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Abstract 

 

Schellenberg (1993, 2015) has argued that Divine hiddenness in light of nonresistant nonbelief 

is evidence against the existence of God. Arguably, the most important premise in 

Schellenberg’s argument is NONRESISTANCE-SUFFICIENCY: if there is a perfectly loving 

God, He would provide evidence to every nonresistant human person sufficient to place His 

existence beyond rational doubt. In this paper, two arguments against NONRESISTANCE-

SUFFICIENCY are given. The first argument is that the problem of Divine hiddenness is a 

species of the problem of evil. I defend this argument against objections to it posed by 

Schellenberg himself. From this, I conclude that since there are viable solutions to the 

problem of evil on which God can justifiably and lovingly allow all the evils we see in the 

world, it follows a fortiori that He can also justifiably and lovingly withhold evidence from 

those who are nonresistant to His will but nevertheless do not actively search for reasons for 

belief in Him. The second argument is from the nature of love. I argue that if we understand 

love as the intending of a person’s good for her own sake, then God’s perfect love for human 

persons suffices only to guarantee a certain kind of evidence, namely the evidence already 

available to us from natural theology. 

Introduction 

Description of Schellenberg’s Argument 

 

J.L. Schellenberg’s hiddenness argument has been part of a widely influential case for atheism 

alongside arguments from evil. Schellenberg gives the most recent version of the argument in The 

Hiddenness Argument: 

 

1. If a perfectly loving God exists, then there exists a God who is always open to a personal 

relationship with any finite person. 

2. If there exists a God who is always open to a personal relationship with any finite person, 

then no finite person is ever nonresistantly in a state of nonbelief in relation to the 

proposition that God exists. 

3. If a perfectly loving God exists, then no finite person is ever nonresistantly in a state of 

nonbelief in relation to the proposition that God exists (from 1 and 2). 



4. Some finite persons are or have been nonresistantly in a state of nonbelief in relation to the 

proposition that God exists. 

5. No perfectly loving God exists (from 3 and 4). 

6. If no perfectly loving God exists, then God does not exist.  

7. God does not exist (from 5 and 6).1 

 

The argument is clearly valid and premise (4) is difficult to question. Premise (6) is 

impossible to question for most theists and especially the classical theist. This paper takes aim at 

premise (3). Which of the premises that support (3) fails will depend on how one defines “open”, 

but this paper needn’t address that. It suffices here to argue directly against (3).  

 

We can restate Schellenberg’s premise (3) in the following way:  

 

(NS) NONRESISTANCE-SUFFICIENCY: If there exists a perfectly loving God, 

then nonresistance is sufficient to guarantee that one will believe the 

proposition that God exists. 

 

 The goal of this paper is to show that NS is overbroad and therefore false. I will give two 

arguments which show that God has good reasons for allow nonbelief in His existence to persist 

even in the absence of resistance to that belief. With NS, Schellenberg’s hiddenness argument fails 

and the theist and agnostic alike are left with no additional reason to doubt the existence of God.  

                                                 
1 Schellenberg (2015) 



The Argument from Divine Hiddenness as an Evil 

The Solution to Divine Hiddenness as a Special Case of the Problem of Evil 

 

My first argument relies crucially on the premise that Divine hiddenness is an evil (or, as I 

will explain below, something sufficiently like it to create prima facie tension with Divine 

omnibenevolence):  

 

The Argument from Hiddenness as an Evil 

 

1. Divine hiddenness is an evil affecting human persons. 

2. For all evils affecting human persons, God has sufficient reason for permitting these without 

prejudice to His perfect justice or love for human persons who are nonresistant to His will. 

(In other words: There is a solution to the problem of evil.)2 

3. Therefore, God has sufficient reason for permitting Divine hiddenness to affect human 

persons without prejudice to His perfect justice or love for human persons who are 

nonresistant to His will. (from 1 and 2) 

 

I add the qualification “without prejudice to His perfect justice” for those who might believe 

that Divine hiddenness is a problem for Divine justice as well as for Divine omnibenevolence.  

The goal of the argument should be clear: if there are any reasons to think that God might 

allow any kind of evil to continue afflicting those who are nonresistant to His will, then we have just 

as much reason (indeed, the very same reasons) to think that God would allow Divine hiddenness to 

                                                 
2 Of course, a true solution to the problem of evil makes a stronger claim: that God has sufficient reason for permitting 

all evils affecting human person regardless of their resistance to His will. I need only this weaker claim. 



continue afflicting those who are nonresistant to His will. And if this is the case, then nonresistance 

is insufficient and Schellenberg’s argument fails.  

Notice also that this argument is entirely indifferent to the question of which solution to the 

problem of evil one prefers. It will work equally well for the free will, soul-making, or any other 

theodicy. The success of the argument depends only on the existence of at least some sufficient 

reason for God’s permission of evils in nonresistant human persons. Of course, those who believe 

the problem of evil is a successful argument against the existence of God will not agree that there is 

any sufficient reason for God’s permission of evils in nonresistant human persons, and in this way, 

the success of this argument depends on the success of some theodicy. But this is also the strength 

of the argument: if any theodicy is successful, then this argument against NS is also successful. The 

argument also has the virtue of unity for the person who answers the problem of evil with a 

menagerie of solutions depending on the kind of evil in question: whereas perhaps only a piecemeal 

solution is possible for the problem of evil, the existence of any such piecemeal solution, as long as  

it is complete, will suffice also to make this argument sound.  

Is Hiddenness Really an Evil? 

 

Schellenberg (2010) has argued that the problem of Divine hiddenness is altogether 

independent of the problem of evil, considering and dismissing nine ways in which the problems 

might be related. The closest relationship between the problems entertained by Schellenberg to the 

relationship I posit here—namely, the simple parthood relation—is the relation of sharing a “focus on 

things bad.” Schellenberg attempts to reject this putative relation between the problems by noting 

that while the problem of evil focuses on things intrinsically bad, the problem of Divine hiddenness 



is concerned with what a perfectly loving God would do for nonresistant nonbelievers regardless of 

whether hiddenness is bad or not.3 

This objection from Schellenberg should be discharged for three reasons. Firstly, 

Schellenberg seems to be assuming a non-dichotomy of good and evil whereon Divine hiddenness 

can be non-evil but still not something tolerable to a perfectly loving God. But on the privation 

theory of evil, any lack God might attempt to remedy by removing Divine hiddenness must be 

counted as an evil, for the evil just is the lack. And if there is no lack, then there is no problem. 

Granted, the privation of Divine hiddenness will probably be much less than the privations 

exemplified in arguments from the problem of evil, but it will be a privation nonetheless.  

But, secondly, suppose one rejects a privation theory of evil and accepts Schellenberg’s claim 

that the “fullness of Divine love” would be moved to act to prevent Divine hiddenness even if 

hiddenness isn’t an evil. But this ultimately makes no difference, for the claim that hiddenness is 

inconsistent with omnibenevolence entails a negative value claim about hiddenness, and this is all 

that a successful theodicy would need in order for its solution to apply equally well to hiddenness: 

both Divine hiddenness and evil are phenomena which are thought, at least prima facie, to be 

inconsistent with Divine omnibenevolence. (This is what I mean above by the claim that it will 

suffice if hiddenness is sufficiently like evil.) If Schellenberg wishes to escape this parallelism, then 

he owes us an account of how Divine hiddenness can be inconsistent with Divine omnibenevolence 

without this entailing any negative value claim about Divine hiddenness. This, it would seem, would 

require packing more into the concept of omnibenevolence than the classical theist is willing to 

                                                 
3 “If love is an essential property of God, then sucha recognition is all we need to ground a hiddenness argument against 

the existence of God. Even where the notion of benevolence, of a concern for well-being, is introduced into the 

hiddenness argument by the arguer, it is not as indicating that God would ward off this bad thing hiddenness, but rather 

as one more way of showing how given the fullness of Divine love, which entails an overflowing benevolence that does 

not need a threat of badness to be led to act, a perfectly loving God would prevent nonresistant nonbelief. What is 

distinctive about the argument from evil is that it instead appeals to the existence of things we would not expect from 

benevolence or moral impeccability because they are bad. Hence it is not appropriate to regard these two problems as sharing 

a focus on things bad.” (Schellenberg 2010) 



allow, leading to Schellenberg’s simply speaking past the theist rather than creating a problem for the 

theist. 

Finally, Schellenberg seems convinced that examples drawn from the problem of evil 

literature will be intrinsically bad, that is, bad whether God exists or not. And so the problem of evil is 

distinct from the problem of Divine hiddenness, since Divine hiddenness is bad only if God does 

exist. But Schellenberg’s own argument is advanced under the conditional premise that God exists. 

The very premise at issue here, NS, begins, “If there is a perfectly loving God…” With this 

conditional premise, the problems are indeed parallel. Without it, there is no problem of hiddenness 

of which to speak. So within the context of any argument in which hiddenness can be reasonably 

taken to be problematic, the problem is parallel to the one presented by evil. Whether hiddenness is 

intrinsically bad is simply not to the point. 

 Given the failure of Schellenberg’s objection, we ought to accept that the problem of Divine 

hiddenness is simply a special case of the problem of evil. And since there are viable solutions to the 

problem of evil, there is a solution to the problem of Divine hiddenness as well.  

The Argument from the Nature of Love 

What Is Love? 

 

Nobody in the literature questions premise (6) of Schellenberg’s argument to the effect that 

God is perfectly loving. And while there is plenty of attention paid to what God’s perfect love for 

human persons would entail about God’s behaviour toward us (“a perfectly loving God would do 

this or that”), there is precious little said about the nature of love and what God’s perfect love for 

human persons is. Schellenberg simply uses the premise of Divine omnibenevolence to derive the 



further premise that God is always open to relationships with human persons. And while this 

implication certainly holds, a correct account of the nature of love will reveal that God’s perfect love 

for us doesn’t require that God’s openness to relationship with us is sufficient to eliminate every 

case of nonresistant nonbelief in His existence. Indeed, if God loves human persons perfectly, then 

nonresistance cannot possibly be sufficient to force Him to make His existence evident to us.  

 So how should we understand love? Here is a very plausible definition: to love is to will the  

good of another for his own sake. This is the definition of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas. 4 But if we 

are to get any implications for how God would seek a relationship with us from this definition, we 

must also specify what is good for us. 

The Argument 

 

1. A perfectly loving God exists. (Assumed for conditional proof) 

a. If a perfectly loving God exists, then He wills what is best for human persons for their 

own sakes. 

b. Therefore, God wills what is best for human persons for their own sakes. (from 1 and a)  

c. If God wills what is best for human persons for their own sakes, then He wills that they 

should normally discover truths through the exercise of their rational powers.  

d. Therefore, God wills that human persons should normally discover truths through the 

exercise of their rational powers. (from b and c) 

e. If God wills that human persons should normally discover truths through the exercise of 

their rational powers, then the only kind of sufficient evidence He provides to every 

person for His existence is that which requires the exercise of those powers. 

                                                 
4 ST I-II, Q. 26, A. 4 



f. Therefore, the only kind of sufficient evidence God provides to every person for His 

existence is that which requires the exercise human rational powers. (from d and e)  

g. If the only kind of sufficient evidence God provides to every person for His existence is 

that which requires the exercise human rational powers, then NS is false. 

h. Therefore, NS is false. (from f and g) 

2. If a perfectly loving God exists, then NS is false. (from 1 and h by conditional proof 

discharge) 

3. If a perfectly loving God doesn’t exist, then NS is false. 

4. Therefore, NS is false. (from 2 and 3 by disjunction elimination) 

Defence of the Premises 

 

Premise (a) follows from the very plausible definition of love already given. Premise (c) 

follows from our nature as rational beings. God wills what is best for us, and what is best for us is 

determined by our nature. Relationships notoriously go awry when one or both parties to that 

relationship fail to respect the fundamental aspects of the other party’s nature (or, a fortiori, their 

personality). Thus, a perfectly loving relationship entails willing what is best for the other with respect 

to the other’s nature. Since our nature essentially includes rationality whereby we abstract concepts from 

our sense experience, form true propositions from these concepts, and infer some propositions 

from others, what is best for us must include the use of these powers just as what is best for a fish 

must include water in which to swim and breathe. And since the rational powers proper to our 

nature are aimed at truth, it is best for us when we not only use these powers, but use them to 

discover truths about the world around us. 

Premise (e) is an instance of reasoning from an end to the necessary means. God wills that 

should we should discover truths using our rational faculties. It follows that God must also will the 



means necessary for us to discover truth in this way. But if God were to provide evidence which 

routinely overwhelms or otherwise circumvents our rational faculties, say through a miraculous 

apparition, then this would be incompatible with our discovery of the truth about His existence 

through the rational faculties the exercise of which is best for us. Consider the following analogy of 

somebody who wishes to lose weight. The normal means for accomplishing this, according to our 

nature, is to limit calorie intake and exercise regularly. Another means exists, of course, which is just 

to starve oneself. But this is incompatible with what is best for us, and so not what somebody who 

loves us perfectly would will for us. Likewise, because God loves us perfectly, He wills that our 

method for discovering the truth about His existence should accord with what is best for us given 

our nature. 

Lastly, the insufficiency of nonresistance is stated by premise (g). If the sufficient evidence 

God provides to every person for His existence is only of the kind that requires the exercise of our 

rational powers to arrive at the belief that He exists, then clearly something more than mere 

nonresistance is required to ensure that every person will believe that God exists: namely, an active 

pursuit of the truth using the rational powers that are part of our nature. Those who are merely 

nonresistant are not necessarily offered the kind of extraordinary evidence that would move them to 

believe that God exists. In fact, we can now see that God’s providing evidence for His existence to 

the passively nonresistant is inconsistent with His perfect love for us, since it follows from His perfect 

love that He wills the exercise of our rational powers that enable us to know that He exists.  

Objection from What Is All-Things-Considered Best 

 

One might think that although God would seek to promote the perfection of human nature 

in human persons through the exercise of their rational powers, given the greatness of the good of 

having a relationship with Him, God would prefer this good to the good of the exercise of human 



rational powers. After all, human parents who love their children don’t allow them to play in a  lion’s 

den in order to discover through their own rational faculties that this is a very bad idea. Likewise, if 

one’s eternal salvation is on the line, we should expect God to provide us with whatever is necessary 

to achieve that, regardless of how it would be best for us to achieve it. 

This manner of objection fails on account of an important disanalogy between the cases. 

The case of the child who wishes to play in a lion’s den concerns what is best for the child in a bodily 

way, and while it would indeed be best for the child to discover on his own that playing with lions is 

bad for him, we do not undermine any essential goods of the child’s intellectual or spiritual life by 

pulling him out of the lion’s den against his will.  

To see what I mean, consider another case: it is also very important for a child’s welfare that 

he graduate high school. But the same parents who would have pulled their child from the lion’s den 

would be bad parents if they did their child’s homework for him, no matter how important it is that 

he graduate. This is because to “help” the child in this way actually undermines the end he is meant 

to achieve. 

In the same way, God’s bypassing our rational faculties to guarantee our belief in Him 

undermines the very end which this “help” is meant to ensure, which is intellectual union with Him. 5 

In the same way that the child who cheats his way through high school is woefully unprepared for 

the real world which awaits him after graduation, the theist who believe in God only because God 

did all the work for him is woefully unprepared for the experience of union with God.  

One might worry whether this reply works even when taken to the extreme of cases in 

which God remains hidden to somebody until the point of death. In such cases, the greatest good, 

namely salvation, is on the line, and the preservation of this good would seem to override God’s 

otherwise prudent regard for not undermining our intellectual goods. But this misses the point of 

                                                 
5 The fact that salvation includes intellectual union with God is of course consistent with the claim that salvation 

involves more than just this intellectual union. 



the reply, which is that intellectual union might not be good for the person who has spent life 

without even one instance of active inquiry into the question of God’s existence. Of course, God 

might have ways of remedying this problem (traditional purgation comes to mind) that avoid 

damnation, but the overall point remains that at some point or another, whether before death or 

after, non-resistance will have to mature into active pursuit of the Divine.  

Conclusion 

 

 Schellenberg’s Hiddenness Argument rests crucially on the premise that anyone nonresistant 

to God’s will would inevitably be brought to believe in the existence of God if God exists. This 

premise seems at first glance plausible given the strong claim of Divine omnibenevolence defended 

by almost all theists. But it is false for at least two reasons. Firstly, because given that God has 

sufficient reason to allow every manner of seemingly gratuitous evil, He certainly also has sufficient 

reason to permit the non-evil that Schellenberg believes Divine hiddenness is. Secondly, because 

given the nature of love, we should believe that God not only has sufficient reason to permit Divine 

hiddenness, but that Divine hiddenness in the face of mere nonresistance is effect of Divine 

omnibenevolence toward human persons. 

 Given that Schellenberg’s NS premise is false, his overall argument for Divine hiddenness 

fails. It is not clear how it could be reconstructed without this premise.  
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