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brain that explain belief and unbelief in God cannot be true. Firstly, why someone believes in God is a 
question about a person’s reasons and evidence, and not about what is going on his brain. Secondly, 

mind or a brain, and it is neither a process nor a state of either the mind or a brain. And thirdly, the nature 

perspective of Scripture, and a brief description of what it means for a biblical creationist to believe in 

brain parts or science and religion; only between persons subscribing to different worldviews.

 belief, brain, creationism, evolution, religion, science, unbelief

established an unquestionable truth: all religious 
belief and behavior depend on a functioning brain. 

or atheism, what a brain is and does led far too many 
people to accept the following questionable logic: 

lover, or a reader. To see what is questionable 
about the logic is to consider what a belief, and 
believing something or someone, is. If it is not what 

interpretation of their research results conceptually 

to show it is.

1 atheism, 
and the controversy between evolutionists and 

paragraphs.

religious beliefs are caused by brain dysfunction, 

the brain that has evolved over millions of years.

the interest in religion is the rationality of people’s 

of creationists. “Ardent pro-evolutionists,” according 

of Victoria, “sometimes charge that fundamentalist 
creationists are not subject to reason and that they 

modern thought depends so heavily on science?” 

is that Christians who believe in God, angels, 
the soul, heaven and hell are stupid, or, at least, 
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(2012), worldwide “supernatural belief” is, therefore, 

counterintuitive: it violates a “naturalistic worldview” 

cognitive (intellectual) abilities of believers in God, 
scientists invented a “reoccurring strategy” among 
themselves: they divide “the mind into separate 

spontaneous feelings (often called “intuitions”) 

two qualitatively distinct “systems” or “processes” in 
the brain that is the cause of this.2 This strategy and 
logic is also clearly evident in yet another reason for 

are just two of many scientists whose studies 

disbelief” and is able to “override” religious beliefs, 
such as that the universe and the things in it have 
been created for a purpose, that there is life after 
death, and that human beings are not just material 

“encourages a materialistic understanding of the 
3 Whether 

rule or serve as counter-evidence to their claim is 
unfortunately neither considered nor discussed.

collaborators very recently claimed that there are two 

and others not. Simply put, when someone believes 

between parts in the brain is the origin of belief 
and unbelief is a short step to claim that the brain 
is also the cause of what many people construe as a 
“war” between science and religion.
been shown to be the mythical legacy of a group of 

“to place a secular science into the center of cultural 

idea persists. A case in point is a recent article in 
ScienceDaily
et al. (2016) as its source, the article states that the 

visible today in the arguments between evolution 
and creationism.”

In the rest of this paper I will attempt to show 
that the human brain is neither the origin of belief 

between evolutionists and biblical creationists.5 In 

between an empirical and conceptual question in 
order to identify the roots of the confusion. I will then 
employ a conceptual analysis as a tool to clarify the 
concept of belief and show that a belief and believing 
something or someone are not acts of any sort, and a 
belief and believing are also not a state or process of 
either the mind or the brain. To state the same point 

but conceptual and analytic, and my concern is 

powers. I will then turn to the Christian Scriptures to 

and creationists, identify the source of unbelief, and 

2

3 Their research paper ends on the following hopeful note: “We might be witnessing the beginnings of a novel transition in human 

 

5 In the rest of this paper, “Christian” refers to young-earth creationists, and vice versa, unless it is otherwise indicated.
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then indicate what it means for a biblical creationist 

should lead scientists to new insights, and hopefully, 
new beliefs.

scientists are interested in correlating brain 

believing, judging, or emotional responses of a 

the connection between the brain and behavior. 

conceptual questions and empirical questions, and 
when they attempt to address empirical problems 
without conceptual clarity, then wrong questions are 
bound to be raised and research misdirected.

Conceptual questions antecede matters of truth 
and falsehood. They are questions concerning our 

, not questions concerning the 
truth or falsehood of empirical statements. These 
forms are presupposed by true (and
statements and by correct (and
theories . . . [C]onceptual questions are not amenable 

relationships in question are presupposed by any 

here is . . . with distinctions between logically different 

intended to answer them. And any incoherence in the 

be manifest in incoherences in the interpretations 

There are at least two reasons why we should 

“Why do you believe in God?” requires a different 
reply than “Where in the brain is the amygdala or 

in God is to inquire about his reasons, grounds 
(evidence, facts), or the source(s) of his belief in 
God. And because the question is also conceptually 
connected to a host of other concepts, it cannot be 
adequately answered without an inquiry into the 
logical relationship between a Christian’s beliefs and 

those concepts, as we shall shortly see.

results is because they confuse a person, who has a 
mind, with a brain. In other words, they confuse the 
reasons a person believes in God with where they 

of these. The error is most evident in the persistent 
ascription of psychological properties of a person to 

These errors have two major roots, which 

science is shamelessly materialistic. It maintains 

physical systems, ultimately and completely 

2006, 59). In this view, the mind is simply “the 

Gervais claims that people’s belief in “empirically 

belief in other “unobservable entities . . . called minds” 

it becomes wholly obscured how the mind can also 

Christians cannot be observed, it does not mean that 

rationally defended.
The second source of error and confusion is 

abilities and powers. We are told, for instance, that 

and “function,” naturalistically construed, refers to 

latest update of Wikipedia (2016), “Mental process or 
mental function are terms often used interchangeably 
for all the things individuals can do with their minds. 

ideation, imagination, belief, reasoning, etc.), volition, 
and emotion. Sometimes the term cognitive function 

observations about the difference between a person, 
a mind, and a brain.
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sense-organs, it is not pain-sensitive, and has no 

sort of thing that can perceive, form beliefs, or answer 
questions. In contrast to a person, it has no ears to 
hear and no capacity to listen (i.e., able to comply with 
a request to obey, or disobey, an order or instruction). 
If it could, then it would have been possible for one 
brain to teach another brain how to ride a bicycle.

say that a person can be in two minds (cf. the “double-

person may not be in his right mind when distraught, 
but he can never be in his right brain. Also, a person 
can, but his brain cannot, give another person a piece 
of his mind, and a person, as opposed to a brain, 
can be broad- or narrow-minded, and only persons 
can, but brains cannot, be of the same mind (cf. 

To have a mind is to possess a range of capacities, 
abilities or powers, such as perceptual abilities, an 
intellect (i.e., the power to reason, to draw inferences 

or about something, to form beliefs, learn, acquire 

deliberate, choose, and decide what to do and being 
able to change one’s feelings, desires, and attitudes. 
And a person who has a mind also has the power 
to act at will and rationally. All these abilities are 

I will now proceed to clarify what a belief is, and 
then show that a belief and believing is not what 

feature of a person’s psychological powers.

conceptually connected to a wide array of concepts, 

(reasonableness and reasons, evidence, facts), 
judgment, feeling, truth, morality (right and wrong, 
good and bad, virtues and vices), desires (needs and 
wants), faith (faithfulness and trust), love, hope, 

between belief and the other concepts, some in this 
6

Belief and knowledge

retained) are not perceptible objects. No person on 
earth can provide us with an account of their weight, 
color, shape, length, or width. Most importantly, they 
are not representations of anything in the mind or 
in a brain. A photograph may represent a child, a 
painting, a landscape, and I represent my beliefs in 
the words and sentences I use. A “belief” is something 
a person has when he believes something to be so, 
and to have a belief is believing something to be so. A 

or passionately held, but what is believed, as opposed 

The essential characteristic or point of a belief can, 
therefore, be stated as follows: a person believes 
things are so and not that they are otherwise.

something, and when he adds the term “that” as in “I 

the answers he gives in response to what he believes, 

something focuses on how things are in the world and 
the belief is true or correct if things are as someone 
believes them to be. To believe a proposition (claim, 
story, or conjecture) is to believe what is said by 
someone about things that have been or are (i.e., that 
the claim, story, or conjecture is true). In contrast to 
a belief that can be true or correct, believing may be 
wise, foolish, or thoughtless if it is wise, foolish, or 
thoughtless to believe something or someone.

or be acquainted with something (or someone) if it 

remember that things are so only if they are. So if 
someone notices and is aware of something, then 
there must be something that he notices, is aware or 
is conscious of. These points illustrate why noticing, 

of something or someone, desires, needs and wants, 

are so, is precisely what he believes when he believes 
that things are so. And if, for instance, the Apostle 

and I believe that, then what I believe is precisely 

6
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Belief and thought 
To say (state, assert, claim) “that things are so” is 

or statement of a fact (that is what he believes), and 

or deplorable. A true description of something 

the world, not by inquiry into a brain!

Belief and truth 
Truth and falsehood are the values of propositions, 

claims, suppositions, conjectures, statements, assertions, 
declarations, reports, confessions, allegations, rumors, 
and histories. Someone’s beliefs about the world can be 
said to be right (correct) or true, and if things are not 
as he believes them to be, then his beliefs are wrong 

about a belief is what a person believes. A person may 
come to believe something falsely when he is overhasty, 

source of his information is at fault.

another person believes something to be so, our 

recognitional ability, capacity, or power—we can see 
the fear in his face, we can hear him say he saw a large 

demeanor, tone of voice, behavior, or actions.

Belief, feeling, reason and rationality 

to be true to conclusions supported by the premises, 
and premises are true or false, and conclusions 

to believe something that is adequately supported 
by reasons, and it is reasonable to withhold belief 

something or someone, but also different sources 
from which a belief can be derived and different 
ways (i.e., the manner) in which a person can come to 

A person (not a brain) can conceal his beliefs, but 

or irritability, beliefs are not feelings. And if he is 

reasons or evidence for what he believes.
Although it is arguably the case that all of a 

person’s beliefs are logically related to each other, 

will win the marathon today and you believe it is only 
possible or probable, then I have more faith than you 
but not more belief. A person may feel sure, certain, 
and convinced that things are so, but not believe sure, 
certain, or believe convinced. When we refer to a belief 
as strong or faint, passionate, obstinate, tentative, 
half-hearted, wavering, hesitant and so on, we do not 

conviction, or tenacity. A belief that is tenaciously 
held is not a “greater” belief but only one that is less 

as follows: A belief is what a person believes about the 

To believe in aliens and God is to believe that 

for instance, in evolutionism and materialism 

presuppositions and assumptions of those who are 
evolutionists and materialists. And to say of someone 

truth is not to describe his beliefs or faith, but his 
moral commitments.

What a person believes can be his reason (not cause!) 
for his reasoning, feeling, and acting in a certain way. 
And both believing and feeling something to be so can be 
rational or irrational, and reasonable or unreasonable. 

they are derived. And reasoning is poor or bad when 

and feeling something can be unreasonable if, on 
discovering that the evidence for believing or feeling 
what someone believed or felt was wrong, but a person 
nevertheless continues to believe and feel as before. 
And someone is irrational when he discovers some fact 

valid reasoning, reasons, and evidence.



278 C. Joubert

or less clear what a belief, and believing something 

conceptual confusions by considering what it is not.

What a belief and believing are not
Contrary to what is commonly believed by 

scientists (and philosophers), believing something or 
someone is not a mental (psychological) act (Gilbert 

7 
and it is not a process of either the mind or the brain 

Believing is not an act

and we can urge someone to believe something or 
someone, as we can warn someone not to believe 

why believing something or someone is neither an act 

tasting are powers a person who has them can 

actions he performs. In certain circumstances it is 

can intelligibly reply “No! I am busy now, I will do it 

not something he can intelligibly reply to with “No! I 
am busy believing something else now, I will believe 

Second, while a person can plan to do something 
before noon, he cannot plan to believe something or 
someone before noon.

asleep, has fainted, or forgot to do it, but he cannot 

something accidentally, inadvertently, on purpose, 

methods of doing so and so, but only reasons for 
believing.

we often say “It is hard to believe that,” it does not 
imply or entail that a person can practice believing 

or believing something well. A person can only mean 

performs a certain way, and someone can volunteer 
to perform a certain act, but a person can neither 
perform a belief or believing someone a certain 
way nor volunteer to perform a belief or believing 
someone.

Believing is not a state of the mind or of a brain 

agitated, cheerful, joyous, intense concentration, 

irritable, and being in pain, is. We say persons are 
in a mental state or a state of mind, and persons 

themselves in a state of mind. These are states of a 
person and, as such, are states of consciousness (i.e., 

Mental states are connected to feelings that a 

said of a belief or of believing something or someone. 

a person can be tired of being depressed or become 

be said of believing someone as a state that a person 

believing that things are so nor worn out by what he 

in a believing state today.”

saw earlier, is the evidence that things are so, but 

as a matter of fact, are so. And a person’s state of 

a family member pays a visit, and may resume, but 
distraction can never interrupt a person’s believing 
something. Most importantly, a mental state could 
not have the consequences of believing something 
or someone. Nothing about a brain state can imply 
that a person is either right or wrong about what 
he believes something to be. Also, no description of 
any brain state could imply that a person is right 
or wrong about what he believes to be. In a word, a 
person is either right or wrong in what he believes, 
and his reasons may be reasonable or unreasonable, 

7
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but there are no such consequences for being in a 
depressed mental state or an irritable one.

be said to be a brain state can it be supposed to be 

in a depressed mental state must be identical with the 

is identical with a neural pattern or embarrassment.

Believing is not a mental process or a process in a brain 
Although a process is often referred to as a “causal 

anything. Giving birth is a painful process, which 

but what produces the pain is the baby, not the 

the baby from inside to outside the mother involves 
a process (from contractions initiated by the baby 
to eventually the cutting of the umbilical cord), and 

a recipe or procedure that stipulates a number of 
interdependent steps or actions (gathering one’s 

process of change. Neither has the process “operated 
on,” “acted on,” or “selected” anything at all. So what 
can we say about the assumption that believing is a 
brain process?

are able to act on something else and by so doing 
bring about change in the thing acted on. Thus, if 
one process causes another process, then we cannot 

process, for a process is neither a substance nor able to 
act. A process, in short, is initiated by an agent whose 

or runs, the person acts—at will.
In contrast to brain processes, persons acquire and 

form beliefs based on information provided to them 

cognitive (i.e., perceptual) powers, and the use of their 

a true belief about how things are is to be right and 

to have a false belief is to be wrong. Also, a person 
believing something or someone can be reasonable, 

nothing about a brain process that can be true or 
false, right or wrong, or foolish. It entails that brain 
processes, as brain states, could never have the 
consequences of believing. Nothing about a brain 
process going on in one’s brain can imply that one 
is either right or wrong about anything a person 
believes. Also, no description of any brain process 
could imply that a person is right or wrong about 
whether things are as they believe them to be.

and some are ashamed of believing something 

process is not responsible or answerable for anything 

in the act of doing something but not interrupted in 

a brain and not ever be held responsible for how it is 
going on.

on throughout a period of time—whether constantly, 
steadily, irregularly, sporadically, incessantly, 
intermittently, and so forth. None of these properties 
can be predicated of a belief or believing something 
to be so. A person does not begin to believe when he 
heard what had been said by someone and then go 
on believing for a time and then “come to an end” 
believing. A person may come to believe something 
at a time, continue for a time to believe what he came 

he falls asleep he does not cease to believe what he 
believes. A person ceases to believe something, for 

pressures of others.

that whatever brain activity (electrochemical, 

or believing something to be so cannot be a belief a 
person has or of his believing. It can only indicate 
that brain activity is a necessary condition in order 
for a person to form beliefs or believing something 
to be so. And second, it is a necessary condition for 
two different descriptions to be the same that they be 

believes such and such” is a description of a person, 
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cortical area or region” is a description of a brain. 

someone cannot be identical with whatever is going 

can be in a state of mind but neither in a brain state 
nor in a process of his brain.

between evolutionists and creationists, the source of 
unbelief, and what it means for a biblical Christian (a 
young-earth creationist) to believe in God.

Evolution and creationism

on the two I consider to be the most important. 

record of creation. Terry Mortenson has pointed out 
that the “order of creation in Genesis 1 contradicts 
the order of events in the evolution story in at 
least 30 points” (Mortenson 2009, 176). Therefore, 
disagreements between evolutionists and biblical 
creationists run deep. The logical implication of that 
is straightforward. In the words of evolutionist and 

developed or they did not. If they did not, they must 

developed state, they must indeed have been created 
by some omnipotent intelligence, for no natural 
process could possibly form inanimate molecules into 
an elephant or a redwood tree in one step.

There is, therefore, no middle road or place for 

creationists involves the character of the Creator. 

means, among other things, to subscribe to and 

holding and maintaining that they are as recorded 

means the point at which something begins, hence, 

and “day” means, among other things, a period of 
light between sunrise and sunset or the length of 

 at the 
beginning ‘ ’.” If we turn 

beginning God created the heavens and the earth,” 

lasted a per
se events 

logical basis to understand Moses’ command to the 

utterly inconsistent to claim to be a disciple or 

believe” the writings of Moses, then they will also 

The cause of unbelief
It is no accident that both belief in God and 

unbelief has the same source: the human heart.  The 

but also of all man’s personal and interpersonal 

logically, that the solution to man’s problems must 
necessarily begin there as well. Scripture teaches, 
in contrast to what scientists believe, that “a man’s 

9:3) must to be eradicated. Scripture’s term for a 
change of heart is “born again,” which is a spiritual 

Most importantly, it is one and the same “God who 

1:3], who has shone in our hearts to give the light of 

kardia
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That the nature of man’s problems is spiritual 
is evident in the fact that it is a fool who says “in 
his heart, “There is

creation [i.e., beginning, origin] of the world [cosmos] 
attributes are clearly seen [to all people], 

being understood by the things that are made, even 

that brains “suppress” belief in God, Scripture 
indicates that it is people “who suppress the truth” 
of what is evident to them about the Creator, and it 

in their

who has been informed about something can say 
that he did not believe what he was told, but he can 

possibility of being ignorant, and that implies that 

blame his brain for his unbelief.
We can, therefore, understand that people are 

held responsible for their beliefs, and, by implication, 

if we are to believe the scientists, then evolutionary 

their unbelief, including their beliefs about right and 
wrong—and that is absurd. And this is why: a person 
learns the difference between right and wrong, 

acquires a sense of responsibility, and cares about 
right and wrong. These may only be lost if he becomes 
cynical, be abandoned when he becomes callous [i.e., 

becomes uncaring. None of these things can be said of 
a brain. In short, there is nothing whatsoever going 
on in a brain that could have these consequences of 
unbelief. The converse is also true: nothing going 
on in a brain can ever imply that a person is right 
or wrong about anything, including whether the 

The believer in God
In Scripture, faith is conceptually connected to 

heart. 1 Corinthians 13:13 states it as follows: “And 

greatest of these is

declaration, or statement that the believer believes 

without faith it is impossible to please , for he 
that 

hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has 

and is good. The more convinced he is about what he 

hopes because there is some degree of uncertainty 
or doubt whether things are or will be as he believes 
them to be, this is not true of Christian hope. It is 
because hope is bound up with “believe” and “faith,” 

the nuance of “trustworthy” and “faithful” (Mounce 

that to believe someone is to trust his word and to 

person’s word for something implies that he relies 

depends on it, and counts on the truth of his report 

do you not believe Me?”).
Now if it is true that people often hold and 

cleave to their most cherished beliefs, and that 
they embrace, foster, and nurture them, then 
the elements of Christian trust, dependency, and 
reliance are fundamentally rooted in the nature of 

and is, therefore, to be trusted. It follows that what 
is recorded in Scripture can be believed and trusted 

said to him: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your 

’” (Matthew 22:37).
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suggests that understanding belief and unbelief in 
God is simply a matter of understanding the brain, 
and rationality of belief in God depends on empirical 

how researchers can go wrong before they even begin. 

acts, states, and processes, and leave their nature 
undecided—because their evolutionary materialism 

of belief, believing something or someone, and the 
concepts to which they are logically connected, they 
now decide what the empirical nature of a belief 

brain identical with brain states or processes. Their 
assumptions, presuppositions, and the interpretation 
of results are, therefore, far from trivial appendages 

for the articulation of their research results, hence, 
as the source of a host of unnecessary conceptual 
confusions that are impediments to any credible 
science. The writer of the article in the ScienceDaily, 

and be a very good scientist” (Anonymous 2016). If 
so, then nothing could possibly prevent a religious 
and good scientist from saying something truthful 
about the world and using good science to support 

people who subscribe to different worldviews. The 
beliefs of young-earth creationists are based on the 
only eyewitness of the origin of the universe and life 
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