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MiraclesMiracles
What are they?

The definition of a ‘miracle’ is disputed – this is important because        
some criticisms of miracles do not apply to all definitions. 

R. F. Holland states that a miracle is ‘a coincidence which is given a 
religious interpretation’, such as if a train were to stop just inches away 
from an unsuspecting child who was playing on the track. 

David Hume, an 18th century philosopher, defines miracles as a 
transgression (going-against) of a law of nature, which is the will of a 
deity. 

Thomas Aquinas said that ‘miracle’ is a term which humans apply to a 
remarkable act which reveals something about God – for example an act 
which God does and nature can never do, like bringing people to life after 
death.

How miracles may affect belief-formation 

If a person witnesses or hears about a miracle, they may wish to change 
their belief system to reflect that miracle – particularly if the nature of the 
event suggests that their current set of beliefs is misled or incomplete. In 
order for this to be a valid reason to change one’s beliefs, one must have 
certain ideas about what the cause of the miracle was. This is why scholars 
are keen to discuss why miracles may happen and whether or not we can 
trust our own senses and the reports of other people.
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Evaluation of miracles Evaluation of miracles 

Richard Swinburne observes that miracles must naturally be rare, because other-
wise there would be no laws of nature. Furthermore, if miracles weren’t rare, human 
beings wouldn’t bother making any progress, because they would just rely on God 
to save the day

Hume gave a critique of miracles, claiming that no witness statement 
is good enough to prove that a claimed miracle is a real miracle 

unless it would be more of a miracle for it not to be that way. 

He had four main criticisms: 

In modern times (he was writing in the 1700s), miracles only happen in 
‘ignorant and barbarous’ nations’.

There are not enough sane and educated people who are 
witnesses of miracles.

Religious people like spreading stories, and miracles are one 
of the things they like to spread tales about.

Every religion bases their truth claims on miracles, and since they 
cannot all be right, they must all be wrong.

Some of Hume’s claims might be disputed today based on evidence to the contrary. 
An overall criticism of Hume’s approach is that his critiques are only relevant if you 

accept his personal definition of miracles; if you accept Aquinas’ version, they do not 
necessarily apply.

Hermann Gunkel argues that biblical miracles appear in the Bible in the way they 
were described via word of mouth. In order to understand these miracles, we have to 
study the time period when the stories were passed down. 

Anthony Flew says that we have to draw conclusions about miracles based on the 
evidence we have, using the knowledge we have of the world now. For example, 
since we know that water does not turn into wine, we can assume that the miracle 
did not happen. 


