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Abstract

This paper seeks to present an argument against Swinburne's two-fold greater-good defense
against the argument from divine hiddenness. According to this argument, the gratuitous
theological, philosophical, and moral costs of this defense prevent it from being a reasonable
resort. Some of these costs arise from the structure of this defense, which consists in
accepting all the premises of the argument and adding an additional premise to block the
conclusion, while other costs stem from the explicit and implicit claims of that added premise.
The theological costs of this defense include: the lack of moral value of prophets, the
possibility of punishment for nonbelievers who mistakenly think they are honest agnostics,
and the necessity of assuming an unbridled version of universalism. The philosophical costs
include a form of metaphysical necessitarianism and entanglement in an epistemological
dilemma, according to which either there is no honest agnostic, or theists will not succeed in
their responsibility to guide nonbelievers toward theism. Attributing an inappropriate moral
theory to God and sacrificing some individuals for a greater good are among the moral costs of
this defense. Given these costs, it can be concluded that this defense is not a suitable way to
respond to the argument from divine hiddenness.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The argument from divine hiddenness is one of the most influential contemporary
arguments against the existence of a personal God. In its recent formulations, John L.
Schellenberg’s argument focuses on the existence of nonresistant nonbelief. Schellenberg
argues that a perfectly loving personal God would seek a personal relationship with all
persons who are capable of such a relationship and who do not resist it. Since belief in
God is a necessary condition for such a relationship, and since such belief must be based
on sufficient evidence, a perfectly loving God should ensure that sufficient evidence for
divine existence is available to every capable and nonresistant person. The existence of
people who lack such evidence while remaining genuinely open to a relationship with God
therefore appears incompatible with the existence of a perfectly loving personal God. One
important strategy for responding to Schellenberg is to accept the premises of his
argument while adding a further premise intended to block its conclusion. These
responses are generally formulated as greater-good defenses. According to such defenses,
God may have sufficient reasons for withholding sufficient evidence for belief in God
because doing so makes possible some good that would otherwise be unavailable, or
prevents some greater evil. The distinctive feature of greater-good defenses is therefore
the claim that divine hiddenness is necessary for the realization of a greater good. Richard
Swinburne’s proposed greater-good is particularly significant because he develops a
distinctive two-fold response. In the first fold, he argues that the existence of nonresistant
nonbelief is necessary for genuine moral freedom. A person who had sufficiently strong
awareness of God’s existence, together with awareness of divine reward and punishment,
would have a powerful motivation to choose the good, thereby losing an important form
of moral freedom. According to the second fold, the greater good available to believers
consists in their responsibility and opportunity to guide nonbelievers toward belief in
God. The present study argues that, despite the ingenuity of this strategy, Swinburne’s
two-fold defense imposes substantial theological, philosophical, and ethical costs.

1. Theological Predicaments

The first set of difficulties is theological. The paper begins by examining the relationship
between Swinburne’s account of moral freedom and the moral status of prophets and
other paradigmatic religious figures. If strong belief in God significantly diminishes
authentic moral freedom, then prophets should possess less moral freedom than ordinary
believers. This creates tension with the traditional understanding of prophets as morally
exemplary figures. The problem is sharpened by the theological literature on
impeccability and freedom, since the attempt to preserve both impeccability and genuine
freedom already constitutes a difficult theological problem. The case of Satan provides an
even more direct counterexample: despite his exceptionally strong awareness of God, his
knowledge does not eliminate the possibility of temptation or rebellion. Thus, strong
belief or awareness of God does not appear sufficient to remove morally significant
choice. The second theological problem concerns self-deception, culpable nonbelief, and
punishment. Swinburne distinguishes true agnosticism, whose existence is required by
the greater-good defense, from nonbelief produced by self-deception, which is culpable
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and may result in punishment. The paper argues that these commitments are difficult to
reconcile. A related problem arises from the possibility of postmortem compensation for a
lost relationship with God. If a nonresistant nonbeliever has not culpably rejected God,
justice appears to require compensation for the relationship that was unavailable during
earthly life. Yet granting such compensation generates difficulties for believers as well,
since believers may likewise claim that their particular level of relationship with God was
partly determined by circumstances beyond their control.

2. Philosophical Predicaments

The second major category consists of philosophical difficulties, especially those
generated by Swinburne’s second fold. The continued existence of nonbelievers must be
necessary, since if believers successfully converted all nonbelievers, the first greater good
would disappear, while there would no longer be nonbelievers to whom the second good
could be directed. This generates a problematic modal structure. The second fold also
generates an epistemological dilemma. For believers to have a realistic prospect of
guiding nonbelievers toward theism, they must have access to sufficient reasons for
theistic belief. If these reasons are merely personal, their ability to persuade others is
limited. If, however, the reasons are publicly accessible and sufficient for anyone who
encounters them, then the existence of genuinely nonresistant nonbelievers becomes
difficult to maintain.

3. Moral Predicaments

Finally, the paper identifies ethical difficulties. Greater-good defenses are structurally
consequentialist because they justify withholding an epistemic good in terms of a valuable
consequence, such as moral freedom. In Swinburne’s case, this raises the question of
whether God may permissibly deprive some people of an important good for the sake of
another good. The problem becomes particularly serious once culpable self-deception and
postmortem punishment are incorporated into the theory. Some individuals may believe
that their nonbelief is genuine and morally appropriate while in fact being culpable and
destined for punishment. They would thereby become unintended victims of the divine
arrangement.

Conclusion

The paper therefore concludes by drawing on anti-theodicy considerations. Swinburne’s
defense risks adopting an excessively consequentialist moral framework, treating some
individuals instrumentally for the sake of a larger good, and attributing to God a moral
theory that is itself questionable. The possibility that people may be mistaken about the
status of their own nonbelief, combined with the possibility of punishment, makes the
moral cost especially severe. The paper ultimately concludes that the two-tier greater-
good defense is burdened by interconnected theological, philosophical, epistemological,
and ethical difficulties. These costs do not necessarily establish that the defense is
formally inconsistent, but they significantly undermine its plausibility as a satisfactory
response to divine hiddenness.
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