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SUMMARY: The Foolish Atheist 
(Psalm 14) 

 

Our reading from Psalm 14 begins by speaking about what our English scriptures translate as 
‘fools’ (Greek ‘Afron’ or Hebrew ‘Nabal’). The main reason for calling them ‘fools’ is 
because we’re told, ‘they say in their hearts ‘there is no God’. We’re talking about ‘Atheists’ 
here, not ‘agnostics’ who say that there may or may not be a God, but people who clearly 
believe that there is NO GOD! Those, this texts calls, are ‘fools’. The Psalm then goes on to 
describe all those people also as being ‘corrupt’ and who ‘do ‘abominable deeds’. They are 
‘perverse’, they have ‘gone astray’, ‘evildoers’ who just ‘eat up God’s people as they eat 
bread’. And again, they are all these things just because they say ‘there is no God’. I 
understand that the word ‘fool’ comes from the Latin follis which means a bag of wind – a 
windbag! Or that the French describe a ‘fol’ as being a court jester, a clown – no-one to take 
too seriously. 
 

But surely not everyone who doesn’t believe in God can be described like that? I’m thinking 
about some of the greatest atheist philosophers of our time: Fredrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), 
Bertrand Russell ((1872-1920), John Paul Sartre (1905-1980), Richard Dawkins (1941-), 
Christopher Hitchens (1949-2011), Ken Wilbur (1949-), Stephen Hawking (1942-) 
…are we meant to believe that they are all to be dismissed as ‘Fools’: The New Testament 
goes on to use this word also to describe people being senselessi, mindlessii, ignorantiii, purely 
egotisticiv and again, all the result of their failure to believe in a higher power? Is that it? …or 
is there something much more profound for us to understand here about those ‘nabal’ folks - 
just hiding in plain sight. We go there today… 
 

One Hebrew scholarv argues that it is far too simplistic just to dismiss as ‘fools’ all people 
(including many of the great intellectuals of our time) who have struggled with their concept 
of God. Of course, while many atheists may very well be foolish, its far too simplistic, he 
says, to say that all are that based on what they say. And yet Psalm 14 is saying something 
quite particular about us based on the confession we may or may not make about the God in 
which we may or may not believe, but it’s not what it seems! 
 

Timothy J. Keller is an American pastor, theologian, the founding pastor of Redeemer 
Presbyterian church in NYC. He’s also the author of several NYT bestsellersvi. Faced by 
someone who once declared to him how they were atheist, he responded: ‘Describe the God 
you’ve rejected. Describe the God you don’t believe in, maybe I don’t believe that God either’.  
 

That’s truly not too much of a stretch. We all have our own very different ideas of just who 
and what God is. …you know, the kind of God we either reject or believe in?vii We’ve spoken 
before about the different worldviewsviii that we carry, the filters through which we see our 
world. Some, with a purely materialistic worldview see everything as being merely physical – 
just as it seems. ‘There is nothing spiritual’ they’d say. It’s all about just whatever is obvious 
and tangible. The ‘materialist’s atheism would be all about rejecting the possibility of 
anything existing outside of what is obvious – including the idea of ‘God’ as some outside 
source of anything!  
Others may have a purely spiritual worldview, where ‘spirit’ is all that matters with 
everything physical disregarded as if it’s somehow irrelevant. Their form of atheism would 
want to reject any idea of God’s Spirit being right here with us, properly ‘in’ anything… 



A priestly worldview does acknowledge both the physical and the spiritual world, but it sees 
them as quite distinct, separate, and needing priests to act as mediators to bridge the gap! 
I think that’s a worldview that we’ve all kind of bought into for many years. But then there is 
the 4th and far more Biblical worldview – the incarnate worldview which, while 
acknowledging all the rich wonder and diversity of the physical world in which we live, sees it 
all also as being entirely drenched with the reality of God’s Spirit. It embraces all of this as 
our most profoundly God-soaked reality… 
 

What it seems most atheism struggles with is this idea of a God that is somehow outside of our 
reality – remote, over there, pulling the strings, calling the shots – and that’s what is so often 
rejected by so many. In our lives where all sorts of bad things happen to good people, how on 
earth are we to believe in a God who acts by rewarding only the good and punishing us when 
things go badly. 
 

No. That’s not what I believe! In fact, I’d like publicly to declare myself an atheist as far as it 
comes to any one of those first 3 worldviews. I don’t believe in a purely physical material 
world – as if this is all there is! It’s not. There is so very much more! And neither do I believe 
in a purely spiritual world either, as if none of this matters. I believe in both the physical and 
spiritual. Together! Because I believe this One that we are given to name as God, this eternal 
only ever Power of creative, healing, empowering love (and this I do believe with all my 
heart) is in Christ ONE with all that has ever been created – all that ever was, is, and ever will 
be. If we are missing that, we are interpreting our reality through the wrong worldview. 
 

What, then, does this everywhere always and in everything ever-present God want from us? 
It’s for us to come increasingly to be defined by what is being revealed to us as being of God. 
We see this perfect revelation of God in the life teachings death and resurrection of Jesus. 
 

For any of us not to be among the ‘fools’ of Psalm 14 - is not so much about what we may say 
with our mouths as about how our lives come to be lived as defined by this God-soaked 
reality. But that’s not easy! There is so much going on in our world to hurt that beautiful God-
soaked realisation. As we continue to be hammered by the effects of our on-going global 
climate crisis - natural disasters like the destruction left by so many devastating wildfires, the 
awful flooding that has over a third of Pakistan currently under water with some 33 million 
displaced people, international refugees fleeing the horrors of war caused by political or 
religious ideology… We think of broken systems that produce the likes of Myles Sanderson, 
this murderous victim of social failure and perpetrator of unspeakable violence - as a James 
Smith Cree pastor recently say on CBC radio: ‘Hurt people hurt people!’ …and everywhere: 
poverty, homelessness, on-going racial injustice, the debilitating effects of white supremacy, 
greed, pride. Personally, it’s the crippling guilt and grief that comes with personal loss: the 
death of loved ones, relationships that break down. Any one of those are enough to challenge 
belief in an external God who is supposed to be good and loving, distracting us from being 
able to embrace the reality of a God-filled creation. 
 

As we lose that sense of righteous reverence - God’s presence in everything, everyone, 
everywhere – so we begin instead to turn in on serving just ourselves and our own selfish 
agendas - that all the perversion outlined in this Psalm happens. That’s what the ‘fools’ of 
Psalm 14 are doing as they declare that there is no God, and all of those hard effects listed by 
the Psalm are what happens in their lives as a result of that declaration. 
 



The real foolishness is not so much about what we may say we do or do not believe, but about 
lives lived without any sense of that all-pervading holiness - lives lived AS IF there is nothing 
more than just whatever self-agenda we may conjure.  
 

It seems then that our belief in God must be much more about the life we choose to live than 
about what we may theoretically choose to say we believe. Our faith statement is meant to be 
the lifestyle that emerges from what we have been given to know on the inside… It's the 
sacred pattern to which we allow ourselves to be aligned…  
 

Gordon Atkinsonix writes in one of his blogs about how to explain the existence of God to his 
questioning teenage daughter. He writes: No one knows for sure if God exists. Sometimes I 
wish we could know for sure, but it's one of those things that cannot be known in the same way 
we know that zebras exist. That's OK though, because whether or not God exists is not the 
most important question. What's really important is how you choose to live. You may choose 
to believe in God and live accordingly, meaning you follow your best understanding of God's 
laws. Or you may choose to believe that there is no God. In that case you'll find other ways of 
knowing how you should live. The important thing I want you to know is that the ancient, 
biblical idea of belief describes more than what a person thinks. Belief also involves decisions 
you make about how you will live and what authority you will follow. I'll put it another way: a 
person might not know whether God exists. But if that person lives as though God exists, 
worshipping and seeking and following God's law, then I think that person can rightly claim 
that she believes in God. 
 

Our work - our not-afron/nabal/foolish - work – is to be about being and doing whatever 
reveals/restores an awareness of God’s presence… That’s what Psalm 14’s fools are missing, 
and the worship we are called to bring. May it be so 
Amen 

Rev Robin Jacobson 
 

i Luke 11:40; 12:20 
ii 1 Cor.15:36 
iii 2 Cor.11:16, 19; 12:6,11 
iv Eph.5:17 
v Cheth Daleth Vav Taw Aleph  See www.chaimbentorah.com/2021/05  
vi The Prodigal God: Recovering the Heart of the Christian Faith (2008), Prayer: Experiencing Awe and Intimacy with God (2014), The 
Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism (2008) and Making Sense of GOD: An Invitation to the Skeptical (2016).   
vii ‘Epistemology’ is the study of how we come to know whatever it is that we know. How have you come to know about the God 
that you either believe in or reject? How credible is that? 
viii As taught be Richard Rohr et al 

ix Turtles all the Way Down Consafo (2009:11) ‘The truth about Snow’ 


