines radical reductionism in this way: “Every meaningful statement is held to be translatable into a statement (true or false) about immediate experience.”[footnoteRef:25]  This is akin to what Hume has to say.  “The existence, therefore, of any being can only be proved by arguments from its cause or its effect; and these arguments are founded entirely on experience.”[footnoteRef:26]  That is to say that any meaningful predication can only be made on the basis of observed sensory data.  But, Quine points out that this reductionism is problematic.  It is inextricably connected with the other dogma of empiricism regarding the distinction between analytic and synthetic statements.  He states, “The two dogmas are, indeed, at root identical.”[footnoteRef:27]  Reduction of meaningful statements to sense-datum involves language.  This language is still dependent on the logical relationships of its terms.  Explicating these relationships is precisely the task of analyticity.  But then the stubborn problem rises again. How do we subject the concept of analytic to analytic analysis without assuming the category of analytic?  The circularity of such an endeavor is head spinning indeed.  Quine writes,  [25:  Ibid, pg. 47.]  [26:  Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, pg. 210.]  [27:  W.V. Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,”, pg. 49.] 

“Taken collectively, science has its double dependence upon language and experience; but this duality is not significantly traceable into the statements of science taken one by one…what I am now urging is that even in taking the statement as a unit we have drawn our grid too finely.  The unit of empirical significance is the whole of science.”[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Ibid, pg. 50.] 

	Now Hume’s empiricism is pushed into troubling waters indeed.  Quine is proposing that in order for the empirical endeavor of science to be significant it must be taken together as a whole.  We can see here a kernel of the “web of belief” that Quine proposes.  Quine suggests that justification of empirical beliefs involves the coherence of all one’s beliefs.
“The totality of our so-called knowledge or beliefs, from the most casual matters of geography and history to the profoundest laws of atomic physics or even pure mathematics and logic, is a man-made fabric which impinges on experience only along the edges.   Or to change the figure, total science is like a field of force whose boundary conditions are experience.  A conflict with experience at the periphery occasions readjustments in the interior field… If this view is right, it is misleading to speak of the empirical content of an individual statement—especially if it is a statement at all remote from the experiential periphery of the field.”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Ibid, pgs. 50-51.] 

	One can see the shadow of Kant lingering over this statement.  But this brings us now to a discussion of “the laws of nature.”  As we noted above this is a notoriously difficult concept to pin down.  Yet, Hume uses it to define miracle.  Quine brings up the idea of readjusting beliefs that are on the interior field of our total body of knowledge.  Surely our idea of “the laws of nature” is on the interior of this belief field.  The idea that there is some “thing” that somehow ensures that certain causes and effects will continue to be uniform is certainly not an object of our sensory experience.  Karl Lambert and Gordon Britten point out the following,
“…many statements commonly regarded as laws, for example, those of classical mechanics, hold only approximately.  They are not, in all strictness, true.  If we insist that explanation essentially involve laws and that laws must be true, we are faced with the unpleasant choice of saying either that, for example, Galileo did not really explain certain facts about the behavior of objects on inclined planes, or that when he made them his statements were true but now no longer are.”[footnoteRef:30]   [30:  Karl Lambert and Gordon Britten, “Laws and Conditional Statements,” in Introductory Readings in the Philosophy of Science 3rd edition, ed. E.D. Klemke, Robert Hollinger, and David Wyss Rudge, (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1998), pg. 227.] 

“Laws” are changed and qualified the more experience that a total scientific community gathers through testing and observing phenomena.  They serve to explain regularities.  But, they hold only approximately.  The more experimentation that is done under varying conditions, the more new facts a “natural law” has to explain.  Eventually a supposed law becomes so qualified that it gives way to a new explanatory paradigm.  Hence Nancy Cartwright points out that covering laws are scarce.  She notes that many scientific explanations “are at best covered by ceteris paribus generalizations—generalizations that hold only under special conditions, usually ideal conditions.”[footnoteRef:31]  What’s more Quine, carrying Kant a step further, observes that even these approximate scientific explanations will involve a “man-made fabric that impinges on experience only on the edges.”  We devise an explanatory system to make sense out of the causes and effects that we observe.  It is important to note that in order for these explanations to be of any use one must assume that we live in a neat and tidy universe.  Cartwright offers the following, [31:  Nancy Cartwright, “The Truth Doesn’t Explain Much,” in Introductory Readings in the Philosophy of Science 3rd edition, ed. E.D. Klemke, Robert Hollinger, and David Wyss Rudge, (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1998), pg. 234.] 

“Covering law theorists tend to think that nature is well-regulated; in the extreme, that there is a law to cover every case.  I do not.  I imagine that natural objects are much like people in societies.  Their behavior is constrained by some specific laws and by a handful of general principles, but is not determined in every detail, even statistically.  What happens in most cases is dictated by no law at all… God may have written just a few laws and grown tired.  We do not know whether we are in a tidy universe or an untidy one.”[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Ibid, pg. 237.] 

	This brings us to the fact that Hume assumes a tidy universe regulated by laws in order to propose his skeptical attitude toward miracles.  Recall that Hume notes, “There must, therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation.”[footnoteRef:33]  It is this uniform experience that gives Hume the material to construct calculations of a event’s probability.  Hume cannot hold in skepticism those testimonies which partake in the extraordinary and marvelous without some uniform experience by which to judge them.  But the concept that he ultimately must use to reason from probability involves more than the bare empiricism that he proposes.  It involves assuming a holistic system governed by uniform laws of nature that produce regular causes and effects.  Without such a system probability would be meaningless.  But, such a belief about the universe would not be found on the periphery of Hume’s epistemic system.  Such a belief is at least partially about the future and the future is not immediately before our senses.  Recall the periphery is the place that Quine believes the only contact with experience occurs.  Belief in “a universe governed by uniform laws of cause and effect” amounts to a metaphysical belief that cannot be justified by the skeptical empiricism that Hume proposes.  Not only does Hume find himself using unempirical dogmas in order to make his distinction between relations of ideas and matters of fact, he also finds himself appealing to unempirical dogmas to propose an attitude of skepticism toward accounts of miracles.   [33:  Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, pg. 173.] 

Rational belief in the uniformity of cause and effect is something that Hume himself throws a hand grenade into before he mounts his argument against belief in miracles.  Hume writes, “If we would satisfy ourselves, therefore, concerning the nature of that evidence, which assures us of matters of fact, we must enquire how we arrive at the knowledge of cause and effect.”[footnoteRef:34]  He then goes on to say that knowledge of this relation between cause and effect is not attained by reasoning a priori.  Rather it “arises entirely from experience, when we find, that any particular objects are constantly conjoined with each other.”[footnoteRef:35]  At the very least Hume consistently asserts the following, [34:  Ibid, pg. 109.]  [35:  Ibid, pg. 109.] 

“It is confessed, that the utmost effort of human reason is, to reduce the principles, productive of natural phenomena, to a greater simplicity, and to resolve the many particular effects into a few general causes, by means of reasonings from analogy, experience, and observation.  But as to the causes of these general causes, we should in vain attempt their discovery; nor shall we ever be able to satisfy ourselves, by any particular explication of them.  These ultimate springs and principles are totally shut up from human curiosity and enquiry.”[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Ibid, pg. 112.] 

This is the closest that Hume comes to defining “natural law.”  Laws would thus be our reduction of principles to a few general causes.  He aptly notes that his empiricism can never carry him to the metaphysical principles that would provide a basis for uniform cause and effect.  So then he dives into his knotty problem.  
“As to past Experience, it can be allowed to give direct and certain information of those precise objects only, and that precise period of time, which fell under its cognizance: But why this experience should be extended to future times, and to other objects, which, for aught we know, may be only in appearance similar; this is the main question on which I would insist… These two propositions are far from being the same, I have found that such and such an object has always been attended with such an effect, and I foresee, that other objects, which are, in appearance, similar, will be attended with similar effects.”[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Ibid, pg. 114.] 

	Here we have the question that will form the backbone of Hume’s problem of induction.  On what basis do we expect our future experiences to resemble our past experiences?  Hume immediately recognizes that an appeal to probability would be reasoning in a tight circle.  Induction cannot ground our belief in induction.  What’s more Hume cannot appeal to metaphysics to solve his quandary.  Why?  He dogmatically excludes metaphysics from the outset as a proper object of human knowledge.  His skeptical empiricism will only allow for knowledge of that which is immediately given in sensory impressions or gained by reasoning abstractly about the relation of ideas which do not necessarily have existence.  He states then, “If there be any suspicion, that the course of nature may change, and that the past may be no rule for the future, all experience becomes useless, and can give rise to no inference or conclusion.”[footnoteRef:38]  Hume’s skeptical empiricism has ultimately destroyed the possibility of reasoning from experience.  In the end it is a useless empiricism, one that can only say what has happened in the past and nothing of what one might expect in the future.   [38:  Ibid, pg. 117.] 

But then Hume says something quite strange.  He offers the following possible objection, “My practice, you say, refutes my doubts.”  That is to say the fact that he continues to act in the world expecting that the causes and effects that he had observed in the past will carry on into the future.  This expectation is the bank to which all agents in the world cash their checks.  But then he immediately goes on to say, “But you mistake the purport of my question.  As an agent, I am quite satisfied in the point; but as a philosopher, who has some share of curiosity, I will not say skepticism, I want to learn the foundation of this inference.”[footnoteRef:39]  He will go on to say that it is merely a matter of custom or habit that he expects future experience to resemble that of the past.  But it is worth objecting here:  What sort of agent acts upon a thing that he confesses he has no rational basis to believe?  Surely only a fool or a madman would truly divorce his rational reflections about the world from his actions in that world.   [39:  Ibid, pg. 117.] 

In the end Hume finds his action in the world to be little more than a matter of conditioning.  He can never appeal to a belief in the Christian God.  The Christian believes in a God who condescends in covenant to his creation and by his goodness providentially orders what he has created in a uniform manner.  But, Hume has dogmatically excluded the metaphysical reality of the a se God of Scripture in his treatment of human epistemology.  
“Here indeed  lies the justest and most plausible objection against a considerable part of metaphysics, that they are not properly a science; but arise either from the fruitless efforts of human vanity, which would penetrate into subjects utterly inaccessible to the understanding…”[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Ibid, pg. 91.] 

He has already assumed that he can examine his own rational faculties without the aid of what the God of Scripture has spoken about them.  He has already assumed that the immediate revelatory knowledge present in the sensus divinitatis of which Scripture speaks is false.  As we saw he assumes that man’s idea of God arises from his reflections on his impressions.  At bottom he assumes his rational autonomy from the outset.   He set out in the hopes that in subjecting human understanding to his inquires he can show an exact analysis of its power “in order to live at ease ever after.”[footnoteRef:41]  But by dogmatically clinging to his rational autonomy he has destroyed his possibility of acting as a rational agent in the world.  He ought to never live at ease.   [41:  Ibid. pg. 92] 

What’s more he has destroyed his possibility to levy the argument against miracles that he does.  If he cannot justify his belief in uniform cause and effect in the universe, then what exactly is to stop him from believing any account of the extraordinary and marvelous that is given to him?  When he appeals to probability in his treatment of miracles, he is appealing to a notion for which he has already destroyed his epistemological warrant.  He cannot even provide an account as to why the causes and effects that have regularly fallen under our observation are of any value for our beliefs about events we have not observed.  Hume’s skeptical empiricism turns out to be an utterly useless empiricism.
The Christian Conception of Miracles and the Obligation to Believe in them
	The Christian Theist must have a remarkably different epistemology than Hume.  But as we saw in the seeming dilemma presented in the first section of this paper, there is a common skepticism toward most accounts that partake in the extraordinary and the marvelous.  So how then can a Christian retain both his belief in the miracles of Scripture and the attitude of skepticism which allows him to doubt the muddy little boy?  As inconsistent as Hume’s epistemology may be, its inconsistency alone does not allow the Christian to escape this dilemma.  The Christian theist surely cannot take the pragmatic route that Quine takes.  Everitt and Fisher note about Quine’s Naturalized Epistemology,
“Epistemology, then, had to start without any assumptions that there was an external world and show how that assumption could be justified.  Quine’s NE[footnoteRef:42] appears not to operate under this constraint.  The way in which Quine usually describes the epistemologist’s task already presupposes that there is an external world.”[footnoteRef:43] [42:  That is Naturalized Epistemology.]  [43:  Nicholas Everitt and Alec Fisher, Modern Epistemology: A New Introduction, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1995), pg. 182.] 

	The sort of Common Sense Realism proposed by Plantinga resembles this aspect of Quine’s epistemology.  Included in Plantinga’s proposed “basic beliefs” is surely a belief in the existence of the external world.  I believe this assumption is psychologically correct.  There are certain beliefs which we do not need to go through any process of rational justification in order to know.  But that does not mean there are not transcendental beliefs that ultimately undergird those beliefs in our epistemology.  These transcendental beliefs may in fact never be directly examined by our rational faculties.  However, they are always necessary and indeed always known (though in a different manner than most beliefs).  The sort of pragmatism of Quine and Plantinga that stretches back to Thomas Reid, really dodges the important epistemological questions.  The epistemology of Biblical Christian Theism will not.
	One of the root divergences of Reformed Christian Epistemology (the sort proposed by Van Til and Calvin) is that it refuses to separate the questions of epistemology and metaphysics.  As Van Til writes, “The what precedes the that; the connotation precedes the denotation; at least the latter cannot be discussed intelligently without at once considering the former.”[footnoteRef:44]  As Calvin notes in the opening of his Institutes, [44:  Cornelius Van Til, The Defense of The Faith, 3rd edition, (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1967), pg. 9.] 

“Nearly all the wisdom we posses, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.  But while joined by many bonds, which one precedes and brings forth the other is not easy to discern.  In the first place, no one can look upon himself without immediately turning his thoughts to the contemplation of God, in whom he ‘lives and moves’ (Acts 17:28).”[footnoteRef:45] [45:  John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, translated by Ford Lewis Battles, (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1960), vol. 1, pg. 35.] 

Reformed Christian Epistemology holds to the Scriptural notion of the sensus divinitatis.  Man cannot but immediately know God.  This knowledge presses upon his consciousness at all times.  It is not reached at the end of a reasoning process and neither is it simply the content of our sensory impressions.  It is a different sort of knowledge all together.  It is a knowledge that man possesses merely by being created in the image of God.  This is a third sort of knowledge different from the two which Hume proposes.  In this way it is transcendental.  It is not acquired by man’s thought process.  This is obviously entirely different than what Hume assumes about the origin of man’s idea of God.  As we noted he sees it as the product of our reasoning about our impressions.  The Christian Theist asserts that our idea of God comes immediately from our status as image bearers.  It is a transcendental knowledge that comes from our created constitution as image bearers.
	This knowledge conditions how we understand the miracles that are attested in Scripture.  As creatures who are aware of our Creator, we are not aware of just the fact that he created us.  Our awareness of God, as image bearers, is always covenantal in nature.   This very awareness is a product of God’s has condescension in covenant to relate himself to his creatures.  As Oliphint notes,
“Basic to everything that we think and do is the fact that God is, and he alone always is and will always be who he is.  Everything else is created, controlled, and sustained by his omniscient, omnipotent, sovereign hand.  Given this basic distinction, there are two, and only two, kinds of ‘reality.’  There is the reality that is the triune God himself, and there is the reality that is everything else.”[footnoteRef:46] [46:  K. Scott Oliphint, Reasons for Faith: Philosophy in the Service of Theology, (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 2006), pg. 170.] 

	What this means is that Christian Theist refuses to dogmatically exclude the metaphysical reality of the covenant Lord of creation at the beginning of his epistemology as Hume does.  It must be noted however this is not because we believe that our understanding can penetrate the subject of God.  Rather this is because the reality of God has penetrated our understanding.  The Christian theist holds to a revelatory epistemology.
	All this conditions the question of belief in the miracles accounted in scripture.  Calculation of the probability of an event is dependent upon the conditions that surround the event.  Our field of experience expands in the sciences as we encounter more diverse sets of conditions in the world.   Our calculation of an event’s probability is ever changing because of these encounters.  This is to say that our calculation of the probability of any event has an ontological ground.  As we said calculation of the probability of an event is dependent on the conditions that surround it, i.e. ontological factors. As Christians we find that all ontology is ultimately grounded in the ontological Trinity, as we have noted.  Thus when we consider the probability of any event God is the ultimate ontological condition that affects the probability of that event.
	Hume defined miracles as “a violation of a law of nature by the Diety.”  The idea of “a law of nature” can be helpful if framed in the proper way.  But we must be careful to note what we do not mean by it.  We saw that Cartwright opined that it is possible “God may have written just a few laws and grown tired.  We do not know whether we are in a tidy universe or an untidy one.”[footnoteRef:47]  But the Christian theist would take issue with this.  First we would take issue with how she constructs the notion of natural law.  To say that God has written these laws might imply a more deistic conception of God.  This is certainly not how the Christian Theist thinks about “laws of nature.”  Frame points this out, “The idea of a mechanism between God and creation that administers the universe in the absence of divine intervention is a deistic, rather than a biblical model.”[footnoteRef:48]  As we saw Oliphint point out, the Christian believes in a God that not only created the universe, but orders it and sustains it by his sovereign hand.  All this leads us to the fact that a Christian view of Providence has to be brought into the discussion of the Christian view of miracles.  Bavinck is helpful in understanding precisely what the Christian means by Providence, [47:  Nancy Cartwright, “The Truth Doesn’t Explain Much,” pg. 237.]  [48:  John Frame, The Doctrine of God, (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 2002), pg. 250.] 

“Preservation tells us that nothing exists, not only no substance, but also no power, no activity, no idea, unless it exists totally from, through, and to God.  Concurrence makes known to us the same preservation as an activity such that, far from suspending the existence of creatures, it above all affirms and maintains it.  And government describes the other two as guiding all things in such a way that the final goal determined by God will be reached.  And always, from beginning to end, providence is once simple, almighty, and omnipresent power.”[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Herman Bavinck, Reformed Dogmatics: God and Creation, translated by John Vriend, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), pg. 604. ] 

	This is the metaphysical reality that the Christian Theist holds is ever before man’s consciousness.  The covenant Lord of creation orders and sustains everything about that creation at all times.  But this activity of preservation, concurrence and governance, is taken together with those covenantal conditions that man was placed under to begin with.  The creation mandate given by God to man ensures man that in his endeavors to work and subdue the earth he can expect that God in his goodness will govern his creation in a uniform way.  Consequently in his scientific examinations he can expect to find that certain causes regularly produce certain effects.  He does not believe this as a matter of custom, as Hume.  Rather he believes this based on the special speech he has received from God about his creation.  God covenants with Noah, “While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease” (Gen. 8:22).  This revelatory speech ensures that man knows this.  We may refer to these regularities in nature by the short hand term “laws of nature,” but in so doing we don’t see these regularities operating independently from God’s constant providential ordering of his universe.  As Van Til notes,
”The laws are but generalizations of God’s method of working with particulars.  God may at any time take one fact and set it into a new relation to created law.  That is, there is no inherent reason in the facts or laws themselves why this should be done.  It is this sort of conception of the relation of the facts and laws, of the temporal one and many, imbedded as it is in that idea of God in which we profess to believe, that we need in order to make room for miracles.”[footnoteRef:50] [50:  Cornelius Van Til, The Defense of The Faith, pg. 27.  ] 

	The miracles of scripture fit into the context of God’s covenantal lordship worked out in his providence.  An entirely different epistemology is brought to bear on the question, than that which is found in Hume and in philosophy in general.  Hume excludes this God from the outset of his epistemology and we saw that in the end it destroyed his ability to be the sort of empiricists that it is worth being.  He found no rational basis for his belief that future causes and effects will resemble those of the past.  But this is precisely something that the Christian can do.  Van Til notes again,
“Our minds can never legislate future possibility and probability because this possibility and probability lies in the control of God.  Yet it means that human minds may speak of universal connection between ideas and things.  There is an entirely reasonable expectation that the constitution and course of nature will be the same in the future as it has been in the past because of the rationality of God that is back of it.”[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Cornelius Van Til, In Defense of the Faith, Volume VI: Christian-Theistic Evidences, pg. 21. Emphasis mine.] 

When we conjoin our understanding of God’s providence as the covenantal Lord of his creation with the sensus divinitatis which we discussed earlier, we begin to see why basic beliefs are possible. We see why belief in the existence of the external world and belief in the continued uniformity of nature are both psychologically basic to man.  If man immediately knows the covenant Lord by his status as an image bearer, then he also immediately expects certain things about the world.  This answer is far more satisfying than a wave of the pragmatic wand.  Common sense realism assumes these are epistemologically basic and simply shuts its ears to the skeptic.  The Christian assumes that these are psychologically basic because man transcendentally posses immediate knowledge of God.  When the skeptic raises his voice to press the Christian on why he does not doubt God, the Christian follows right back with the ruthless consistency of Hume’s skepticism: “If you desire to be a skeptic  either admit that you are a complete madman when you act in the world, or follow your skepticism to its logical end and go live in a hole.”  
But we are still left with our dilemma.  We still hold in skeptical doubt most accounts that partake in the extraordinary and marvelous.  We still do not believe our muddy little boy.  Yet, we believe the accounts of miracles presented in Scripture.  However we will escape this dilemma by bringing the idea of the providential sovereignty of God to bear on the issue.  The Christian points out that another set of epistemological conditions are involved when considering belief about anything that is attested in scripture.  As Van Til noted God is free to take any one fact and set it in a new relation to any other fact.  Even Hume admits that the contrary to any matter of fact does not entail a logical impossibility.  But as Christians we do not believe that God brings together extraordinary and marvelous causes and effects willy-nilly, especially in redemptive-history.  Redemptive-history involves those historical events in which God brings about the salvation of his people.  This brings in many Christian ideas by implication to the discussion of belief in miracles and threatens to expand our discussion to unruly proportions.  Let us list for now some key Christian ideas that are presupposed here.  We have already discussed the Christian belief that the world is covenantally dependent on the reality of the a se God who has Created it.  But the Christian also believes that the world currently exists in an abnormal state.  It is in a state of being cursed because of man’s ethical rebellion against God.  It is in response to this state that Scripture frames the idea of redemption.  While all the facts of the universe are what they are according to God’s sovereign hand, the Christian believes from Scripture that God is moving those facts to a certain end.  Bavinck pointed this out in his definition of the aspect of God’s providence known as government.  There is a teleology involved.  The Christian believes this teleology on the revelatory grounds of what is presented to him in Scripture.  It is this redemptive teleology that informs the accounts of miracles as they are presented in Scripture.   Ridderbos notes the following about the miracles performed by Christ,
“Jesus’ miracles occupy a place that is in every respect organic and ‘natural’ in the idea of the coming kingdom, insofar as it renders visible the restoration of the creation, and so the all-embracing and redemptive significance of the kingdom…They do not rest on some personalistic-charismatic talent or miraculous power, but on the break-through of the transcendent kingdom of heaven (Luke 10:7-9)… Jesus’ miracles are messianic deeds of salvation, they bear an eschatological character.”[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Herman Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom, (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1962), pgs. 65-66.] 

	Considered in this light, miracles are not fundamentally different from the ordinary facts that we encounter.  The Christian believes that all facts are under the sovereign design and control of God.  The miracles accounted in Scripture just happen to be special manifestations of that authority, which demonstrate God’s redemptive purposes.  In this regard the extraordinary and marvelous acts that are attested in scripture are of a fundamentally different character than any other accounts of extraordinary events.  We are under no universal obligation to believe accounts of extremely extraordinary events that occur outside of scripture.  In those cases the credibility of the testimonies that partake of the extraordinary and marvelous are indeed destroyed as Hume notes.  However, it is beyond possibility that the testimony of Scripture could be destroyed by these conditions.  Hume asserts that, 
“…there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good sense, education, and learning, as to secure us against all delusion in themselves; of such undoubted integrity, as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive others…”[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, Pg. 174] 

But in this he has already assumed that the testimony of the human authors of scripture is not conjoined with divine testimony.  The Christian contends that the accounts of miracles in Scripture are written under the dual authorship of the human and divine.  Divine testimony by its very nature must be beyond all suspicion.  In fact it ethically compels belief.  The miracles attested by the special revelation of Scripture together with general revelation that proceeds from all the facts of the universe bear down on man.  Notaro notes,
“And when seen within the framework of God as the covenantal Lord over all the facts, that evidence is appreciated to constitute nothing less than absolutely valid proof for the Christian system.”[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Thom Notaro, Van Til & The Use of Evidence, (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1980), pg. 62.] 

	What distinguishes the Christian’s skeptical attitude toward most extraordinary accounts and his full embrace of the Scriptural accounts of miracles centers around the difference in the nature of the testimonies which are involved.  Hence he doubt his muddy little boy because he knows that he is capable of lying or exaggerating, but he does not doubt what God has spoken in his Scriptures because “God is light and in him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5).  The dilemma really arises because of an equivocation that assumes that all human testimonies are essentially the same in nature.  It can only arise if one dogmatically assumes with Hume that Scripture as a book written by various men, is not also “God-breathed.”  The Christian does not do this.  He begins his epistemology with the metaphysical reality of the a se God who transcends his creation, yet has condescended to be in covenant with it, and has revealed himself in his word.  Consequently he is rescued from the skeptical rocks upon which Hume’s empiricism is dashed to pieces.
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