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An Apologetic Sketch 

 

This essay presents a two-step apologetic for the truth of Christianity.  The first step 

presents a cumulative argument for the existence of a God.  The second step argues 

that God has revealed himself in Jesus.  I call this an apologetic sketch because it 

stands in relation to the overall evidence for Christianity as a sketch stands in relation 

to the finished work of an artistic genius. 

 The existence of the Christian God is either a fact or a fantasy.  If it is fact, 

then it is the greatest fact; indeed, it is the greatest possible fact.  If it is fantasy, then 

it is the greatest possible fantasy: “The idea of God has guided or deluded more lives, 

changed more history, inspired more music and poetry and philosophy than anything 

else, real or imagined.”
1
 

 Nietzsche notoriously proclaimed that “God is dead”; but Martin Burber’s 

alternative symbol of “the eclipse of God”
2
 is more accurate.  God has suffered a 

cultural eclipse in which belief is no longer a ‘live option’ for many; and as 

Philosopher Peter Kreeft writes, “both death and eclipse produce similar effects in our 

experience: darkness.”
3
 Roger Scruton points out that: “The announcement of the 

death of God is less a statement about God, than a statement about us.”
4
 For ours is a 

culture in which “secularism, subjectivism, relativism, materialism, and hedonism are 

the craters on the moon that has risen up to eclipse the sun of God.”
5
   William J. 

Wainwright is surely right to note that “Disbelief is less often the result of intellectual 

objections than of the clash between religious beliefs and attitudes and sensibilities 

that have been shaped by an environment that leaves little room for God or the 

sacred.”
6
 Those “attitudes and sensibilities” are often the result of intellectual 

objections; but these objections are, for the most part, uncritically accepted as part of 

a media-generated ‘climate of opinion’ that outlasts the demolition of its intellectual 

roots.  Nietzsche’s ‘parable of the madman’ has thus proved truly prophetic: 

 

“Where is God?’ . . .  ‘I shall tell you.  We have killed him – you and I.  All of 

us are his murderers.  But how have we done this?  . . .Who gave us the 

sponge to wipe away the horizon?  What did we do when we unchained this 

earth from its sun?  . . .Is there any up or down left?  Are we not straying 

through an infinite nothing?”
7
 

 

 The eclipse of God rends asunder the realms of fact and value: “when ‘God is 

dead’, the objective world is reduced to matter and the spiritual world is reduced to 

subjectivity.”
8
 Such schism in the fabric of one’s worldview leads to the nihilism of 

postmodernity, either by the direct route of metaphysical naturalism, or by the scenic, 

‘double-think’ route of what Francis A. Schaeffer dubbed the ‘two stories’.  This 

fact/value division lies the foundation of modernity, but many make an attempt to 

‘have their cake and eat it’ by making an unsupported affirmation of value and 

meaning that constitutes an ‘upper story’ metaphysically incommensurate with the 

                                                
1 Peter Kreeft, Does God Exist?, (Prometheus Books, 1993), Introduction. 

2 Quoted by Peter Kreeft, C.S.Lewis for the Third Millennium, (Ignatius, 1994), p38. 

3 ibid, p38. 

4 Roger Scruton, An Intelligent Person’s Guide To Philosophy, p95. 

5 Peter Kreeft, op cit. 

6 William J. Wainwright, ‘Skepticism, Romanticism & Faith’, God and the Philosophers, op cit, p85. 

7 Neitzche, Gay Science. 

8 Peter Kreeft, Heaven, The Heart’s Deepest Longing, (Ignatius, 1989), p23. 
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available naturalistic foundations.
9
 As R.C.Sproul argues, “the existence of God is the 

supreme proto-supposition for all theoretical thought.  God’s existence is the chief 

element in constructing any worldview.  To deny this chief premise is to set one’s 

sails for the island of nihilism. . . the darkest continent of the darkened mind. . .”
10
 

 Postmodern nihilism is simply the honest recognition that a naturalistic 

foundation is not only incapable of justifying faith in meaning and value, but is 

incompatible with such faith.  Whether it is reached directly or indirectly, the 

darkness of the resulting postmodern condition is brilliantly illustrated by apologist 

Ravi Zacharias from the Wrexner Centre for the Performing Arts, which has been 

branded ‘America’s first deconstructionalist building’: 

 

“inside you encounter stairways that go nowhere, pillars that hang from the 

ceiling without purpose, and angled surfaces configured to create a sense of 

vertigo.  The architect, we are informed, designed this building to reflect life 

itself – senseless and incoherent. . .  I had just one question: did he do the 

same with the foundations?”
11
 

 

Even in the depths of their despair the postmodernist must depend upon that which he 

or she denies. 

 Western civilization is suffering from an eclipse of values (of truth, goodness 

and beauty) that has inevitably followed the eclipse of God; and now life is full of 

stairways going nowhere.  As one cynic said, “God is dead, Marx is dead, and I’m not 

feeling too well myself.”
12
 Nietzsche himself admitted: “My life now consists in the 

wish that it might be otherwise. . . and that somebody might make my ‘truths’ appear 

incredible to me.”
13
 As Douglas Groothuis writes: “A unified Christian vision for life 

– incorporating the good, the true and the beautiful – is up for grabs in 

postmodernity.”
14
 

 The eclipse of God has resulted in a loss of objective meaning and purpose 

that should make us eager to explore with open minds the ultimate question: does God 

exist?
15
  As Theologian David Ford writes: 

 

“No longer can it be seen as natural to dismiss the premodern as antiquated 

and irrelevant, or to assume that we have progressed beyond it.  Instead. . . we 

can be free to engage with the resources of premodernity with some respect 

and even an expectation that they might have a good deal to teach us. . . 

 Postmodern critiques have tended to be extreme and their suspicion has 

tended towards nihilism; but the benefit has been that a modern superiority 

complex is much harder to sustain, and so the religions, which have such deep 

roots in the premodern, can more plausibly be imagined as shapers of current 

life and thought.”
16
 

                                                
9 cf: Philosophia Christi, Series 2, Volume 1, Number 2, Paul Copan, ‘Can Michael Martin be a Moral 

Realist?  Sic et Non’’; & Series 2, Volume 2, Number 1, Michael Martin, ‘A Response to Paul Copan’s 

Critique of Atheistic Objective Morality’ & Paul Copan, ‘Atheistic Goodness Revisited: A Personal 

Reply to Michael Martin’. 

10 R.C.Sproul, The Consequences of Ideas, (Crossway Books, 2000), p171. 

11 Ravi Zacharias, Can Man Live Without God?, (Word). 

12 Steve Kumar, Christianity for Sceptics, (John Hunt, 2000), p79. 
13 Neitzche, The Portable Neitzche, Walter Kaufman ed., (Doubleday, 1954), p441. 

14 Douglas Groothuis, Truth Decay, (IVP, 2000), p243. 

15 “The greatest question of our time. . . is whether men can bear to live without God.” – Will Durrant. 

16 David Ford, Theology – A Very Short Introduction, (), p35. 
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 To ignore the challenge of God’s existence would be to engage in what 

C.S.Lewis called ‘chronological snobbery’: “the uncritical assumption that whatever 

has gone out of date is on that account discredited.  You must find out why it went out 

of date.  Was it ever refuted (and if so, buy whom, where, and how conclusively) or 

did it merely die away as fashions do?  If the latter, this tells us nothing about its truth 

or falsehood.”
17
 

 Why think that rational investigation can lead us either towards or away from 

God?  Isn’t religion all about faith?  As C.S.Lewis defined it, faith is “the art of 

holding onto things your reason has once accepted, in spite of your changing 

moods.”
18
 Hence, “the battle is between faith and reason on one side and emotion and 

imagination on the other.”
19
 In other words, faith and reason are not mutually 

exclusive competitors: 

 

“New Testament religion tells us to love God with the mind (Matt. 22:37), to 

have an answer in the form of good reasons for why we believe what we 

believe (1 Peter 3:15), and to accept that God wishes to reason together with 

his creatures (Isa. 1:18), and to believe that human reason, though fallen, is 

still part of the image of God within us (Acts 17:27-28) and continues to be a 

gift we are to cultivate and exercise.  Thus, the modern view of faith as 

something unrelated or even hostile to reason is a departure from traditional 

Christianity and not a genuine expression of it.”
20
 

 

 It is impossible to argue that ‘reason cannot be applied to God’; after all, such 

an assertion claims to apply to God!
21
 As William Lane Craig notes, “no reason can 

ever be given to justify denying the validity of logical principles for propositions 

about God.  For the very statement of such reasons. . . involves the affirmation of 

certain propositions about God, which are governed by the principles in question.”
22
 

Rather than pre-judging the issue, we should take a look at the case for God and see 

whether or not it convinces.  As Norman L. Geilser says: 

 

“There are not different Gods but only two different approaches to one and the 

same God: divine declaration and philosophical inference.  It should not seem 

strange to those who believe in God’s manifestation in His creation (Rom. 

1:19,29; Ps. 19:1) that it is possible to arrive at knowledge of God by inference 

from these manifestations.”
23
 

 

Geisler & Corduan rightly conclude that: 

                                                
17 C.S.Lewis, Surprised by Joy, (Fount). 

18 C.S.Lewis, Mere Christianity, (Fount), p121-122. 

19 ibid, p120. 

20 Michael J. Wilkins & J.P.Moreland, Jesus Under Fire, (Paternoster Press, 1995), p8. 

21 “At the very least it seems wrong-headed to conclude at the outset that human thinking about God is 

worthless. . . it would appear that human thinking would have to have a certain competence even to 

recognize its incompetence. . .  I see absolutely no reason to think that God wishes human beings to 

suppress their critical faculties.  After all, our ability to think is a gift from God, and it seems proper to 

assume that this gift, like others God has bestowed, is intended to be used properly.” – C. Stephen 

Evans, Philosophy of Religion, (IVP, 1984), p21.  cf. Keith Ward, Religion & Creation, (Oxford, 

1996), p135. 

22 William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith, (Crossway Books, 1994), p43. 

23 Norman L. Geisler, Philosophy of Religion, (Zondervan, 1974), p208. 
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“The relationship between an individual’s total beliefs and the force of 

evidence [for God] is a complex one .  There can be no doubt that we do hold 

many beliefs, even religious ones, apart from direct rational evidence.  

Thomas Aquinas himself pointed out that it is a good thing that we do not 

have to have rational proofs for belief in God.  Otherwise very few people 

would believe that he exists, since most of us would be prevented from 

believing by limitations of intellect and disposition. . .  Nonetheless, to say 

that rational proof does not play as maximal a role as maybe Rene Descartes 

thought is far from allowing it no role at all. . .  Theists have not usually come 

to believe that there is a God because they think this is the most unreasonable 

view they could hold.”
24
 

 

Sound arguments for the existence of God are simply explicit, logical presentations of 

connections between the reality of God and the nature of reality that can also be 

deeply felt and appreciated in an intuitive way. 

 As the French Mathematician and Philosopher Blasé Pascal described it, the 

search for religious truth is neither straightforward nor futile: “Because “men are in 

darkness and estranged from God” the search isn’t straightforward.  Because 

negligence is the primary obstacle to obtaining the truth, the search isn’t futile.”
25
 

There is, as Pascal put it, enough light for those who earnestly seek God, and enough 

darkness for those who would rather ignore the whole issue: “The evidence for God’s 

existence and His gift is more than compelling, but those who insist that they have no 

need of Him or it will always find ways to discount the offer.”
26
 

Individual clues (such as finger-prints on the murder weapon, opportunity, or 

motive) may not warrant conviction in a court of law; but it would be wrong to 

dismiss the case for the prosecution by arguing that each of their clues taken 

individually failed to make their case.  The right approach is to consider what 

judgement all the clues warrant when they are taken together.  This applies to the 

arguments for God no less than the arguments for convicting someone of a crime. 

J.P.Moreland asks what it means to say that belief in God is rational: 

 

“Two senses of rationality are relevant to this question.  A belief P can be 

rational in the sense that it is a rationally permissible belief.  A belief P is 

permissible in case believing P is just as warranted as believing not-P or 

suspending judgement regarding P in light of the evidence.  A belief P can 

also be rational in the sense that it is a rationally obligatory belief.  A belief P 

is obligatory if believing P has greater warrant than believing not-P or 

suspending judgement regarding P in light of the evidence.”
27
 

 

Taken together, I believe the following arguments for God constitute a powerful case 

that at least makes belief rationally permissible, and which, moreover, makes belief 

in God rationally obligatory.  In other words, I think that anyone who truly 

appreciates the inherent and combined weight of these arguments, but rejects the 

conclusion that God exists, is being unreasonable.  Of course, there are many possible 

                                                
24 Norman L. Geisler & Winfried Corduan, Philosophy of Religion, second edition, (Baker, 1988), 

p86-87. 

25 William A. Dembski, The Creation Hypothesis, (IVP, 1994), p135. 

26 Blase Pascal, Pensees, 430, trans. H.F.Stewart, (Random House). 

27 J.P.Moreland, Scaling the Secular City, (Baker, 1987). 
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intellectual and personal factors that might obscure the worth of these arguments from 

someone; so I wouldn’t expect these arguments to convince everyone who examines 

them, even if my assessment of their worth is correct: 

 

“An analogy: If a piece of music is truly beautiful and an aesthetic dullard in a 

world of largely aesthetically challenged people doesn’t see it, what is one to 

do?  One can hardly argue that person into a change of mind. . .  nor will it be 

much use to say “Just listen.  Just listen.  Don’t you see?”  Only when 

“aesthetic vision” is something that we can take for granted among the 

population will such pleas make any sense.  What to do?  Here is the best we 

can do: hope that he acquires the right kind of aesthetic appreciation and do 

what one can to provide an environment that makes it most likely that such a 

gift will befall him.”
28
 

 

As Geisler and Corduan observe: 

 

“In order for a proof to be persuasive there must be a cooperation of the will 

with the mind.  If one is unwilling to look at a proof, unwilling to accept any 

proof, unwilling to accept the validity of a proof as applied to God, or 

unwilling to accept the God the proof concludes, then one will not be 

persuaded by theistic arguments.  On the other hand, persons of good will who 

are seeking the truth will be persuaded by good reasoning [just as long as they 

are able to grasp that reasoning].”
29
 

 

This is the task to which we must now apply ourselves. 

 

 

Step One: A Cumulative Case for God. 

 

 

A Conceptual Argument 

 

Have you ever stopped to ask yourself how is it that finite, imperfect beings like 

ourselves possess the concept of an infinite, perfect being?  It might be suggested that 

our idea of God, like the idea of a unicorn, is produced by human imagination.  If God 

is a bit like a human father, only perfect, then God is an imaginative projection of 

fatherhood with the imperfections removed.  This de jure attempt to explain away our 

idea of God sounds well enough, until we ask how it is that we recognize 

imperfections as imperfections unworthy of ‘God’?  As Descartes said: “Now all these 

characteristics are such that the more diligently I attend to them, the less do they 

appear capable of proceeding from me alone; hence. . . we must conclude that God 

necessarily exists.”
30
 

It will not do to say that ‘God’ is an imaginary perfect being extrapolated from 

real imperfect beings without explaining how imperfect humans came to recognize 

imperfection as such: “the idea of infinite perfection is already presupposed in our 

                                                
28
 John O’Leary-Hawthorn, ‘Arguments for Atheism’ in Reason for The Hope Within, (Eerdmans, 

1999), p130. 

29 Norman L. Geisler & Winfried Corduan, Philosophy of Religion, p88. 
30 Rene Descartes, Meditations, (Cambridge, 1931). 
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thinking about all these things and judging them imperfect.”
31
 The idea of perfection 

cannot be the result of a process which presupposes it!  So from where do we get this 

idea of perfection?  True, we recognize degrees of relative perfection - this man is a 

better father than that - but this implies that we possess a standard of perfection to 

employ in making such evaluations.  Therefore, it would seem that the concept of a 

perfect being is innate to the human mind: 

 

“I should not have the idea of an infinite substance – since I am finite – if it 

had not proceeded from some substance which was veritably infinite. . . For 

how would it be possible that I should know. . . that I am not quite perfect, 

unless I had within me some idea of a Being more perfect than myself, in 

comparison with which I should recognize the deficiencies of my nature?”
32
 

 

What better explanation for the existence of this innate idea than that God Himself put 

it there?  As Descartes said: “it is not to be thought strange that God, in creating me, 

should have put in me this idea to serve. . . as the mark that the workman imprints on 

his work.”
33
 Indeed, if no effect can be greater than its cause, the idea of a perfect 

being must have been put in us by a perfect being, for nothing else would be great 

enough to cause such an idea. 

 

Moral Arguments 

 

Consider the following obviously valid syllogism: 

 

1) If there are objective moral values, then God exists. 
2) There are objective moral values. 
3) Therefore, God exists. 

 

If both premises are true, then it is true that God exists.  Are both premises true? 

 

Defence of premise 1) If there are objective moral values, then God exists. 

 

There is a distinction between truth, as the property of corresponding to whatever is 

the case, and the truth as that which is the case.  Aquinas says that, “truth resides 

primarily in the intellect; and secondarily in things. . .”
34
 The second meaning of truth 

(the facts) is what is meant by ‘reality’.  As William James put it: “The facts 

themselves meanwhile are not true.  They simply are.”
35
 Let us call any example of 

something that is the case a ‘fact’. 

 Facts come in two varieties: objective and subjective.  An objective fact is a 

fact that is independent of any finite consciousness.  A subjective fact, on the other 

hand, is a fact that is not independent of finite consciousness.  A subjective fact: 

“depends entirely on the attitude, opinion or belief of the speaking subjects.”
36
 An 

objective fact, on the other hand, is: “Something independent of me, my mind, my 

                                                
31 Peter Kreeft & Ronald Tacelli, Handbook of Christian Apologetics, (Monarch, 1995), p69. 

32 Rene Descartes, op cit. 

33 Rene Descartes, ‘Third Meditation.’ 
34
 ibid. 

35
 William James, Pragmatism’s Conception of Truth. 

36 Norman L. Geisler & Paul D. Feinberg, p25. 
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opinions and feelings and beliefs and desires and experiences.”
37
 Something is an 

objective fact if, and only if, it is the case “regardless of how anyone thinks or feels 

about the matter.”
38
 This is precisely the distinction made drawn the atheist 

philosopher Colin McGinn: “The property of moral goodness, I shall argue, is an 

objective property in the sense that it is constituted independently of any mental 

fact.”
39
 

 If moral values are wholly subjective facts, then my believing or feeling that 

murder is wrong constitutes the fact that murder is wrong; and it is the case that if I 

believed that murder is not wrong, then murder is not wrong.  That is, if moral values 

are wholly subjective facts, then they are reducible to subjective facts about individual 

finite persons, because they are constituted by subjective facts about individual finite 

persons; facts such as “x feels nauseated by murder” (the theory of emotivism), or “x 

does not want people to murder other people” (the theory of prescriptivism).  Then 

again, if moral values are inter-subjective facts (dependent on more than one finite 

knower) then they are constituted by facts like: “such-an-such a society disapproves 

of murder” (the theory of cultural-relativism).  Broadly put, if moral values are 

subjective then they are constituted by the state or states of one or more finite minds. 

 However, if moral values are objective facts, then the fact that murder is 

wrong is not constituted by my belief, feeling or decision that it is wrong, or by my 

society’s beliefs, feelings or decision that it is wrong.  Nor would the wrongness of 

murder be abolished if I, or my society, were to believe that murder is not wrong, or 

to feel nothing wrong in murdering people. 

 Moral objectivism asserts that: “Objective morality is simply there for us to 

discover and measure our actions against.  Certain ones conform to it; these we call 

morally good acts.  Others, the immoral ones, do not.”
40
 Moral objectivists believe 

that there are objective moral values, “a moral law”: 

 

“To say that morality is objective is to say that there exists an objective entity 

independent of any human being.  This entity we could call moral value, or 

moral truth, or a set of moral principles, or a moral standard if you will.  What 

we call it is not important.  What is important is that this moral truth is 

independent of any person.  We don’t determine or control it.  It does not 

change from one person to another.  Nor does it go away because we don’t 

appreciate it.  In fact, it is a very stubborn thing.”
41
 

 

On this theory, moral judgements are either true or false, and this truth or falsity is 

independent of subjective human feelings, thoughts, beliefs, desires, etc: “Just so, if a 

certain line is crooked, it is crooked, and though I may possibly not remark this, or 

may even think that the line is straight, or may wish that it were straight, it is none the 

less crooked for all that.”
42
 This means that “The mind does not create values, but 

rather it discovers what is objectively and inherently good. . .”
43
 

 Objective moral values are not explicable in non-personal terms.  An amoral, 

non-personal, and purposeless natural (or pantheistic) reality can no more account for 

                                                
37
 Peter Kreeft, The Journey, p29. 

38
 Paul Camberlain, Can we be Good without God?, (IVP), p27-28. 

39 Colin McGinn, Ethics, Evil and Fiction, (Oxford), p7, my italics. 
40
 Paul Chamberlain, Can We Be Good Without God?, p55. 

41
 ibid, p54-55. 

42
 A.E.Taylor, Does God Exist? 

43 Arthur F. Holmes, op cit, p14. 
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the existence of objective moral values than nothing can produce something.  There 

are three arguments that show why objective moral values cannot be explained in 

non-personal terms. 

  The first argument is based upon the observation that in the moral law we 

meet objective prescriptions.  Only personal beings can issue prescriptions; when did 

you last hear an article of cutlery order anything?  Pointing out that a computer, which 

is not a personal being, could ‘make a demand’ doesn’t weaken this argument, since 

computers must be built and programmed by personal beings that can and do make 

demands.  (Besides, to say that a computer ‘makes a demand’ is an analogical use of 

language at best.)  Dogs and Cats can make demanding requests, but they don’t issue 

objective moral prescriptions.  Therefore, there must be a moral law Prescriber 

beyond individual or collective humanity: “There can’t be an absolute moral law 

without an absolute Moral Law Giver, and that’s God.”
44
 

  In her influential paper ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, G.E.M.Anscombe argued 

that the notions of moral obligation and duty only made sense within a theistic 

framework.  She argued that since secularism has left the theistic framework behind, 

Philosophy needed to recognise the redundancy of traditional morality and ditch the 

notions of moral right and wrong: 

 

“concepts of obligation, and duty – moral obligation and moral duty, that is to 

say – and of what is morally right and wrong, and of the moral sense of 

‘ought’, ought to be jettisoned if this is psychologically possible; because they 

are survivals, or derivatives from survivals, from an earlier conception of 

ethics which no longer generally survives, and are only harmful without it . . 

.”
45
 

 

Anscombe asserted that the emotive effect of moral language is “the survival of a 

concept outside the framework of thought which made it a really intelligible one.”
46
 

Of the idea of an objective moral law Anscombe said, “Naturally it is not possible to 

have such a conception unless you believe in God as a law-giver; like Jews, Stoics, 

and Christians.”
47
 Therefore, if there is an objective moral law, telling and obliging us 

to do good and avoid evil, then there must be a divine ‘law-giver’. 

  The second argument starts with the fact of moral obligation.  In the case of 

things that I ought or ought not to do, I have a duty to do or to refrain from doing 

something.  But how could something impersonal morally obligate me?  The law of 

gravity is an impersonal force that it operates on me such that without any opposing 

force, I fall down.  When I trip up, falling to the ground is something I am caused to 

do; but is it something I ought to do?  Moral laws, on the other hand, prescribe things 

I objectively ought (or ought not) to do, but which I am not caused to do.  After all, 

while I never fail to ‘obey’ the laws of gravity, I often fail to ‘do the right thing’!  A 

moral law, unlike a physical law, does not merely describe something that simply is 

the case, but something that ought to be the case.  To attempt to get from what has to 

be to what ought to be is to commit the ‘naturalistic fallacy’: 

 

“If all there is is matter and what it does [the non-personal], then all there is is 

[what has to be].  There can be no “ought.”  How can these actions actually be 

                                                
44 Norman L. Geisler & Josh McDowell, Love is Always Right, p27. 

45 G.E.M.Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, Virtue Ethics, ed., Roger Crisp & Michael Slote.  

46 ibid. 

47 ibid. 
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right or wrong?  Only if there is a difference between is and ought.  But how 

can there be a difference between is and ought in a world that just is?”
48
 

   

Since I cannot be morally obligated to something non-personal, I must be obligated to 

something personal.  After all, I cannot break a promise made to a fish-bowl, because 

one cannot make promises to fish-bowls, only to other personal beings: 

“Responsibility is possible if there is a person to be responsible to.  We are all bound 

by the ‘law of gravity’, but we are not responsible to it.”
49
 However, although I can be 

obligated to other people, an objective moral obligation cannot be grounded in either 

other people or myself.  As Richard Taylor puts it, the idea of a moral obligation more 

important and binding than those imposed upon us by other individuals or by the state 

is only intelligible if we make reference “to some lawmaker higher. . . that those of 

the state”.
50
 Such obligations “can. . . be understood as those that are imposed by God. 

. .  But what if this higher-than-human lawgiver is no longer taken into account?  . . 

.the concept of moral obligation [is] unintelligible apart from the idea of God.”
51
 

Therefore, objective moral obligation must be grounded in a transcendent personal 

reality to whom we are objectively obligated.  Our obligations to other people must be 

derivative of our obligation to a transcendent personal reality to whom our primary 

obligation is owed. 

  The third argument is that, since objective moral value judgements require an 

objective moral standard, and as no moral standard could exist in matter, and no 

objective moral standard could exist in finite minds, there must be an objective moral 

standard in an infinite mind.  Hastings Rashdall used this argument: 

 

“Only if we believe in the existence of a Mind . . which is the source of 

whatever is true in our own moral judgements, can we rationally think of the 

moral ideal as no less real than the world itself. . .  A moral ideal can exist no-

where and no-how but in a mind; an absolute moral ideal can exist only in a 

Mind from which all reality is derived.  Our moral ideal can only claim 

objective validity in so far as it can rationally be regarded as the revelation of 

a moral ideal eternally existing in the mind of God.”
52
 

 

If any of these three arguments is sound then it follows that: Objective Moral values 

therefore require explanation in terms of ‘a personal ground’.  As A.E.Taylor argued: 

 

“were there no will in existence except the wills of human beings, who are so 

often ignorant of the law of right and so often defy it, it is not apparent what 

the validity of the law could mean.  Recognition of the validity of the law thus 

seems to carry with it a reference to an intelligence which has not, like our 

own, to make acquaintance with it piecemeal, slowly and with difficulty, but 

has always been in full and clear possession of it, and a will which does not, 

like our own, often set it at naught, but is guided by it in all its operations.”
53
 

 

                                                
48 James W. Sire, Why Should Anyone Believe Anything At All?, (IVP, 1994). 

49 ibid. 

50 Richard Taylor, Ethics, Faith & Reason, (Prentice Hall, 1985), p83-84. 

51 ibid. 

52 Hastings Rasdall, The Theory of Good and Evil. 

53A.E.Taylor, op cit, p93. 
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It follows from the definition of objective facts that: This personal ground of objective 

moral values must be the Independent Creator who has always existed and is ultimate 

goodness personified.  Since something non-personal cannot morally obligate us, or 

make moral prescriptions, or contain a moral ideal, the moral law must be based in 

(constituted by) something personal.  However, an objective moral law cannot depend 

upon any finite individual or collection of individuals.  Nor, as we have seen, can an 

objective moral law depend upon nature.  Therefore, the moral law must be grounded 

in the existence of a transcendent personal being: God. 

  Personhood implies rationality, which implies self-reflection and self-

determination.  Self-reflection requires thought, and thinking involves reason.  Self-

determination requires the possession of goals and formulated ways of achieving 

those goals, which also requires reason.  This personal origin of objective values must 

be objectively good.  Indeed, He must be goodness personified.  In order to say it was 

not good, we would have to make a judgement by reference to a personal source of 

moral obligation that was good.  As C.S.Lewis concluded: 

 

“You must trust the universe in one respect even in order to condemn it in 

every other. . . unless we allow ultimate reality to be moral, we cannot morally 

condemn it. . . condemnation of reality carries in its heart an unconscious act 

of allegiance to the same reality as the source of our moral standards.”
54
 

   

  The moral law is not something that could have been ‘invented’ out of thin air.  

One cannot just ‘make up’ objective moral values.  Upon what would the judgement 

be based?  If one had no reason for the choice of what is right and wrong, then there 

would be no reason to believe that the things one said were ‘right’ were right, or that 

the things one said were ‘wrong’ were wrong.  Morality would be arbitrary.  On the 

other hand, if the judgement of what things are good and bad were a rational one, 

there must be some standard of right and wrong that exists before it is used in making 

this judgement, or else one would be begging-the-question.  The moral law (like the 

laws of reason) is not something that can come into existence; it must be something 

that has always existed.  Since the moral law depends upon its source, that source 

must always have existed. 

  I conclude that the first premise, if objective moral value sexist, then God 

exists, is true.  It only remains for us to ask whether there objective moral values. 

 

Defense of Premise 2) There are objective moral values. 

 

Richard Swinburne’s Responsibility and Atonement begins with a discussion of 

goodness in general, and of moral goodness in particular: 

 

“there is a special species of goodness, moral goodness, which can belong to 

agents and to their actions.  The primary variety of this species is objective 

moral goodness, the moral goodness possessed by an act of paying one’s debts 

or visiting the lonely, quite apart from whether some particular agent 

considering doing such an action believes of it that it is morally good. 

Most of us, at any rate in our non-philosophical moments, clearly have 

moral beliefs in my sense - beliefs that it matters that certain actions be done 

or not. . .  Our moral beliefs are beliefs that objectively certain things matter, 

                                                
54 C.S.Lewis, ‘De Futilitate’, Christian Reflections, (Fount). 
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whether or not we admit it; in other words, we believe that actions have 

objective properties of mattering which exist independently of our recognising 

them.  Our moral beliefs are not mere principles which we decide to follow; 

but convictions which nag at us and to which we often in part conform.  We 

who believe it wrong to torture children, believe it would still be wrong if we 

had been brought up to think otherwise.  We who believe it our duty to help 

the starving, feel the force of a moral obligation from without.”
55
 

 

Swinburne’s definition of objective moral values is clearly captured by our criteria 

that an objective truth is a truth which is not constituted by the existence of any finite 

mental state (or collection thereof); for he stipulates that “Our moral beliefs are 

beliefs that objectively certain things matter, whether or not we admit it”, and as such 

hold “independently of our recognising them”, because they are not merely principles 

which we “decide” upon. 

Swinburne’s analysis of objective moral values as facts “which nag at us”, and 

are felt as a “force. . . from without”, captures something irreducibly true about 

“moral goodness” (and about goodness in general).  Moral goodness matters.  There 

is certainly an emotional content to our understanding of moral values, both good and 

bad; but these values cannot be reduced to, or explained away as, ‘nothing but’ 

emotional facts about either ourselves or our communities. 

Moral value is, as Swinburne acknowledges, something we experience.  

Experience may be defined as ‘the conscious awareness of the individual’.  An 

experience is “that awareness of a subject but not necessarily a mere subjective 

awareness.”
56
 This is an important point.  While every experience has a subjective 

aspect, in that it is something had by a subject (and never by a mere object such as a 

computer), not all experience is wholly subjective, in that at least some experiences 

have objective referents.  My experience of toothache is a subjective experience (if I 

lacked mental awareness, as when I am ‘put under’ by gas, no ache would exist), but 

the dentist’s experience of my tooth-decay is a subjective experience of an objective 

fact (my tooth is decayed whether or not he, or anybody else, experiences it, but he is 

truly experiencing it).  Awareness of moral value is, I claim, an example of an 

experience that has an objective referent.  Indeed, one may employ the principle of 

credulity here, that we should take experiences at face value unless we have some 

reason not to do so.  Prima facie, the experience of moral value as something which 

nags at us as a “force. . . from without” establishes the nature of moral value as 

something which transcends the individual, and this is the view we should hold unless 

sufficient reason for change can be found.  This places the burden of proof on those 

who want to hold that moral values are not transcendent.  Indeed, it would seem to be 

a rather heavy burden of proof; for as Kai Nielsen says: 

 

“moral truisms. . . are as available to me or to any atheist as they are to the 

believer.  Now what you do in the way of justifying them is to start with these 

moral truisms: you can be more confident of the correctness or, if you will, the 

truth of these moral utterances; [that is] they are justified.  They are more 

justified than any sceptical philosophical theory – J.L.Mackie’s or anyone 

else’s that would lead you to question them.”
57
 

                                                
55
 Richard Swinburne, op cit, p17-18. 

56
 Geisler & Corduan, Philosophy of Religion, p13. 

57 ‘God, Morality and Evil’, ‘Kai Nielsen’s Opening Statement’ @ 

 http://www.leaderu.com/offices/billcraig/docs/craig-nielsen2.html  
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  While it is sometimes hard to know what the good is, the very agony we take 

over the more obscure moral dilemmas testifies to the objectivity of value and the 

consequent importance of moral decision-making (moral disagreement testifies to the 

same reality).  Besides, examples of moral truisms abound (‘Do not kill another 

human without sufficient justification’, ‘Torturing babies for fun is evil’, etc).  

Besides, in the final analysis, all the first premise of the moral argument requires is 

that the distinction between good and evil is an objective distinction, that ‘good’ and 

‘evil’ are objective.  We objectively ought to try to do good and to avoid evil!  The 

existence of this distinction (as well as a huge number of moral truisms) is agreed 

upon by common-consent, including the vast majority of traditional philosophical 

authorities and a large number of contemporary philosophers.  Belief in this 

distinction is in accord with the principle of credulity and with the nature of our moral 

intuitions and disagreements.  Moral subjectivists have not provided any argument 

able to counter the burden of proof that rests upon anyone who wishes to deny the 

prima facie objectivity of the moral law.  Therefore, I take it that objective moral 

values exist. 

 

Conclusion, 3) Therefore God (a personal, rational, independent source of moral 

standards who has always existed, and who is goodness personified) exists.  In short, 

as A.C.Ewing argues: “The moral law is objective.  In what, then, does it reside?  

Certainly not in the physical world.  Nor only in the minds of men. . .  Yet it is 

impossible to see what else the moral law could reside in but a mind.  Therefore we 

must postulate a super-human mind. . .  A being in whom the whole moral law resided 

could hardly fail to be perfectly good.”
58
 

 Then again, we treat our conscience as authoritative, but from where does it 

get this authority?  There are only four options: from something with less authority 

than ourselves, from something with equal authority as ourselves, from ourselves, or 

from something with greater authority than ourselves.  But how could something with 

less authority than ourselves, such as the laws of nature or the chance outcome of 

naturalistic evolution, have authority over us?  How can something with equal 

authority as ourselves have authority over us?  How can we have authority over 

ourselves?  If we have the power to bind ourselves we have the power to loose 

ourselves.  Thus the authority of conscience must derive from some source of 

authority greater than ourselves.  Could this source of authority be society?  What 

about moral conflict between human societies?  If there is no authority higher than 

society then there is no authoritative reason to oppose societies such as Nazi 

Germany.  What can have a moral authority higher than the individual or society?  

God can. 

 

Cosmological arguments 

 

Thomas Aquinas gave a cosmological argument from efficient causality (his ‘second 

way’) that can be put like this: 

 

1. There are efficient causes in the world. 

2. Nothing can be the efficient cause of itself (for it would have to be 

prior to itself in order to cause itself). 

                                                
58 A.C.Ewing, The Fundamental Questions of Philosophy, (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1968), p236. 
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3. There cannot be an infinite regress of essentially related efficient 

causes, for unless there is a first cause of the series there would be no 

causality in the series. 

4. Therefore, there must be a first, uncaused efficient Cause of efficient 

causality. 

5. Everyone gives this the name of God. 

 

To simplify things a bit we might argue: 

 

1. Some things are caused to be (e.g. this letter). 

2. It is impossible for everything to be caused (because there is nothing beyond 

everything to cause anything). 

3. Therefore there must exist an uncaused cause of being. 

 

This argument is logically valid and the first premise seems to be beyond dispute, so 

the only question is whether or not it is possible for everything that exists (every thing 

that exists) to be caused to exist.  Peter Kreeft and Ronald K. Tacelli frame Aquinas’ 

argument as a reductio absurdum: 

 

“Are all things caused to exist by other things right now?  Suppose they are.  

That is, suppose there is no Uncaused Being. . .  Then nothing could exist right 

now.  For remember, on the [no Uncaused Being] hypothesis, all things need a 

present cause outside of themselves in order to exist.  So right now, all things, 

including all those things which are causing other things to be, need a cause.  

They can give being only so long as they are given being.  Everything that 

exists, therefore, on this hypothesis, stands in need of being caused to exist. 

 But caused by what?  Beyond everything that is, there can only be 

nothing.  But that is absurd: all of reality dependent – but dependent on 

nothing!  The hypothesis that all being is caused, that there is no Uncaused 

Being, is absurd.  So there must be something uncaused, something on which 

all things that need an efficient cause of being are dependent.”
59
 

 

The weakest step in this argument is obviously the identification of the first 

Cause with God.  This is because while God, if He exists, must clearly be the first 

cause, it is less immediately obvious that a first cause, if it exists, must be God.  

Nevertheless, as W. David Beck points out, the concept of “first cause” has two 

implications: 

 

“To say that it is the first cause is to say that it neither requires nor has a cause 

itself. . .  Thus it is fundamentally different from every other cause inside the 

system: it is not contingent.  It depends on, is limited by or exists because of 

absolutely nothing else. . . To say of the conclusion that it is the first cause is 

to define its relation to everything else in the sequence, namely, that it is their 

cause.  It is the cause of all things in the sequence in that it initiates all of the 

causal activity in the sequence, without forbidding that each cause is, in fact, 

the cause of the next one in the sequence. . .  This seems to [include the notion 

of] eternal (all-there-is) power.  And so the concept of a first cause is richer 

than it might at first appear.  It is the actual cause of the existence of 

                                                
59 Peter Kreeft & Ronald K. Tacelli, Handbook of Christian Apologetics, (IVP, 1994), p51. 
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everything in the universe, and it itself exists without any cause or dependency 

whatsoever.”
60
 

 

It also follows that, as the First Cause, this Being is the ultimate cause of our moral 

values.  We cannot morally criticize the First Cause in any objective sense without 

assuming that it is itself, as the ultimate cause of our moral intuitions, objectively 

good.  After all, if the first cause is not objectively good, why trust the moral values 

that we derive or inherit from it?  If the First Cause is not good, where is the standard 

of goodness by which we judge it?  If the First Cause is good, then it must be 

personal.  The identification of the First Cause with the all-good being of the moral 

argument is also enjoined upon us by Occam’s razor.  The “first cause” is thus the 

uncaused, independent, necessarily existent (eternal), all-powerful, good personal 

Cause of all caused, dependent and contingent existence.  Let’s put the argument one 

last way. 

 

1) If something exists, then it either relies upon something else for its 

existence or it doesn’t. 

2) But everything can’t rely upon something else, because there isn’t 

anything outside of ‘everything’ to rely upon!  (To argue that I 

can’t talk about ‘everything’ would be self-defeating.) 

3) Therefore, if anything exists, there must be at least one thing that 

doesn’t rely upon anything for its existence; something 

‘independent’. 

4) But, clearly, something does exist (I know I exist!), 

5) Therefore, there must be an independent thing. 

 

Couldn’t the independent thing be the universe?  I don’t think so, because the 

universe seems to be made up of a lot of things that rely upon other things for their 

existence.  The naturalist might suggest that the laws of physics are independent.  But 

against this, would there be any laws of physics if the universe didn’t exist?  It would 

seem not; unless the laws are ideas in some sort of Mind behind the universe, which 

leads us to God again; unless you think of the laws as Platonic Forms.  But then you 

might well ask with Stephen Hawking “what breathes fire into the equations?”  Plato 

had to call on the existence of a god to create the universe according to the Forms – 

but early Christian philosophers like Augustine identified the Forms with ideas in 

God’s Mind, which is surely a simpler explanation.  Besides, what sort of existence 

are these Forms meant to have if they are neither material nor mental?  I therefore 

conclude that the existence of dependent being points to the existence of an 

independent being. 

 

Design Arguments 

 

“What could be more clear or obvious when we look up to the sky and contemplate 

the heavens, than that there is some divinity of superior intelligence?”  So wrote 

Cicero,
61
 and perhaps the majority of humanity echo this insight at one time or 

another.  For example, Isaac Newton concluded that: “This most beautiful system of 

the sun, planets and comets, could only proceed from the counsel and dominion of an 

                                                
60 ‘God’s Existence’ in In Defence of Miracles, (Apollos), p153. 

61 Cicero, De Natura Deorum. 
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intelligent and powerful being.”
 62 

Bishop Butler proposed that: “There is no need of 

abstruse reasonings and distinctions, to convince an unprejudiced understanding, that 

there is a God who made and governs the world. . . to an unprejudiced mind ten 

thousand thousand instances of design cannot but prove a designer.”
63
 

The most intuitively obvious conclusion from an examination of nature, the 

conclusion that is reached by the majority of humanity, is in favor of design: “the 

beauty, order and structure of the universe and the structure of its parts strongly 

suggests that it was designed; it seems absurd to think that such a universe should 

have just been there, that it wasn’t designed and created but just happened.”
64
 As 

David Hume noted: “A purpose, an intention, or design strikes everywhere the most 

careless, the most stupid thinker; and no man can be so hardened in absurd systems, 

as at all times to reject it.”
65
 Given that this is indeed the most natural conclusion, the 

rationality of holding to it is bolstered by the principle of credulity, and will be 

interpreted by the theist as the intended result of properly functioning cognitive 

faculties aimed at truth and designed (whether directly or indirectly) by God. 

 The obvious objection to this argument is to say that a naturalistic theory of 

evolution by natural selection provides a simpler adequate explanation for the 

apparent design in nature which should thus be preferred to theism (this is a simple 

application of Occam’s Razor).  If the natural intuitive inference that the cosmos is 

the product of design is to stand, the theist needs to deal with the proposed defeater of 

naturalistic evolution.  This could be done in several ways. 

First, the theist could point out that it is only naturalistic evolution that 

contradicts the intuitive inference to design and that, in their opinion, the admittedly 

simpler naturalistic evolutionary explanation for the appearance of design in nature is 

not adequate in itself to overturn the overwhealming intuitive impression that the 

universe is an artifact.  After all, if God exists, one could reasonably expect the 

intuition of design to be the result of a cognitive system designed by God to elicit just 

this natural response; in which case objections to the design intuition must concentrate 

on factual challenges to the existence of God, not on casting epistemological 

aspersions about the unwarranted nature of belief grounded in an intuition.  Besides, 

there are several aspects of reality that cannot be explained by evolution because they 

are necessary to the process of evolution itself, and these aspects of nature give the 

impression of design no less than does the whole of which they are such important 

parts.  The evolutionary challenge therefore fails to contradict the intuitive design 

argument. 

Second, the theist could challenge not only the adequacy of naturalistic 

evolution, but of evolution per se as an adequate global explanation for the 

appearance of design in nature.  Recent years have seen a coming-of-age in 

sophisticated and intellectually rigorous challenges to evolutionary theory produced 

by members of the ‘Intelligent Design’ community.  Supporters of Intelligent Design 

include reputable Scientists and Philosophers such as Michael J. Behe, William A. 

Dembski, J.P.Moreland, and Alvin Plantinga.  The proponents of Intelligent Design 

are at the cutting edge of the contemporary science/philosophy/theology interface.  

Advocates of Intelligent Design oppose the concept of methodological naturalism in 

science and argue in favor of the limited inference to ‘intelligent design’ from 

science: 

                                                
62 Isaac Newton, Principia. 

63 Butler, 1896, volume 1, p371. 

64 Alvin Plantinga, ‘Two Dozen (or so) Theistic Arguments’. 

65 David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1946), p214. 
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“To say intelligent causes are empirically detectable is to say there exist well-

defined methods that, on the basis of observational features of the world, are 

capable of reliably distinguishing intelligent causes from undirected natural 

causes.  Many special sciences have already developed such methods for 

drawing this distinction – notably forensic science. . . cryptography, 

archeology and the search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence. . . 

The world contains events, objects and structures that exhaust the 

explanatory resources of undirected natural causes and that can be adequately 

explained only by recourse to intelligent causes.  This is not an argument from 

ignorance.  Precisely because of what we know about undirected natural 

causes and their limitations, science is now in a position to demonstrate design 

rigorously. . . 

Intelligent design is logically compatible with everything from utterly 

discontinuous creation (e.g. God intervening at every point to create new 

species) to the most far-ranging evolution (e.g. God seamlessly melding all 

organisms together into one great tree of life).  For intelligent design the first 

question is not how organisms came to be. . . but whether organisms 

demonstrate clear, empirically detectable marks of being intelligently caused.  

In principle an evolutionary process can exhibit such marks of intelligence as 

much as any act of special creation.”
66
 

 

In my judgement the Intelligent Design movement is more persuasive when 

arguing against naturalistic evolution than against theistic evolution.  Theistic 

evolution proposes at a minimum that God created life by creating and sustaining a 

finely-tuned universe in which sentient life would evolve through the interplay of 

chance and physical necessity, and at a maximum that God may also have exerted a 

causal influence on the evolutionary process within the bounds of the statistical laws 

of quantum mechanics.  A maximal theistic evolutionary account (like that given by 

Keith Ward
67
) is very close (if not identical) to a minimal Intelligent Design 

hypothesis, and the debate as to exactly what method/s the designer used to bring 

about the cosmos as we see it today – initiating and sustaining fine tuned natural 

processes, immanent providential influence within the statistical limits of physical 

uncertainty, and physical-law-transcending miracles - is an intellectually rich and 

fruitful one. 

I recently re-read William Paley’s design argument and was struck both by the 

cogency of his argument and by the way he seems to have intuitively appreciated 

many points given more formal expression in recent years by exponents of ‘Intelligent 

Design’.  Paley began his classic treatment of the design argument thus: 

 

“In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were 

asked how the stone came to be there, I might possibly answer, that for any 

thing I knew to the contrary it had lain there for ever; nor would it, perhaps, be 

very easy to show the absurdity of this answer.” 

 

                                                
66 William A. Dembski, Mere Creation, (IVP, 1998), Introduction. 

67 Cf. Keith Ward, God Chance & Necessity, (OneWorld). 
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In other words, the existence of such a stone, in such a context, would not seem very 

surprising, and consequently would not seem to call out for any special explanation 

(although, of course, it might have one nevertheless): 

 

“But suppose I found a watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired how 

the watch happened to be in that place, I should hardly think of the answer 

which I had before given [in the case of the stone].  Yet why should not this 

answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone. . ?” 

 

Good question.  Obviously, there must be some difference between the stone and the 

watch that justifies the difference in our response to them. 

 Although I think Paley’s original explanation of the difference in our reaction 

to the stone and watch and his application of this explanation to justify belief in 

design are both cogent I want to compliment Paley’s insights with those of the 

‘Intelligent Design Movement’. 

William A. Dembski is a leading light in the Intelligent Design Movement, 

holding a PhD in mathematics from the university of Chicago, a PhD in philosophy 

from the University of Illinois at Chicago, and an M.Div from Princeton Theological 

Seminary.  Dembski has proposed a three stage ‘Explanatory Filter’ that reliably 

separates and identifies the result of natural causes from intelligent design: 

 

“Given something we think might be designed, we refer it to the filter.  If it 

successfully passes all three stages of the filter, then we are warranted in 

asserting it is designed.  Roughly speaking the filter asks three questions in the 

following order: (1) Does a law explain it? (2) does chance explain it? (3) does 

design explain it?”
68
 

 

Dembski’s argument is a footnote on Plato’s observation that “all things do become, 

have become, and will become, some by nature [physical law], some by art, and some 

by chance.”
69
 

 
Start 

⇓ 

HP?⇒Law 

⇓ 
No 

⇓ 

IP?⇒Yes⇒Chance 

⇓ 
No 

⇓ 

sp/SP?⇒Yes⇒Design 

⇓ 
No 

⇓ 

Chance 

 

As Dembski explains: 

                                                
68 William Dembski, ‘The Explanatory Filter’, http://www.arn.org/docs/dembski/wd_expfilter.htm 

69 Plato, The Laws, (Book X). 
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“To use the explanatory filter we start with an event E.  Our object is to 

explain E – whether to attribute E to law or chance or design. . . From start E 

moves to the first decision node.  This node asks whether E is highly probable 

(hence the label HP). . .  To characterize. . . events as highly probable serves 

as a convenient way of incorporating deterministic and nondeterministic 

natural laws within a single framework. . .  Thus if E happens to be a HP 

event, we stop and attribute E to law. . .  [However,] suppose E is not an HP 

event and has therefore passed to the next decision node, the node labled IP.  

What needs to be determined now is whether E is an event of intermediate 

probability. . . events we can regularly expect to occur by chance in the 

ordinary circumstances of life.  Rolling snake eyes with a pair of dice 

constitutes an IP event.  Even someone winning a lottery where the probability 

of winning is as little as one in ten million will constitute an IP event once we 

factor in all the other people playing the lottery. . .  Thus if an event E reaches 

the second decision node and is judged to be an IP event, we can stop and 

attribute E to chance. 

 But suppose that E is neither an Hp nor an IP event.  By a process of 

elimination E will therefore make it all the way to the third and final decision 

node.  In this case E is an event of small probability, or what I am calling an 

SP event. . .  If a probabilistic set-up, like tossing a coin 1,000 times, entails 

that an SP event will occur, then necessarily some extremely improbable event 

will occur.  If, however, independently of the event we are able to specify it, 

then we are justified in eliminating chance as the proper mode of explanation.  

It is the specified SP events (abbreviated sp/SP) that cannot properly be 

attributed to chance.”
70
 

 

The point about specification is crucial: 

 

“Patterns. . . divide into two types, those that in the presence of complexity 

[small probability] warrant a design inference and those that despite the 

presence of complexity do not warrant a design inference.  The first type of 

pattern I call a specification, the second a fabrication.  Specifications are the 

non-ad hoc patterns that can legitimately be used to eliminate natural causes 

and detect design.  In contrast, fabrications are the ad hoc patterns that cannot 

                                                
70 William Dembski, Mere Creation, (IVP, 1998), p99-102: “At the first stage, the filter determines 

whether a law can explain the thing in question. . .  Clearly, if something can be explained by law, it 

[need not] be attributed to design.  Things explainable by a law are therefore eliminated at the first 

stage of the Explanatory Filter.  Suppose, however, that something we think might be designed cannot 

be explained by any law.  We then proceed to the second stage of the filter.  At this stage the filter 

determines whether the thing in question might not reasonably be expected to occur by chance. . .  

Things explainable by chance are therefore eliminated at the second stage of the Explanatory Filter.  

Suppose finally that no law is able to account for the thing in question, and that. . . any plausible 

probability distribution that might account for it renders it exceedingly unlikely.  In this case we bypass 

the first two stages of the Explanatory Filter and arrive at the third and final stage.  It needs to be 

stressed that this third and final stage does not automatically yield design. . . Vast improbability only 

purchases design if, in addition, the thing we are trying to explain is specified.  The third stage of the 

Explanatory Filter therefore presents us with a binary choice: attribute the thing we are trying to 

explain to design if it is specified; otherwise attribute it to chance. . .  It is this category of specified 

things having small probability that reliably signals design.” - William Dembski, ‘The Explanatory 

Filter’, http://www.arn.org/docs/dembski/wd_expfilter.htm 
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be legitimately used to detect design.  The distinction between specifications 

and fabrications can be made with full statistical rigor.”
71
 

 

This ‘Explanatory Filter’ is only a positive test for design: “When the 

Explanatory Filter fails to detect design in a thing, can we be sure no intelligent cause 

underlies it?  The answer to this question is No.”
72
 Consider the example of an 

ecologically minded artist who carefully but randomly re-distributes leaves in a forest.  

The Explanatory Filter would be unable to detect the activity of intelligent causation 

in the distribution of these leaves.  On the other hand, if the leaves were arranged to 

spell out the words “welcome to my forest” the filter would detect design.  Such an 

arrangement of leaves is both highly unlikely (i.e complex) and specified: “The 

Explanatory Filter is a net.  Things that are designed will occasionally slip past the 

net.  We would prefer that the net catch more than it does, omitting nothing due to 

design.  But given the ability of design to mimic unintelligent causes and the 

possibility of our own ignorance passing over things that are designed, this problem 

cannot be fixed.”
73
 Consider the following example of the filter in action: 

 

“Suppose we must explain why a certain bank’s safe that was closed earlier 

happens now to be open.  Let us assume the safe has a combination lock that is 

marked with a hundred numbers from 00 to 99 and for which five turns in 

alternating directions are required to open the lock.  We assume that precisely 

one sequence of alternating turns is capable of opening the lock. . .  There are 

thus ten billion possible combinations of which precisely one succeeds in 

opening the lock. . . 

 Suppose we now take the opening of the bank’s safe, an event we will 

denote by E, and feed it into the explanatory filter. . .  Since no law accounts 

for the opening of safes with combination locks, E is not an HP event. . .  E 

therefore moves past the first decision node.  How does E fare at the second 

decision node?  With ten billion possibilities, only one of which opens the 

safe, random twirling of the combination lock’s dial is exceedingly unlikely to 

open the lock.  E is therefore not an IP event but an SP event.  E therefore 

moves past the second decision node and lands at the third decision node 

labeled sp/SP [and] the crucial question now becomes whether E was 

specified.  Is E an sp/SP event or merely an SP event?  If the latter, then the 

opening of the bank’s safe can legitimately be attributed to chance.  But E is 

indeed specified, for the construction of the lock’s tumblers specifies which 

one of the ten billion combinations will open the lock.  E is therefore an sp/SP 

event and passes to the terminal node labelled “design”.”
74
 

 

As Richard Dawkins writes: “Of all the unique and, with hindsight equally 

improbable, positions of the combination lock, only one opens the lock. . .  The 

uniqueness of the arrangement. . . that opens the safe, [has] nothing to do with 

hindsight.  It is specified in advance.”
75
 Likewise, “there are functional patterns to 
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which life corresponds, and which are given independently of the actual living 

systems.”
76
 

The Filter is able to detect design because “Intelligent causes can do things 

that unintelligent causes cannot.”
77
 The Filter tells us that what intelligent causes can 

cause that unintelligent causes (whether they be ‘chance’ or ‘necessity’) cannot cause 

is specified complexity: 

 

“specified complexity is a reliable empirical marker of intelligent design.  A 

long sequence of random letters [as could be produced by the chance process 

of drawing scrabble letters from a bag] is complex without being specified.  A 

short sequence of letters like “the,” “so,” or “a” is specified without being 

complex.  A Shakespearean sonnet is both complex and specified.  Thus in 

general, given an event, object, or structure, to convince ourselves that it is 

designed we need to show that it is improbably (i.e. complex) and suitably 

patterned (i.e. specified).”
78
 

 

Dembski explains that the theory of intelligent design (whether applied to 

determining cause of death in forensic science or design in nature) can be rigorously 

cast in terms of information theory
79
: 

 

“For there to be information, there must be a multiplicity of distinct 

possibilities any one of which might happen.  When one of these possibilities 

does happen and the others are ruled out, information becomes actualised.  

Indeed, information in its most general sense can be defined as the 

actualisation of one possibility to the exclusion of others. . .  The distinction 

between specified and unspecified information may now be defined as 

follows: the actualisation of a possibility (i.e. information) is specified if 

independently of the possibility’s actualisation, the possibility is identifiable 

by means of a pattern.  If not, then the information is unspecified. . .  

Information can be both complex and specified.  Information that is both 

complex and specified [CSI] is what all the fuss over information has been 

about in recent years, not just in biology, but in science generally. . .  It is CSI 

that for cosmologists underlies the fine-tuning of the universe. . .”
80
 

 

The fine-tuning of the universe discovered by cosmologists is an example of 

CSI because it constitutes an unlikely (complex) state of affairs that conforms to a 

specifiable (non ad hoc) pattern, the pattern of universal constants necessary for a life-
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permitting universe: “The fine-tuning of the universe. . . is both complex and 

specified and readily yields design.”
81
 

The fine-tuning of the universe is identical in nature to the above example of 

the cracking of a combination lock.  In the case of the cracked combination lock what 

called out for explanation in terms of an intelligent cause was not merely the fact that 

an event of small probability had taken place (after all, any sequence of dialed 

numbers that long is equally improbable), but the fact that this small probability was 

specified (as the sequence necessary for opening the lock).  In the case of cosmic fine-

tuning, what calls out for explanation in terms of design is not merely the fact that a 

particular improbable set of physical laws exists, but the fact that this particular set of 

laws are specified (as the set necessary for a life sustaining universe): 

 

“one could think of each instance of fine-tuning as a radio dial: unless all the 

dials are set exactly right, life would be impossible.  Or, one could think of the 

initial conditions of the universe and the fundamental parameters of physics as 

a dart board that fills the whole galaxy, and the conditions necessary for life to 

exist [our specified, non ad hoc pattern] as a small one-foot wide target: unless 

the dart hits the target, life would be impossible.  The fact that the dials are 

perfectly set, or the dart has hit the target, strongly suggests that someone set 

the dials or aimed the dart. . .”
82
 

 

Why is CSI a reliable sign of intelligent design? 

 

“To see why CSI is a reliable indicator of design, we need to examine the 

nature of intelligent causation.  The principle characteristic of intelligent 

causation is directed contingency, or what we call choice.  Whenever an 

intelligent cause acts, it chooses from a range of competing possibilities. . .  

Intelligent design causes by making a choice.  How then do we recognize that 

an intelligent cause has made a choice?  A bottle of ink spills accidentally onto 

a piece of paper; someone takes a fountain pen and writes a message on a 

sheet of paper.  In both instances ink is applied to paper.  In both instances one 

among an almost infinite set of possibilities is realized.  In both instances a 

contingency is actualised and others are ruled out.  Yet in one instance we 

infer design, in the other chance.  What is the relevant difference?  Not only 

do we observe that a contingency was actualised, but we ourselves need also 

to be able to specify the contingency.  The contingency must conform to an 

independently given pattern, and we must be able to independently formulate 

that pattern.  A random ink-blot is unspecifiable; a message written in ink on 

paper is specifiable. . .  The actualisation of one among several competing 

possibilities, the exclusion of the rest, and the specification of the possibility 

that was actualised encapsulates how we recognize intelligent causes, or 

equivalently, how we detect design.”
83
 

 

Dembski also argues this point negatively: 
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“To see that natural causes cannot account for CSI is straight forward.  Natural 

causes comprise chance and necessity. . .  Because information presupposes 

contingency, necessity is by definition incapable of producing information, 

much less complex specified information.  For there to be information there 

must be a multiplicity of live possibilities, one of which is actualised, and the 

rest of which are excluded.  This is contingency.  But if some outcome B is 

necessary given antecedent conditions A, then the probability of B given A is 

one, and the information in B given A is zero. . .  It follows that necessity is 

incapable of generating new information. . . 

 Contingency can assume only one of two forms.  Either the 

contingency is a blind, purposeless contingency – which is chance; or it is a 

guided, purposeful contingency – which is intelligent causation. . .  Chance 

can generate complex unspecified information [e.g. randomly distributed 

leaves], and chance can generate non-complex specified information [e.g. 

drawing “an”, or “on”, from a scrabble bag].  What chance cannot generate is 

information that is jointly complex and specified [which would be like 

drawing out a sonnet]. . . 

 If chance and necessity left to themselves cannot generate CSI, is it 

possible that chance and necessity working together might generate CSI?  The 

answer is No.  Whenever chance and necessity work together, the respective 

contributions of chance and necessity can be arranged sequentially.  By 

arranging the respective contributions of chance and necessity sequentially, it 

becomes clear that at no point in the sequence is CSI generated. . .  Natural 

causes are therefore incapable of generating CSI.”
84
 

 

It is this a priori inability of chance and necessity to jointly explain CSI that accounts 

for the absence of a fourth ‘filter’ (i.e ‘can chance and necessity explain it?’) in the 

‘Explanatory Filter’: 

 

“Most scientists familiar with specified complexity think that the Darwinian 

mechanism is adequate to account for it once one has differential reproduction 

and survival [Dembski does not agree, but he lets this pass for the sake of 

argument].  But outside a context that includes replicators, no one has a clue 

how specified complexity occurs by naturalistic means. . .  Unfortunately for 

naturalistic origin-of-life researchers, this problem seems not to be eliminable 

since the simplest replicators we know require specified complexity.”
85
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With the apparatus of Intelligent Design in hand it becomes apparent that the 

proposed indicators of design, from Paley’s watchmaker analogy to the recent debate 

over the ‘anthropic principle’, can all be analysed in terms of CSI: 

 

“The complexity-specification criterion demonstrates that design pervades 

cosmology and biology.  Moreover, it is a transcendent design, not reducible 

to the physical world.  Indeed, no intelligent agent who is strictly physical 

could have presided over the origin of the universe or the origin of life. 

Unlike design arguments of the past, the claim that transcendent design 

pervades the universe is no longer a strictly philosophical or theological claim.  

It is also a fully scientific claim.  There exists a reliable criterion for detecting 

design – the complexity-specification criterion.  This criterion detects design 

strictly from observational features of the world.  Moreover, it belongs to 

probability and complexity theory, not to metaphysics and theology.  And 

although it cannot achieve logical demonstration, it is capable of achieving 

statistical justification so compelling as to demand assent.  When applied to 

the fine-tuning of the universe and the complex, information-rich structures of 

biology, it demonstrates a design external to the universe.”
86
 

 

 

Without knowing any of this, Paley answered his question as to why we would react 

differently to the watch than to the stone thus: 

 

“when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive – what we could not 

discover in the stone - that its several parts are framed and put together for a 

purpose, e.g., that they are so formed and adjusted as to produce motion, and 

that motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day; that if its different 

parts had been differently shaped from what they are, or placed after any other 

manner or in any other order than that in which they are placed, either no 

motion at all would have been carried on in the machine, or none which would 

have answered the use that it now served by it.” 

 

Paley provides two reasons to justify our differing reactions.  The first reason is that 

the watch, unlike the stone, appears to be a collection of parts that together achieve a 

significant purpose.  Each part of the watch seems to serve a purpose carried out by 

the sum of these parts. 

Paley’s second reason is basically that the watch, unlike the stone, is 

irreducibly complex.  Not only is the purpose carried out by the sum of the watch’s 

parts, but that purpose could not be carried out “if its different parts had been 

differently shaped from what they are, or placed after any other manner or in any 

other order than that in which they are placed. . .”  Irreducible complex systems, like a 

watch, are composed of a number of mutually interdependent parts, each of which is 

functionally useless on its own.  This means that such a system cannot evolve by 

natural selection, because until the whole system is functional there is nothing of 

advantage in existence to be selected.  (Indeed, manufacturing individual components 

of irreducibly complex systems would be a drain on resources, therefore constituting 

an evolutionary disadvantage.  The probability of random mutations throwing up a) 
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all the necessary parts of an irreducibly complex system b) all at the same time, and c) 

in the necessary co-ordinated way, is astronomically small). 

Darwin himself admitted that the existence of such a system would falsify his 

hypothesis: 

 

“If it could be demonstrated that any complex organ existed which could not 

possibly have been formed by numerous, successive modifications, my theory 

would absolutely break down.”
87
 

 

American biochemist Michael J. Behe (a Catholic with no theological objections to 

evolution) argues that the biomolecular level of life is so full of ‘irreducibly complex’ 

molecular machines that it could not have evolved by step-by-step Darwinian natural 

selection.  (We might also note that biochemistry reveals a world of literal machines, 

made primarily out of proteins, which strengthens the watchmaker analogy; but this is 

not the main drift of Behe’s argument): 

 

“A system which meets Darwin’s criterion is one which exhibits irreducible 

complexity.  By irreducible complexity I mean a single system which is 

composed of several interacting parts that contribute to the basic function 

[which is specified], and where the removal of any one of the parts causes the 

system to effectively cease functioning.  An irreducibly complex system 

cannot be produced gradually by slight, successive modifications of a 

precursor system, since any precursor to an irreducibly complex system is by 

definition non-functional.  Since natural selection requires a function to select, 

an irreducibly complex biological system. . . would have to arise as an 

integrated unit for natural selection to have anything to act on. . .  Now, are 

any biochemical systems irreducibly complex?  Yes, it turns out that many are. 

. .  examples of irreducible complexity abound, including aspects of protein 

transport, blood clotting, closed circular DNA, electron transport, the bacterial 

flagellum, telomeres, photosynthesis, transcription regulation, and much 

more.”
88
 

 

We can also note with William Dembski that: “irreducibly complex biochemical 

systems are instances of specified complexity.”
89
 So is the information in DNA: 

 

“SETI’s search for extraterrestrial intelligence presupposes that the presence 

of information imbedded in electromagnetic signals from space would indicate 

an intelligent source.  As yet, radio astronomers have not found [such] 

information-bearing signals coming from space.  But molecular biologists, 

looking closer to home, have discovered information in the cell.  

Consequently, DNA justifies what probability theorist William A. Dembski 

calls ‘the design inference’.”
90
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Paley is surely right that faced with a watch, we would naturally infer the 

existence of a watchmaker.  Nevertheless, he considers and rebuts several anticipated 

objections to this design inference (note that if any rebuttal applies to the inference as 

applied to nature it also, by analogy, applies to the inference as applied to the watch). 

First, it would not weaken our conclusion if “we had never seen a watch made 

– that we had never known an artist capable of making one.”  Rather, “Ignorance of 

this kind exults our opinion of the unseen and unknown artist’s skill. . . but raises no 

doubt in our minds of the existence and agency of such an artist.” 

Second, “Neither. . . would it invalidate our conclusion that the watch 

sometimes went wrong, or that it seldom went exactly right.”  Paley is clearly here 

dealing with the ‘problem of evil’ as applied to design arguments: “It is not necessary 

that a machine be perfect, in order to show. . . whether it were made by any design at 

all.”  The contemporary biologist Michael J. Denton muses upon a similar theme: 

 

“Aside from any quantitative considerations, is seems, intuitively, impossible 

that such self-evident brilliance in the execution of design could ever have 

been the result of chance.  For, even if we allow that chance might have 

occasionally hit on a relatively ingenious adaptive end, it seems inconceivable 

that it could have reached so many ends of such surpassing “perfection.”  It is, 

of course, possible to allude to certain sorts of apparent “imperfections” in life, 

where the adaption conveys the impression that nature often makes do in an 

opportunistic kind of way, moulding the odd lucky accident into something 

resembling an “imperfect” adaption. . . Yet, just as a few missing links are not 

sufficient to close the gaps of nature, a few imperfect adaptions which give 

every impression of having been achieved by chance are certainly, amid the 

general perfection of design in nature, an insufficient basis on which to argue 

for the all-sufficiency of chance.  Such imperfections only serve to highlight 

the fact that, in general, biological adaptions exhibit, as Darwin confessed: “a 

perfection of structure and coadaption which justly excites our admiration.””
91
 

 

Nor, thirdly, argues Paley, “would it bring any uncertainty into the argument, 

if there were a few parts of the watch, concerning which we could not discover or had 

not yet discovered in what manner they conduced to the general effect. . .” 

Nor would anyone reasonably think the existence of the watch accounted for 

by being told that “it was one out of possible combinations of material forms; that 

whatever he had found in the place where he found the watch, must have contained 

some internal configuration or other; and that this configuration might be the structure 

now exhibited, namely, of the works of a watch, as well as a different structure.”  We 

have already seen how the specificity criterion of the Explanatory Filter justifies this 

intuition. 

“Nor, fifthly, would it yield his inquiry more satisfaction, to be answered that 

there existed in things a principle of order, which had disposed the parts of the watch 

into their present form and situation. . . [for] he cannot form to himself an idea of 

what is meant by a principle of order, distinct from the intelligence of the 

watchmaker.”  As A.C.Ewing wrote: “Some thinkers would regard it as adequate to 

postulate an unconscious purpose to explain design, but it is extraordinarily difficult 

to see what such a thing as an unconscious purpose would be.”
92
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Even if natural laws could account for all the order in nature they could not 

explain the order of nature itself; laws cannot account for themselves!  Indeed, it is 

precisely the need to explain the fruitful ‘fine-tuning’ of nature’s basic laws that the 

anthropic argument draws upon.  In what way can ‘a principle of order’ explain what 

the observation that the universe is finely tuned cannot?  If we can ask, ‘why this set 

of fine-tuned laws?’, we can surely ask ‘why this principle of order?’  The theistic 

design hypothesis can draw upon the explanatory resources of personal explanation; 

an amoral, impersonal ‘principle of order’ cannot.  Indeed, it seems to me that a 

‘principle of order’ is in the same boat as nature herself when it comes to such 

examples of specified complexity as irreducible complexity and cosmic fine-tuning.  

Both seem incapable of explaining what needs to be explained.  On the other hand, 

theism is capable of explaining the facts of nature in a way that neither nature alone, 

or with the addition of ‘a principle of order’, can. 

Sixth, Paley notes that: “he would be surprised to hear that the mechanism of 

the watch was no proof of contrivance, only a motive to induce the mind to think so.”  

Again, the Explanatory Filter justifies this intuition by showing how detecting design 

relies upon features unique to the activity of intelligent causes. 

“Neither, lastly, would our observer be driven out of his conclusion or from 

his confidence in its truth, by being told he knew nothing at all about the matter.  He 

knows enough for his argument; he knows the utility of the end; he knows the 

subserviency and adaption of the means to the end.  These points being known, his 

ignorance on other points, his doubts concerning other points, affect not the certainty 

of his reasoning.  The consciousness of knowing little need not beget a distrust of that 

which he does know. . .” 

Paley suggests that the natural inference “that the watch must have had a 

maker – that there must have existed, at some time and at some place or other, an 

artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to 

answer” is both rationally justifiable and applicable to certain facets of nature: 

“[E]very indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design which existed in the 

watch, exists in the works of nature. . .” 

Paley’s favoured example was the human eye.  Evolutionary naturalists have 

now suggested a possible pathway for the evolution of the eye by natural selection.  

However, biomolecular studies have shown us that even the simplest starting point for 

an eye involves incredible complexity, and not only incredible complexity, but 

irreducible complexity.  There is no way for such a system to evolve by a series of 

steps each of which conveys an evolutionary advantage. 

According to Paley, even if we had never seen a watch before, an inspection 

would lead us to conclude that it was designed and made for a purpose.  Observe the 

world and its objects and we see once again an intricate interplay of parts and 

contingent, complex physical laws arranged together and achieving a collective end 

(the evolution of intelligent life forms).  The world is analogous to the watch.  The 

watch had a designer, so it is reasonable to think that the world had a designer.  

Modern knowledge has only increased the strength of this analogy: 

 

“Solar-powered machines capture the energy of photons and store it in 

chemicals.  Electrical machines allow current to flow through nerves.  

Manufacturing machines build other molecular machines, as well as 

themselves.  Cells swim using machines, copy themselves with machinery, 
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ingest food with machinery.  In short, highly sophisticated molecular machines 

control every cellular process.”
93
 

 

Indeed, we have seen that modern knowledge has not merely strengthened, but has 

surpassed, this analogy by the discovery of the theoretical tools necessary to identify 

and explain the structure of the otherwise intuitively grasped Explanatory Filter. 

It is of course popularly thought (by many atheists and theists alike) that the 

theory of evolution by natural selection trumps the analogical design argument.  The 

universe, or objects within the universe, may indeed resemble a watch; but the 

‘watch’ (which stands for any complex object of inter-related parts), we now know (it 

is claimed), was made by a natural process without teleological direction.  Pre-

Darwinian apologists may be forgiven for mistaking eyes and such-like for the 

products of intelligent design, but now science has stepped into the explanatory gap, 

and swept away the ‘God-of-the-gaps’.  So the critic might argue. 

But against this: As we have already seen, the theist needn’t deny that a 

natural process made objects such as the eye (although this is one response that 

deserves consideration), but they can easily deny that this process was non-

teleological.  If the eye wasn’t designed in any straightforward sense, one can 

certainly argue that it is the result of a system designed to automatically design viable 

(even sentient) life forms. 

Besides, evolution is incapable of explaining all examples of order.  The 

explanatory paucity of evolution does not only apply to irreducibly complex systems, 

but to the origin of specified complexity in general.  As Dallas Willard reminds us, 

evolution: “presupposes the existence of certain entities with specific potential 

behaviours and an environment of some specific kind that operates upon those entities 

in some specifically ordered fashion.”
94
 We now know that these “certain entities” 

include such examples of specified complexity as irreducibly complex bio-molecular 

systems.  As J.P.Moreland puts it: “Science cannot explain away all examples of order 

(or other design-bearing features – e.g. beauty, information) as being the result of 

merely natural processes, because scientific explanations presuppose and must start 

with ordered entities and laws.”
 95
 

  If the universe produces ‘watches’ through a natural process then it seems 

eminently reasonable to construe that process itself as the product of design.  After all, 

humans can build automated watch-making factories, so perhaps God has built an 

automated life-making factory.  Evolution may account for complex arrangements of 

matter such as eyeballs; but evolution is itself a complicated process involving raw 

materials being worked upon by the laws of natural selection (the mutation of genes, a 

changing environment, the survival of the fittest, etc.).  Thus, as J.P.Moreland writes: 

 

“theists can grant. . . that the general theory of evolution is true, and go on to 

build a design argument based on broader features of order and purpose, even 

on the existence of the mechanisms of evolution.  It can be claimed that 

evolution merely explains how God designed the living world; it does not 

remove the need for a Designer.  This response grows stronger the more we 

discover that living things are even more complicated than was believed to be 

the case during the time of Darwin.  As the intricacy of organisms becomes 
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more apparent, it becomes less plausible to believe that the process of 

evolution could mindlessly produce life, and it becomes more plausible to 

believe that they were guided by an Intelligence in such a way as to overcome 

the improbabilities of life arising in the first place.”
96
 

 

Evolution, then, does not destroy even the analogical design argument (let 

alone the newer design arguments); it merely pushes it back a step, from the objects 

that make up the world, to the substances and processes that make the objects that 

make up the world.  As Richard Swinburne argues, “Nature. . . is a machine-making 

machine. . . men make not only machines, but machine making machines.  They may 

therefore naturally infer form nature which produces animals and plants, to a creator 

of nature similar to men who make machine-making machines.”
97
 Or as A.E.Taylor 

concluded: “Nature is not exactly like a large establishment for the mass-production 

of Ingersoll watches, but when all is said, is it not more like that than it is like an 

unending harlequinade with no point in particular?”
98
 

A major charge levelled against the design argument is that it does not provide 

unique warrant for the existence of a single designer.  As David Hume put the 

objection, “A great number of men join in building a house or a ship, in rearing a city, 

in framing a commonwealth, why may not several deities combine in framing a 

world?”
99
 (Note, however, that even is this objection is granted, metaphysical 

naturalism is out of the window.)  Such a criticism applies equally to the analogical 

design argument and to the results of applying the ‘Explanatory Filter’. 

Occam’s razor compels us to postulate the least number of entities necessary 

to explain the available data, and in this instance that number is one.  Second, this is a 

cosmos, a coherent structure of ‘ordered beauty’.  This is a universe, a unified whole.  

As J.P.Moreland writes, “One God is a simpler explanation that the polytheistic one 

and it makes more intelligible the fact that we live in a universe and not a plurality of 

universes.”
100

 Most Cathedrals (let alone cities) are a conglomeration of architectural 

styles, renovations, innovations, and re-building.  The cosmos, on the other hand, 

possesses a unity in both its physical ‘engineering’, and in its artistic facets. 

Here we begin to see an aesthetic design argument taking part in a mutually 

supportive ‘wider teleology’.  As Richard Swinburne argues, “If there were more than 

one deity responsible for the order [and, we might add, the beauty] of the universe, we 

should expect to see characteristic marks of the handiwork of different deities in 

different parts of the universe, just as we see different workmanship in the different 

houses of a city.”
101

 

Aesthetic arguments are traditionally subsumed under the category of design 

arguments.  Some aesthetic arguments work from the nature of our subjective 

aesthetic experience, seeking to interpret this experience as revelatory of divinity.  I 

will examine this sort of aesthetic argument later.  Other epistemological arguments 

begin with the mere fact that we have aesthetic awareness, seeking to show that 

theism gains credibility in providing the best understanding of this capacity.  As 

William C. Davis writes, 
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“Humans have numerous features that are more easily explained by theism 

than by metaphysical naturalism, if only because metaphysical naturalism 

currently explains all human capacities in terms of their ability to enhance 

survival.  Among these features are the possession of reliable faculties aimed 

at truth, the appreciation of beauty, and a sense of humor.”
102

 

 

Such epistemological aesthetic arguments reveal a God who values the appreciation 

of beauty as a good thing that provides some reason for the creation of an objectively 

beautiful cosmos and creatures capable of enjoying that beauty. 

Some aesthetic arguments ask how likely it is that non-teleological natural 

laws should produce the objective beauty that we find all around us.  Other aesthetic 

arguments propose the existence of God as the source and standard of objective 

aesthetic value. 

Clark H. Pinnock is one of the few writers of a ‘popular’ apologetic to 

mention beauty as a ‘clue’ to the existence of God.  There are two epistemological 

aesthetic arguments given by Pinnock in his apologetic: Reason Enough, (Paternoster, 

1980).  The first (analogical) argument can be formalised as follows: 

 

1) In our appreciation of works of human art we are familiar with the existence of 

beauty that has not been produced by accident or pure chance.  Rather, we experience 

a “form of communication’ through which we perceive ‘intelligence, thought, and 

feeling”. 

2) We often have the same (or at least a similar) experience when we encounter the 

physical universe; we often find ourselves experiencing the universe ‘as a work of art’ 

that draws from us “gratitude to the unseen Artist” 

3) Like causes (at least generally speaking) produce like effects. 

4) Therefore, our experience of the physical universe as artistic beauty, being at least 

similar to our experience of human art, is reason to infer the existence of a human-like 

Artist with “intelligence, thought, and feeling” behind the universe. 

 

Pinnock’s second (epistemological evolutionary) argument takes the following 

form: 

 

1) From a secular standpoint, our capacity to appreciate beauty: “must seem an 

unaccounted-for “extra” thrown in by chance. . . lacking as it does any survival value 

in terms of our evolution.” 

2) It would therefore be reasonable to accept any explanation of our capacity to 

appreciate beauty that made the existence of this capacity more likely than the secular 

explanation. 

3) If our capacity to appreciate beauty derives from the creative activity of an un-

evolved being with a capacity to appreciate beauty, then our possession of that 

capacity would be more likely than it is on the secular explanation. 

4) Therefore, it is reasonable to think that our capacity to appreciate beauty derives 

from the creative (and therefore intelligent and purposive) activity of an un-evolved 

being with a capacity to appreciate beauty. 
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Professor H.E.Huntley in The Divine Proportion - A Study In Mathematical 

Beauty, pursues this evolutionary angle on the aesthetic argument.  Huntley poses the 

evolutionary puzzle of our aesthetic sense thus: 

 

“we might begin by asking whether the universal human thirst for beauty 

serves a useful purpose. Physical hunger and thirst ensure our bodily survival.  

The sex drive takes care of the survival of the race.  Fear has survival value.  

But - to put the question crudely - what is beauty for?  What personal or 

evolutionary end is met by the appreciation of a rainbow, a flower or a 

symphony?  At first sight, none.”
103

 

 

Huntley’s suggests that: 

 

“a part of the answer is that [beauty] serves as a lure to induce the mind to 

embark on creative activity.  Beauty is a bait.  This view seems to require the 

existence of “absolute” beauty, to demand that specimens of beauty antedate 

the human perception of them, although beauty in its subjective sense is called 

into existence only at the moment of its appreciation.”
104

 

 

Of course, if our appreciation of beauty does have an evolutionary (efficient) 

explanation, this does not exclude the possibility that our appreciation is also the 

result of divine (teleological) intention. 

W.S.Rhodes agrees with Pinnock, although he is a little more circumspect: 

 

“The sense of beauty in human beings. . . has no obvious survival value.  

Human sensitivity to beauty cannot be accounted for on materialist lines and 

the beauty of the world only partly so.  Unless there is an intelligence sensitive 

to beauty in some way directing the course of things the facts must remain 

without full explanation.”
105

 

 

Even Anthony O’Hear concurs with Pinnock et al that: “from a Darwinian 

perspective, truth, goodness, and beauty and our care for them are very hard to 

explain.”
106

 He goes on to say that, “For some, speculation about the origin of our 

non-Darwinian concerns would take a religious direction.”
107

 O’Hear does not take 

this direction himself, but gives no reason for his refusal.  William C. Davies follows 

the trail to its theistic conclusion: 

 

“consider the data of useless (nonutilitarian) beauty.  Is God a better 

explanation of that feature of the world than metaphysical naturalism?  To 

decide, you must ask whether useless beauty is more likely to exist if God 

exists or if metaphysical naturalism is true.  This is by no means a simple or 

obvious estimate; but I’m convinced that an honest evaluation leads to the 

conclusion that God’s existence explains this and other features of the world 

far more successfully. . .  Value, both moral and aesthetic, appears to be an 
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objective feature of the world. . . a fact much more likely to have been the case 

if God exists than if the universe is a grand accident.”
108

 

 

We have turned here from Pinnock’s epistemological evolutionary argument, to an 

ontological evolutionary argument. 

J.P.Moreland affirms that features of the world such as “a sun-set, fall in 

Vermont, the human body, the Rocky Mountains [and] the singing of birds. . . all 

exhibit real, objective beauty.”
109

 He also says that “if one denies the objectivity of 

beauty, then this sort of design will not be of use in arguing for a designer.”
110

 

I do not see why Moreland concludes that only objective beauty is of use to 

the apologist.  For instance, F.R.Tennant, in his discussion of the aesthetic design 

argument contradicts Moreland: 

 

“Whether it be subjectively constituted. . . whether beauty be wholly Objective 

and literally intrinsic to Nature: these controversial questions are here 

immaterial. . .   If we minimize phenomenal Nature’s gift by denying that her 

beauty is intrinsic. . . we must allow to ontal Nature an intrinsic constitution 

such that minds can make beauty. . . out of it.  And the more we magnify 

man’s part in this making. . . the more motivation have we to believe that 

Nature comes to herself in man, has a significance for man that exists not for 

herself, and without man is a broken circle.  Theologically expressed, this is 

the belief that Nature is meaningless and valueless without God behind it and 

man in front. . .”
111

 

 

If beauty is not objective, then clearly it is either subjective or non-existent.  

Since beauty patently exists, the only choice is to give it objective or subjective 

characterisation.  I myself favour an objective theory of beauty.
112

 However, Tennant 

seems to me to demonstrate that inductive forms of aesthetic argument operate 

independently of questions about the objectivity or subjectivity of beauty. 

Moreland argues that: “the beauty in the examples cannot be accounted for in 

terms of survival value, natural selection, and the like.”
113

 For this conclusion he gives 

the following reasons: 

 

“some of the examples (the Rocky Mountains) are not biological organisms.  

Further, even when one considers biological organisms (the human body) it is 

not clear that the beauty of those organisms is related to their survival.  Since 

science does not deal with value qualities (aesthetic or moral) in its 

descriptions of the world, then beauty as an aesthetic property is not a part of 

evolutionary theory.”
114

 

 

The thought underlying these comments, which Moreland leaves undeveloped, is this: 

Since naturalistic explanations of the world give no a priori reason to expect beauty to 
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arise in either the biological or non-biological realm, a theistic explanation, which can 

invoke teleology to explain this fact, gains a measure of credibility.  As W.S.Rhodes 

says, “It is difficult to believe that so many beautiful things came into being without 

any kind of direction by a power sensitive to beauty.”
115

 

Attributing biological beauty to a naturalistic evolutionary process hardly 

accounts for the overwhelming amount and degree of beauty produced, since it 

doesn’t explain why there should be a connection between beauty and survival value.  

W.S.Rhodes argues from the beauty of flowers: 

 

“pollination by insects may be the means by which beautiful forms and 

colours are selected. We have then to suppose that the remarkable beauty of 

form and colour has developed because insects are attracted to these 

characteristics.  They can be shown to be attracted to bright colours.  But the 

point here is not the brightness of the colour, but its delicacy as compared. . . 

with the crudity of artificial ones.  If insects are responsible for the exquisite 

beauty of form and colour in so many flowers they must have great sensitivity 

to these qualities.”
116

 

 

It can hardly be imagined that insects appreciate beauty in the flowers whose 

evolution they have helped to shape.  I doubt that bees, for instance, are conscious; let 

alone self-conscious as humans are.  Rather, these insects are attracted to certain 

wavelengths of light, beyond those visible to the human eye, which are reflected by 

flowers.  The naturalistic evolutionary explanation does not explain why the 

evolutionary pressure of insects unconcerned with beauty should lead to the existence 

of flowers which, purely as a side-effect of their insect-attracting ultra-violet 

colouring (as the naturalistic evolutionary story would have it) possess objectively 

beautiful colours in the very spectrum of light visible to the very creatures capable of 

appreciating that beauty; creatures who played no role in the evolution of the beauty 

they appreciate. 

As Norman L. Geisler notes: “all or most things in nature. . . move towards an 

end, be it staying alive or reproducing, and they move toward secondary purposes that 

have nothing to do with themselves. In the big picture their existence and actions 

make the world. . . beautiful”, and that implies a designer, because, as Aquinas 

argued, “These agents act in predictable. . . ways that seem to work towards the best 

results [and] whatever lacks knowledge must be directed toward an end.”
117

 

The form of this argument is simply that ‘God’ provides a more adequate 

explanation of nature’s propensity to produce beauty than does the simpler but less 

adequate explanation of ‘chance’, and is therefore to be preferred.  As Kurt P. Wise 

argues, “One striking characteristic of life unexplained by evolution is its aesthetic 

nature. . .  This magnificent beauty, observed across a variety of levels among living 

organisms, cannot be explained by macroevolutionary theory.  It is, however, 

consistent with an intelligent cause for life – a Designer whose tastes and 

predilections human beings may share.”
118

 It is probably this suspicion that lies 

behind Darwin’s comment that consideration of a peacock’s feather “makes me 

sick.”
119
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It may be possible that the interplay of chance gene mutation and 

environmental pressure should produce such fortuitous aesthetic ‘side-effects’ as 

beautiful flowers and peacock tails, but it does not seem a very likely, elegant, or neat 

explanation of the facts, and this is all that is needed to proffer a measure of support 

for theism. 

It might be argued that though humans had no effect on the evolution of 

flowers, the flowers had some effect upon the evolution of humans such that humans 

naturally appreciate flowers because of some association with fertility, for example.  

Such an explanation does not exclude God working within evolution to obtain this 

effect.  Then again, such a response fails to take seriously the fact that the flowers are 

objectively beautiful.  The beauty of flowers, like the beauty of a work of art, can be 

the object of a disinterested aesthetic pleasure, pleasure that is unrelated to self-

interest but which delights in an object as an end in itself which is worthy of praise.  

This means that its beauty cannot be dependent upon what we can gain, pragmatically 

speaking, from noticing it.  Moreover, as Moreland says, evolution can hardly account 

for the beauty of objects, like the Rocky Mountains or Rainbows, which did not 

evolve.  As Aristotle noted: “it is unlikely that fire, earth, or any such element [i.e. 

that any material cause or the efficient causes thereof] should be why things manifest 

goodness and beauty.”
120

 

Augustine’s remarks on this subject have lost none of their relevance to the 

discovery of evolution: 

 

“And even if we take out of account the necessary functions of the parts, there 

is a harmonious congruence between them, a beauty in their equality and 

correspondence, so much so that one would be at a loss to say whether utility 

or beauty is the major consideration in their creation. . .  There is no visible 

part of the body which is merely adapted to its function without being also of 

aesthetic value. . .  Hence it can, I think, readily be inferred that in the design 

of the human body dignity was a more important consideration than utility.”
121

 

 

This is not a matter of arguing for a ‘God-of-the-gaps’, because the 

explanatory gap being referred to is one inherent to the structure of scientific 

explanation.  As physicist John Polkinghorne testifies, “Beauty slips through the 

scientist’s net.”
122

 The metaphysical explanation for beauty available to the theist does 

not rule out scientific explanation, but rather subsumes it within a wider explanatory 

teleology which seems capable of providing a more adequate (though more complex) 

account of the place of beauty in the cosmos.  The theistic hypothesis, as Keith Ward 

argues, makes sense of the fact that: “scientists often do appeal to teleological 

reasons, to a sense of beauty and elegance, in choosing ultimate theories.”
123

 

Moreland adduces aesthetic arguments from two orders of beauty that he 

delineates, the beauty of the world, and the beauty of the theories that describe that 

world.  The first of these arguments is that, like Pinnock: “some would argue that the 

beauty of the world and many of its aspects points to the existence of a grand 

Artist.”
124

 The second argument is that: “Beautiful theories or systems of thought 

which are mere inventions get their beauty from the superior human intellect which 

                                                
120 Aristotle, quoted by John Leslie, Value & Existence. 

121 Augustine, City of God, Book XXII, chapter 24, p1073-1074, my italics. 

122 John Polkinghorne, The Way The World Is, p17. 

123 Keith Ward, God, Chance & Necessity, p22. 

124 Moreland, op cit, p49. 



 34 

formed them.  Similarly, beautiful theories, which are discovered and which 

accurately reflect the way the world is, get their beauty from the Mind which formed 

them.”
125

 

In support of this contention Moreland notes that “Philosophers of science 

have often pointed out that one of the criteria for a true (or rational) scientific theory 

is its elegance or beauty”
126

 For example, “Stanley L. Jaki points out that Albert 

Einstein and Erwin Shrodinger were guided by the conviction, borne out by previous 

scientific discoveries, that a good scientific theory would safeguard the beauty of 

nature and would itself be formally or mathematically beautiful.”
127

 Physicist Paul 

Davies notes that: “It is widely believed among scientists that beauty is a reliable 

guide to truth, and many advances in theoretical physics have been made by the 

theorist demanding mathematical elegance of a new theory.”
128

 “Sometimes”, says 

Davies, “when laboratory tests are difficult, these aesthetic criteria are considered 

even more important than experiment.”
129

 

Responding to the proposal that our capacity to know beauty can be accounted 

for by natural selection, Davies seems to be on to something when he responds thus: 

 

“If beauty is entirely biologically programmed, selected for its survival value 

alone, it is all the more surprising to see it re-emerge in the esoteric world of 

fundamental physics, which has no direct connection with biology.  On the 

other hand, if beauty is more than mere biology at work, if our aesthetic 

appreciation stems from contact with something firmer and more pervasive, 

then it is surely a fact of major significance that the fundamental laws of the 

universe seem to reflect this “something”.”
130

 

 

Either way, “the unreasonable effectiveness of mathematics”, as Eugene Wigner 

called this conundrum, lends itself to theistic interpretation. 

Moreland’s arguments boil down to the same general suggestion: that the 

analogy between examples of beauty produced by humans and the beauty discovered 

by humans both in the cosmos itself and in accurate descriptions thereof, may 

reasonably lead us to infer the existence of a human-like ‘grand artist’ or ‘mind’ 

behind that cosmos.  After all, ‘cosmos’ is a Greek word meaning ‘ordered beauty’.  

Aesthetic arguments seek to suggest that this term is applicable in its most literal 

sense. 

John Polkinghorne, one time Cambridge Professor of mathematical physics 

turned theologian, has written extensively about the place of beauty in the 

mathematics employed by physicists, and the implications of this fact for natural 

theology.  In Science & Theology he writes that: “science discerns a world which in 

its rational beauty and rational transparency is shot through with signs of mind, and 

the theist can understand this because it is indeed the Mind of God that is partially 

disclosed in this way.”
131

 Elsewhere he argues that: “There is no a priori reason why 

beautiful equations should prove to be the clue to understanding nature. . .  It is a 

contingent fact that this is true. . . but it does not seem sufficient simply to regard it as 
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a happy accident.”
132

 Polkinghorne’s most accessible book, quarks, chaos & 

christianity, summarises his thoughts on mathematical beauty and natural theology: 

“the existence of the Creator would explain why the world is so profoundly 

intelligible, and I can’t see any other explanation that works half as well.”
133

 

F.R.Tennant discusses the apologetic value of beauty in his classic chapter on 

‘Cosmic Teleology’ in volume two of his classic Philosophical Theology, first 

published in 1930.  Tennant begins by criticizing the analogical aesthetic argument: 

“The weak spot in what purports to be a special proof of theism lies”, says Tennant, 

“in the assumption that, since in human art a beautiful or sublime production is the 

outcome of human design, similar effects must everywhere be due to design.”
134

 He 

suggests that this generalization “is all too precarious”
135

, since “it can hardly be 

maintained that arrangements of matter, accounted beautiful, humanly caused but not 

contrived or selectively constructed with a view to exciting aesthetic admiration, 

never occur.”
136

 He admits that we may deem “such explanation to be natural and 

reasonable; but it is hardly necessitated by the considerations on which this would-be 

coercive argument relies.”
137

 

Tennant’s criticism of aesthetic argument of the type employed by Moreland 

and Pinnock seems to me to be overplayed.  This type of argument has no pretense of 

being “coercive”.  The fact that Moreland’s presentation of the aesthetic argument is 

so brief indicates that he puts little store by it, even as part of a multi-strand design 

argument.  Pinnock only claims that his argument provides a ‘clue’ to the existence of 

God.  As W.S.Rhodes says, “the argument from beauty. . . is not in itself compelling 

but contributes to the cumulative argument for the reality of the Divine.”
138

 This is an 

approach to theistic arguments endorsed by Philosophers like Brian Davies and 

Richard Swinburne.  While Tennant is right that “it can hardly be maintained that 

arrangements of matter, accounted beautiful, humanly caused but not contrived or 

selectively constructed with a view to exciting aesthetic admiration, never occur.”
139

, 

such accidental arrangements are at least rare, which is all the argument requires.  

Such arrangements do at least speak of the beauty of the parts involved and/or (at the 

very least) their suitability for the production of beauty; a suitability that we might 

attribute to design as we attribute the suitability of Lego for building diverse objects 

to design. 

Moreover, all Tennant’s supposed counter-example shows is that uncontrived 

beauty may occur without the intentional involvement of an agent; for how can a 

‘happy accident’ occur without a background of intentional action?  As Kreeft & 

Tacelli argue: “we can understand chance only against a background of order. . .  If 

you take away order and speak of chance alone as a kind of ultimate source, you have 

taken away the only background that allows us to speak meaningfully of chance at 

all.”
140

 That is, it does nothing to rule out the suggestion that the unintentional 

involvement of an agent may be a precondition of beautiful objects coming into 

existence. 
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I anticipate that this response will be accused of begging-the-question against 

the implicit suggestion that the beauty of nature does not necessitate the existence of 

divine artistic intention because it could be purely accidental.  However, this 

accusation itself begs-the-question by assuming that simply because the activity of an 

agent can produce unintended beauty, examples of beauty can be produced in the 

absence of any and all intentional agents.  While we know that beauty can be the by-

product of an agent’s actions, this does not in itself show that beauty can occur 

without either being the product or by-product of an agent’s actions.  Even if beauty 

can occur without being either the product or by-product of agents, one could still 

argue that this was not very likely, and that attributing beauty to an agent is therefore 

a better explanation than attributing it to pot luck. 

Tennant says that “The aesthetic argument for theism becomes more 

persuasive when it renounces all claim to proof and appeals to alogical 

probability.”
141

, but alogical probability is all the analogical aesthetic argument has 

ever claimed.  In the end, Tennant admits that “We may deem such explanation [in 

terms of an artistic deity whose existence is inferred by analogy or as best 

explanation] to be natural and reasonable”
142

, and this is all that the argument claims. 

Tennant goes on to produce his own aesthetic arguments.  He starts with the 

obvious assertion that “Nature is sublime or beautiful, and the exceptions do but prove 

the rule.”
143

 Again, “The universality of Nature’s beauty. . . is a generalization 

roughly comparable with the uniformity of natural law. That natural objects evoke 

aesthetic sentiment is as much a fact about them as that they obey the laws of motion. 

. .”
144

 

Tennant’s next premise is that: “In general, man’s productions (other than 

professed works of art), and almost only they, are aesthetically vile [ugly]. . .  We 

might almost say the one [non-artistic human agency] never achieves, while the other 

[nature] never misses, the beautiful.”
145

 This generalization applies, says Tennant, 

both to the products and productive processes of humanity and nature: “Compare, 

e.g., “the rattling looms and the hammering noise of human workshops” with Nature’s 

silent or musical constructiveness; or the devastating stinks of chemical works with 

Nature’s fragrant distillations.”
146

 Richard Swinburne agrees: “one would be hard put 

to think of any part of the pre-human world which is ugly; ugliness in this sense 

seems to arrive with the arrival of humans, who, knowingly or unknowingly, make 

something which could be beautiful ugly instead.”
147

 

Then comes Tennant’s conclusion: “If  “God made the country” whereas man 

made the town. . . we have a possible explanation of these things; but if the theism 

contained in this saying be rejected, explanation does not seem to be forthcoming.”
148

 

The beauty of nature, argues Tennant, cannot be co-extensive with either nature’s 

‘mechanicalness’, or its (supposed) lack of aesthetic design, “as man’s utilitarian 

productions shew.”
149 

Concrete car parks, for example, are very utilitarian, but ugly. 

Tennant is certainly on to something here, for as W.S.Rhodes writes: 
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“Beauty may be associated with fitness for function. . .  Economy and 

precision in design gives one kind of aesthetic satisfaction.  So it is with 

certain living things. . .  Their form. . has been developed to meet functional 

needs and we judge it beautiful.  Yet things exactly suited to their function are 

not necessarily beautiful [overall]. . .  It is only in certain cases that fitness for 

function is sufficient to account for the beauty of an object.  And it is only in 

certain cases that the beauty of living things can be attributed to fitness for 

function.”
150

 

 

Or as Tennant states: “we may still ask why Nature’s mechanism affects us in such 

wise that we deem her sublime and beautiful, since mere mechanism, as such, is under 

no universal necessity to do so, and what we may call human mechanisms [produced 

on purely utilitarian lines] usually fail to do so.”
151

 Yet, “this potency, describable as 

the Objective factor in beauty, belongs to Nature’s very texture.”
152

 

Tennant’s second Aesthetic argument covers the same ground as Pinnock’s 

second aesthetic argument, namely, our awareness of beauty in the light of 

evolutionary theory: 

 

“in so far as the mechanical stability and the analytic intelligibility of the 

inorganic world are concerned, beauty is a superfluity.  Also that in the 

organic world aesthetic pleasingness of colour, etc., seems to possess survival-

value on but a limited scale, and then is not to be identified with the complex 

and intellectualised aesthetic sentiments of humanity, which apparently have 

no survival value.  From the point of view of science, beauty. . . is, in both its 

subjective and its objective factors. . . a biologically superfluous 

accompaniment of the cosmic process.  Once more then lucky accidents and 

coincidences bewilderingly accumulate until the idea of purposiveness, 

already lying to hand as indispensable within the sphere of human conduct, is 

applied to effect the substitution of reasonable, if alogical, probability for 

groundless contingency.  If we do apply this category of design to the whole 

time-process, the beauty of Nature may not only be assigned a cause but also a 

meaning, or a revelational function.  It may then be regarded as no mere by-

product, like physical evil, in a teleologically ordered world whose raison 

d’etre is the realisation of other values - the moral and the religious.”
153

 

 

This version of the evolutionary aesthetic argument is stronger than Pinnock’s 

because it takes into account some measure of survival value attributed to our 

appreciation of beauty. 

Tennant produces a third aesthetic argument that picks up where the second 

left off: “Indeed Nature’s potency to evoke aesthetic sentiment. . . is efficient in the 

world’s rapport with man.  From its very origination religious experience seems to 

have been conditioned by the impressiveness of the awesomeness of natural 

phenomena, suggestive of an invisible and mysterious presence.”
154

 He goes on: 
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“Aesthetic values are closely associated, and often are inextricably 

interwoven, with ethico-religious values.  God reveals Himself. . . in many 

ways; and some men enter His Temple by Gate Beautiful.  Values alone can 

provide guidance as to the world’s meaning, structure being unable to suggest 

more than intellectual power.  And beauty may well be a meaning. That is the 

element of sense contained in the romanticist’s paradox, beauty is truth, or 

truth is beauty. . . 

If Nature’s beauty embody a purpose of God, it would seem to be a 

purpose for man, and to bespeak that God “is mindful of him”.  Theistically 

regarded, Nature’s beauty is of a piece with the world’s intelligibility and with 

its being a theatre for moral life; and thus far the case for theism is 

strengthened by aesthetic considerations.”
155

 

 

Evolution, notes Keith Ward, has produced “consciousness, which can 

appreciate, interpret, understand and shape the physical world so as to realise new 

forms of value [including beauty] which can be enjoyed and shared with other 

conscious beings.”
156 

“For an extreme Darwinian”, says Ward, this “must always be 

an odd mischance, the incredible result of a million small errors in replication”.
157

 

How incredible that an outcome of such value should emerge from so many cosmic 

mistakes: “How much more plausible it is to suppose that the whole emergent process 

is set up precisely so that the universe could come to generate communities of beings 

capable of self-knowledge and self-control [and of appreciating and creating 

beauty].”
158

 This argument combines wonder at the beauty of the world with wonder 

at our capacity for appreciating and contributing to that beauty.  The crucial question 

to answer in this context is: “Does the universe exhibit pitiless indifference to value, 

or is it essentially directed towards the free realisation of truth, beauty and 

goodness?”
159

 

Ward picks up on the argument from aesthetic experience, saying that, 

“religion is a positive response to intimations of purpose, of truth, beauty and 

goodness in the universe, and a pursuit of those things by a self-transforming 

acceptance of their magisterial authority. . .”
160

 

Ward agrees with Tennant in seeing beauty as one factor which contributes to 

the rationality of believing the cosmos to have been created with a view to the 

instantiation of goodness by a divine being: “If the universe is created by God, it 

clearly has a purpose, and I have briefly construed this purpose as the creation and 

contemplation of beauty and various forms of goodness, both by God and by finite 

minds.”
161 

As W.R.Sorley put it, “Without ideas of value, we may be able to answer 

the questions what? and How?, but only through them can we expect an answer to the 

question why?”
162

 

Ward also suggests that, implicit within the work of scientists who appeal to 

teleological reasons and to their sense of beauty and elegance when picking ultimate 

theories, is a commitment “to saying that the universe exists because it is beautiful, 
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and that might be an ultimate reason for its existence.”
163

 He sees this as a natural 

progression beyond strictly scientific explanation, when facing questions such as 

‘Why are there laws of nature?’: “At that point, the obvious sort of reason to offer is 

precisely a teleological reason, which would state how the initial state and the laws 

together are well formed to actualise states of value.  As John Leslie says, the ultimate 

reason why things are as they are is likely to be: because they actualise great and 

distinctive values.”
164

 

Another contemporary philosopher who takes up Tennant’s suggestion that 

beauty provides a motive, meaning, and purpose for creation, is Richard Swinburne.  

Swinburne devoted two paragraphs in his noted book The Existence of God to an 

inductive aesthetic argument, and continued its defence in Is There A God?  

Swinburne’s inclusion of aesthetic argument under the heading of the design 

argument indicates that he views it of apologetic value only when considered as one 

indicator of Gods existence among many (indeed, this is Swinburne’s apologetic 

approach overall).  Swinburne argues that, if God exists, then He has: 

 

“apparently overriding reason, for making, not merely an orderly world. . . but 

a beautiful world - at any rate to the extent to which it lies outside the control 

of creatures.  (And he has reason too, I would suggest, even in whatever 

respects the world does lie within the control of creatures, to give them 

experience of beauty to develop, and perhaps some ugliness to annihilate.)”
165

  

 

In other worlds, the world looks much as we should expect it to look if it were created 

by God, because “God has reason to make a basically beautiful world”, and because 

“he would seem to have overriding reason not to make a basically ugly world beyond 

the powers of creatures to improve.”
166

 This remains true, says Swinburne, “whether 

or not anyone ever observes [the beauty of the world], but certainly if only one person 

ever observes it.”
167

 Swinburne says that, “it is also good that people admire what is 

beautiful; but the beauty of the beautiful does not depend on being recognized.”
168

 

Even if this is not so, Swinburne argues that “God has a very good reason for 

making a beautiful Universe, namely that he himself will admire it (not admire it 

because he made it, of course; but because what he made is admirable.)”
169

 Keith 

Ward agrees, saying that “if God is the imaginative creator, the cosmic artist, then of 

course God will know and appreciate the whole cosmic process.”
170

 

Moreover, the goodness of subjective, enjoyed beauty constitutes one reason 

for God to create creatures with an aesthetic sense.  As Augustine wrote: “Then there 

is the beauty and utility of the natural creation, which the divine generosity has 

bestowed on man, for him to behold. . .”
171

 So, there are two reasons why God might 

be expected to make a world such as ours: that He may appreciate its beauty, and that 

creatures such as ourselves may appreciate the beauty both of God and of God’s 

Creation.  God’s reason for making a basically beautiful world is that “beauty is a 
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good thing.”
172

 The conclusion Swinburne draws is that “if there is a God there is 

more reason to expect a basically beautiful world than a basically ugly one. . .”
173

 

The next step in Swinburne’s argument is to assert that “A priori. . . there is no 

particular reason for expecting a basically beautiful rather than a basically ugly 

world.”
174

 The conclusion to be drawn from this observation is that, “if the world is 

[basically] beautiful, that fact would be evidence for God’s existence.”
175

 It only 

remains for Swinburne to point out that the world is indeed basically beautiful to 

complete his argument.  While the judgement whether or not that the world is 

basically beautiful is one that every individual must make for themselves, agreeing 

that it is rounds off an apparently sound aesthetic argument for the existence of God. 

Swinburne’s best defence - or perhaps ‘persuasive exemplification’ would be a 

better description of his method - of the basic beauty of the world, and of the claim 

that the creation of beauty provides God with an overriding reason to make a world 

such as ours, comes in his Providence and the Problem of Evil: 

 

“The existence of all concrete things. . . is good in itself.  The more [things], 

the better.  And better that they be arranged in a beautiful way.  Could anyone 

who has come to admire sculpture possibly deny that?  But better still is a 

moving sculpture - a process whereby trillions of concrete things emerge from 

simple beginnings.  Could anyone who has come to admire dance possibly 

deny that?  And good that they should come in kinds with marvellous patterns 

of colour, new kinds emerging from old - a living painting.  The goodness of 

the existence and beauty of the non-conscious world. . . is so obvious, and yet 

it needs a poet to bring it alive. . .  But is it not obvious that a good God would 

seek to bring about such beauty?”
176

 

 

While this argument can only carry the strength appropriate to an argument to the best 

explanation (as all Swinburne’s theistic arguments are), I agree that “The argument 

surely works.”
177

 

Swinburne’s argument could be read as a special case of the anthropic 

argument from the fine-tuning of the universe.  Various alternative realities are 

coherently conceivable, but the one known to obtain is significant in being basically 

beautiful rather than basically ugly.  Whereas the hypothesis that God exists provides 

a plausible explanation of this state of affairs, the refusal to take up the ‘creation 

hypothesis’ leaves this feature of reality as a contingent, unexplained fact.  One might 

suggest the existence of a myriad of universes of differing aesthetic value to increase 

the likelihood of ours existing; but to guarantee this universe existence one would 

have to imagine an actual infinity of different universes.  Such a hypothesis carries the 

price-tag both of infinite complexity and questionable coherency.  By comparison, the 

theory of intelligent, aesthetically aware design seems able to adequately explain the 

aesthetic nature of the cosmos with greater explanatory power, simplicity and 

cogency. 

The above arguments are inductive arguments making their appeal by analogy 

or by argument to the best explanation (which includes argument from the 

                                                
172 Richard Swinburne, Is There a God?, op cit, p54. 

173 Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God, p150. 

174 ibid. 

175 ibid. 

176 Richard Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil, p51. 

177 Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God, p151. 



 41 

improbability of certain facts given a naturalistic world-view).  As such, these 

arguments only claim to provide probability for their conclusions, and are best seen in 

the context of the ‘wider teleology’ advanced by F.R.Tennant and Richard Swinburne, 

who undoubtedly provide the most sophisticated examples of inductive aesthetic 

arguments. 

The inductive epistemological and ontological versions of aesthetic arguments 

point to an instrumental relationship between the existence and appreciation of 

objective beauty as a good fact. Because it is good that beauty be known, God has 

created creatures capable of such knowledge, and a cosmos of such beauty to be 

known.  Because beauty is itself a good thing, God has created a beautiful cosmos.  

The existence of a cosmos that is beautiful, to the overwhelming extent that our 

cosmos displays this quality, is down to the existence of God.  The existence of 

creatures capable of knowing and thus enjoying this beauty, is likewise down to God. 

Aesthetic arguments for the existence of God provide persuasive support for 

the theistic world-view, especially when combined with a cumulative, ‘wider-

teleology’ approach. 

 

Epistemological Design Arguments
178

 

 

Most people, says Alvin Plantinga, think that a function of our cognitive faculties “is 

to provide us with true beliefs.”
179

 Indeed, most of us think that our cognitive faculties 

do provide us with true beliefs.  However, doesn’t this present the naturalist, who 

believes that our cognitive abilities arrived on the scene through a blind process of 

natural selection, with a problem? 

 

“If our cognitive faculties have originated as [the naturalist] thinks, then their 

ultimate purpose or function (if they have a purpose or function) will be 

something like survival. . .  but then it seems initially doubtful that among 

their functions. . . would be the production of true beliefs.”
180

 

 

Postmodern Philosopher Richard Rorty likewise argues that: “The idea that one 

species of organism is, unlike all the others, oriented not just towards its own 

increased propensity but toward Truth, is as un-Darwinian as the idea that every 

human being has a built-in moral compass. . .”
181

 The nub of the problem is summed 

up somewhat colourfully by naturalist Patricia Churchland who writes that: 

 

“Boiled down to essentials, a nervous system enables the organism to succeed 

in the four F’s: feeding, fleeing, fighting and reproducing.  The principle chore 

of nervous systems is to get the body parts where they should be in order that 

the organism may survive. . .  Truth, whatever that is, definitely takes the 

hindmost.”
182

 

                                                
178 Alvin Plantinga, ‘An Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism’ @ 

http://hisdefence.org/articles/ap00l.htm; Alvin Plantinga, ‘Two Dozen (or so) Theistic Arguments’ @ 

http://www.homestead.com/philofreligion/files/Theisticarguments.html; Brandon Rickabaugh, 

‘Darwin, Rationality and Self-Refutation’ @ http://hisdefence.org/articles/br001.html; Thomas Nagel, 

The Last Word, (Oxford); Alvin Plantinga, Warrant & Proper Function, (Oxford, 1993); Peter S. 

Williams, The Case for God, (Monarch, 1999). 

179 ibid, p214. 

180 ibid. 

181 Richard Rorty, ‘Untruth and Consequences’ in The New Republic, July 31, 1995, p36. 

182 Patricia Churchland, Philosophy, 84, October 1987, p548. 



 42 

 

The trouble with Churchland’s statement is that if truth ‘takes the hindmost’ in the 

priorities of evolution, then we have cause to doubt the conclusion that this is the 

case, since this conclusion (on naturalistic assumptions) is based upon the workings of 

just such a purposelessly evolved natural system.  Plantinga dubs this sort of self-

defeating assertion ‘Darwin’s Doubt’, as it can be traced back to Charles Darwin. 

“With me”, wrote Darwin, “the horrid doubt always arises whether the convictions of 

man’s mind, which has been developed from the mind of the lower animals, are of 

any value or at all trustworthy.”
183

 Plantinga interprets ‘Darwin’s Doubt’ as 

questioning the probability of human cognitive faculties being reliable truth-finding 

apparatus given the assumption that they have been produced by an unintended 

evolutionary process.  Churchland seems to think that this probability is fairly low.  

This conclusion undermines the platform on which it is built; but when the reliability 

of our cognitive faculties is in question we cannot use this fact against a low 

estimation of reliability without begging the question.  Here we reach the rock bottom 

fact that we cannot argue in favour of the reasonableness of the laws of reason 

without assuming what we set out to prove.  As Plantinga notes: “Once I come to 

doubt the reliability of my cognitive faculties, I can’t properly try to allay that doubt 

by producing an argument; for in so doing I rely on the very faculties I am doubting. . 

.”
184

 

Still, digging ourselves into a pit of despair about the trustworthiness of our 

minds isn’t going to get us very far.  So, assuming that our cognitive faculties are 

generally reliable, we have something to weigh in the balance against naturalism (and 

in favour of Theism), since it was naturalism that provided us with grounds to doubt 

the reliability of the natural systems upon which we rely when arriving at any picture 

of the world, including naturalism itself: “suppose you concur in Darwin’s Doubt. . .  

But suppose you also think, as most of us do, that in fact our cognitive faculties are 

reliable. . .  Then you have a straight forward probabilistic argument against 

naturalism – and for traditional theism, if you think these two the significant 

alternatives. . .”
185

 

The belief that our cognitive faculties are reliable gives us reason to reject 

naturalism.  The person who believes in naturalistic evolution has reason to doubt any 

belief he or she holds, including belief in naturalistic evolution.  This really is a case 

of ‘heads I win, tails you lose’.  If you think that naturalistic evolution gives you 

cause to doubt the reliability of human cognitive faculties, but you think those 

faculties are reliable, then you have reason to reject naturalism.  If you think 

naturalistic evolution gives you cause to doubt the reliability of human cognitive 

faculties, and you agree that the reliability of these faculties is suspect, then you have 

reason to doubt your conclusion that naturalism (or anything else for that matter) is 

true.   Either way, naturalism doesn’t look too healthy. 

The central question here is clearly the probability of our cognitive faculties 

being reliable given the truth of naturalistic evolution.  Evolutionary theory in its 

present state, considered apart from the existence of God, certainly cannot offer 

sufficient reason to judge the probability of our cognitive faculties being reliable as 
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high: “if Darwinian selection guarantees anything, it is only that the organism’s 

behaviour is adaptive: there isn’t anything in particular it needs to believe.”
186

 

The ability to know the true from the false is not necessary to survival.  All 

survival requires is that an organism interacts with its environment consistently.  For 

example: “if an organism always saw blue things as though they were red and vice 

versa, or large things as small and vice versa, that organism and its offspring would 

adapt to its environment.”
187

 We would hardly say that an amoeba understands the 

world, but it interacts consistently with it: “It will react to heat in a consistent way 

regardless of whether or not it grasps the essence of heat.”
188

 Moreover, “The mind 

grasps abstract truths which do not seem to have anything to do with the survival 

value they impart to the organism.”
189

 

We could have all sorts of beliefs which are not true but which pass the 

evolutionary test of survival; at least on the standard naturalistic picture of evolution.  

As Richard Purtill says: 

 

“While practical cunning evidently has survival value, it is not so clear that 

theoretical reasoning of the kind used in philosophy or science has such value, 

especially in the primitive conditions in which the natural selection process 

has immediate and direct application. . .  If our question is “Can human 

intelligence give us a trustworthy picture of the universe?” we do not answer 

that question by showing (if we can show) that intelligence has a survival 

value at a particular stage of the development of species.”
190

 

 

There are several solutions one might propose to avoid this problem.  One is to 

say that although evolution does not guarantee the reliability of our cognitive 

faculties, we just happen to be exceedingly lucky in that evolution, purely by chance, 

has given us reliable faculties. 

Perhaps it might be said that there are many other evolving eco-systems on far 

distant planets, or in alternative universes, which have not produced reliable cognitive 

faculties; but that there was bound to be one such system that produced reliable 

faculties eventually.  This is an application of the ‘monkeys at type-writers eventually 

producing Shakespeare’s plays’ idea.  Several responses can be made.  First, isn’t this 

just what some of those poor, cognitively challenged creatures in far distant galaxies 

might be saying to themselves in the face of the odds?  Moreover, it simply isn’t true 

that enough monkeys at enough typewriters given enough time are bound to 

reproduce Shakespeare.  The longer they go on typing the more likely it is that they 

will have done so, but there is no logical compulsion about the matter.  They might re-

produce, ‘The cat sat on the mat’, for all eternity!  Likewise, if evolution really does 

work merely by blind chance, then there is no necessity that compels it to produce 

different results every time.  Whether or not you take this route also depends upon 

your estimation of the likelihood of there being other evolving systems in this or any 

other universe. 

Another solution is to say that God somehow worked within the evolution of 

our species to guarantee the general reliability that evolution alone could not 

guarantee.  There are several problems with this option.  First, it seems a little too 
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much like the ‘God of the Gaps’.  The advance of scientific understanding is likely, 

on past experience, to fill in the gap and make God appear redundant.  One might also 

question why God couldn’t make the artefact of evolution more efficient so that such 

intervention was unnecessary.  But perhaps there is some reason why it is impossible 

to construct such a ‘hands-off’ system, or greater value in creating a ‘hands-on’ 

system. 

A third option is to say that the current understanding of evolution is 

incomplete, and that there must be a closer link between the evolution of sentient 

beings with reliable cognitive faculties and the laws of the universe.  This option does 

not exclude God.  Indeed, the analogy of proper function should lead us to posit the 

existence of a designer whose artefact evolution itself is.  Indeed, if there is a closer 

link than the current evolutionary picture posits between properly functioning, 

generally reliable cognitive faculties in creatures and the scientific laws that have 

given them birth, then the question faces us as to why the universal laws are so ‘finely 

tuned’ as to achieve this result. 

It is interesting to read the secular philosopher Thomas Nagel grappling with 

this question.  Nagel writes that, “If we can reason, it is because our thoughts can 

obey the order of the logical relations amongst propositions – so here again we 

depend on a Platonic harmony [between our thoughts and the cosmos].”
191

 Nagel feels 

that this insight is alarming: 

 

“it is hard to know what world picture to associate it with, and difficult to 

avoid the suspicion that the picture will be religious, or quasi religious. . .  

Even without God, the idea of a natural sympathy between the deepest truths 

of nature and the deepest layers of the human mind, which can be exploited to 

allow gradual development of a truer and truer conception of reality, makes us 

more at home in the universe than is secularly comfortable. . .  I believe this is 

one manifestation of a fear of religion which has large and often pernicious 

consequences for modern intellectual life.”
192

 

 

Nagel considers several possible explanations for this harmony between 

thought and reality: 

 

“Probably the most popular. . . answer nowadays [to the question of why our 

thinking apparatus is generally reliable] is an evolutionary naturalism: We can 

reason in these ways because it is the consequence of a more primitive 

capacity of belief formation that had survival value during the period when the 

human brain was evolving.  This explanation has always seemed to me 

laughably inadequate.”
193

 

 

He sees the attraction of what he calls the ‘religious’ answer to this conundrum: 

 

“The universe is intelligible to us because it and our minds were made for each 

other. . .  While I think such arguments are unjustly neglected in contemporary 

secular philosophy, I have never been able to understand the idea of God well 
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enough to see such a theory as truly explanatory. . .  But perhaps this is due to 

my inadequate understanding of religious concepts.”
194

 

 

I think that the idea of God is understandable enough that we can explain things with 

reference to His existence and actions.  If naturalistic evolutionism is inadequate for 

explaining our ability to know the history of evolution and the laws of quantum 

mechanics, then theistic evolution offers a serious alternative. 

A similar argument to Plantinga’s comes from philosopher Richard Taylor.  

Taylor asks us to suppose we are travelling by train and, glancing out of the window, 

you see some stones on a hill-side spelling out the words ‘Welcome to Wales’.  On 

the basis of this observation we form the belief that you have entered into Wales (this 

belief may be true or false, it is immaterial to the following argument).  It would be 

unreasonable, says Taylor, to continue in this belief if we also came to believe that the 

stones had not been arranged on purpose to accurately convey information, but had 

ended up in this formation purely through the operation of natural laws: “you would, 

in fact, be presupposing that they were arranged that way by an intelligent and 

purposeful being or beings for the purpose of conveying a certain message having 

nothing to do with the stones themselves.”
195

 This is admittedly an unlikely 

occurrence, but it is logically possible.  The wind and rain could have dislodged the 

stones so that they rolled down the hillside, coming to rest where the ground was 

pitted by natural erosion. 

The point is this: Supposing you did believe the sign to be the result (however 

unlikely) of purely natural forces, it would be unreasonable of you to base your belief 

that you were entering Wales on this stone formation: “it would be irrational for you 

to regard the arrangement of the stones as evidence that you were entering Wales, and 

at the same time to suppose that they might have come to that arrangement 

accidentally, that is, as the result of the ordinary interactions of natural or physical 

forces.”
196

 

Taylor now develops the argument by analogy, suggesting that if you came to 

believe the workings of your own brain to be the result of purely natural forces it 

would be similarly unreasonable of you to base your belief that this was so on the 

reasoning of that very brain itself: 

 

“It would be irrational for one to say both that his sensory and cognitive 

faculties had a natural, nonpurposeful origin and also that they reveal some 

truth with respect to something other than themselves. . .  If, on the other hand, 

we do assume that they are guides to some truths having nothing to do with 

themselves, then it is difficult to see how we can, consistently with that 

supposition, believe them to have arisen by accident, or by the ordinary 

workings of purposeless forces, even over ages of time.”
197

 

 

If the mind just is the brain as metaphysical naturalists must believe it is, and if the 

brain, like the ‘Welcome to Wales’ sign, is, again as naturalists believe, the result of a 

merely natural process of chance and non-purposeful necessity (in whatever 

combination), then anyone who trusts their brain while believing this is as 
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unreasonable as someone who trusts the stone sign while believing it to be the result 

of purely natural forces. 

One could add that the stone sign fortuitously happened to be correct, and that 

the inhabitants of Wales did not remove it for this very reason.  The continued 

existence of the sign would then have passed through a process of intentional 

selection.  However, someone who didn’t know this, but who believed the sign was 

the result of unintentional natural processes, would be unreasonable to base their 

belief that they were entering Wales upon the sign.  Likewise, evolution might be 

embedded in a wider, theistic context.  Nevertheless, the person who believes their 

brain to be the outcome of a purely naturalistic evolution (as opposed to some form of 

theistic evolution) is as unreasonable as the person who believes a sign they think 

came about in a similarly natural manner.  Thus evolutionary naturalism undermines 

itself.  As Ronald H. Nash, who defends Taylor’s argument, writes: 

 

“Thus the naturalists seem to be caught in a trap.  If they are consistent with 

their naturalistic presuppositions, they must assume that our human cognitive 

faculties are a product of chance, purposeless forces.  But if this is so, they 

appear grossly inconsistent when they place so much trust in those faculties.  

But. . . if they assume that their cognitive faculties are trustworthy and do 

provide accurate information about the world, they seem compelled to 

abandon one of the cardinal presuppositions of metaphysical naturalism and to 

conclude that their cognitive faculties were formed as a result of the activity of 

some  purposeful, intelligent agent.”
198

 

 

 

In considering the cumulative strength of the above design arguments one 

should bear in mind that, as Paley put it: “it is an argument separately supplied by 

every separate example.  An error in stating an example affects only that example.  

The argument is cumulative in the fullest sense of that term.”  What does the design 

argument prove (provide warrant for)? 

 

“Among other things, it proves the personality of the Deity, as distinguished 

from what is called nature, sometimes called a principle which terms, in the 

mouths of those who use them philosophically, seem to be intended to admit 

and to express efficacy, but to exclude and to deny a personal agent.  Now, 

that which can contrive, which can design, must be a person. . .  the acts of a 

mind prove the existence of a mind.” 

 

 

Religious Experience 

 

Cambridge philosopher A.C.Ewing agreed that theistic arguments have a cumulative 

force that supported belief in the existence of God.  However, he also wrote that “It 

may be very much doubted. . . whether all these arguments would inspire a real faith 

in God, though they might lead someone to intellectual assent to his existence as a 

probable hypothesis, unless the man’s heart were touched by some experience not the 

result wholly of argument or even describable fully in intellectual terms.”
199

  It is 
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always easier to doubt someone else’s experience than it is to doubt your own.  

Nevertheless, religious experience is evidence for God.  Paul Feinberg combines the 

arguments from common consent and religious experience thus: 

 

“The theist may argue that throughout human history a host of individuals 

have claimed to have known and had a personal relationship with God.  This 

claim has been made across cultural and geographic boundaries as well as over 

time.  For the atheist’s claim that there is no God to be true, every single one 

of these individuals must be wrong about the matter that they themselves 

would characterize as the most important human concern.”
200

 

 

J.P.Moreland delineates ‘causal’ and ‘direct perception’ arguments for God 

from religious experience.  Both arguments focus on what Rudolf Otto called 

‘numinous experience’: “Numinous experience is one in which the subject (allegedly) 

has some sort of direct apprehension of a personal Being who is holy, good, awesome, 

separate from the subject, and One upon whom the subject depends in some way for 

life and care.”
201

 

In the causal argument “a person cites certain experiences of spiritual power 

and transformation, his changed life, his new ability to handle problems in a way not 

available to him before his conversion (or before some special numinous experience 

after conversion), and postulates God as the best explanation for his change.”
202

 

Relevant testimony is not hard to come by.  William Lane Craig confesses: “God has 

transformed my life, my attitudes, my relationships, my motivations, my marriage, 

and my priorities through his very real ongoing presence in my life. . .”
203

 According 

to Lee Strobel: “It was in 1981 when I originally responded to the evidence by 

deciding to abandon atheism and cling to Christ. . .  I’ve never been the same.  

Opening my life wider and wider to God and his ways, I’ve found my values, my 

character, my priorities, my attitudes, my relationships, my desires have been changed 

over time – for the better.”
204

 As Thomas Dubay writes: “The most beautiful mean 

and women on earth, the saints, are what they are solely because of their complete 

Yes to the person, teaching, and grace of the crucified risen One.  Each of the notes of 

the matchless symphony that is his doctrine and moral pattern of life is a tribute to the 

same Lord.”
205

 

Moreland notes that the cogency of this causal argument: “rests in the ability 

of the God hypothesis to explain the data more adequately than. . . other hypotheses 

[alone].”
206

 In support of the God hypothesis Moreland points out that attempts to 

explain away religious transformation by the power of psychological or sociological 

factors alone “must assume that there is a common causal factor, or perhaps a small 

number of causal factors, which is responsible for such transformation.”
207

 However, 

“such a strategy becomes less plausible as the diversity increases in the nature and 

scope of religious transformation. . .  Religious change exhibits an incredible variety 
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in and quantity of those experiencing it, and such variety and quantity argue for the 

God hypothesis, since the working of God seems to be the major, perhaps the only, 

constant factor at work in such experiences.”
208

 After all: 

 

“Religious transformation has occurred for thousands of years, in primitive 

cultures and advanced ones, in young and old people, in those well educated 

and those without education, in cool, calm people and emotional, hysterical 

people, in those in a religious culture and those in an atheistic culture.  Such 

differences in time, place, upbringing, temperament, and age are good 

evidence that the common causal factor in such cases is God.”
209

 

 

Moreover, in Christianity such religious transformation is tied to “objective 

events (the resurrection) and an objective interpretive grid (the Bible) which render 

such transformation probable.”
210

 As Moreland explains: “If Christ is risen from the 

dead and scripture promises for a new life are true, then one has a basis for predicting 

that certain patterns of life change will occur.  When such cases of change do in fact 

happen, they serve as positive confirmations of the Christian hypothesis which 

predicts them.”
211

 

 The direct perception argument, on the other hand, “seeks to show that there is 

a close analogy between the religious form of perception in numinous experiences and 

the sensory form of perception in visual experience, and since we know the latter to 

be cognitive and (usually) verdical, there is justification for taking the former to be 

cognitive and (usually) verdical.”
212

 Moreland argues that there are seven points 

where spiritual perception “exhibits the same features which characterize sensory 

perception.”
213

: 

 

Certain conditions must be met, both in and out of the perceiving subject, if the 

perception is to be possible.  In the sensory case: the perceiving subject must not be 

blind, must have their eyes open and so on.  There must be enough light to see by, the 

subject must be sufficiently close to the object of perception, etc.  In the spiritual case: 

the subject must usually be “looking” for God, he must develop through practice and 

discipline the ability to ‘recognize God’s voice’, and so on.  Most mystics state that 

quite or solitude is helpful; certain kinds of music can facilitate an awareness of God, 

as can prayer and worship in groups. 

Why do we trust the doctor’s purported experience of the ultrasound scan over 

our own inability to see what he sees?  Surely it is because we trust that he has 

undergone the necessary training to allow him to access this particular experience.  

With training we could also come to see what he sees.  Is this also the case with 

religious experience?  It is. 

 

Such experiences have intentionality; that is, they are about or of objects that 

usually exist independently of the experience itself.  Visual experiences are 

experiences of objects that are taken to exist outside the subject, and usually do.  
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Numinous experience is also experience of an object taken to exist outside of the 

subject. 

 

Perception exhibits fulfilment structures – law-like relations that obtain between 

and among successive experiences of the object which lead one from a vague 

experience to a clear experience of that object.  Seeing a table from a distance is a 

vague perception; moving closer allows a clear perception.  Spiritual perception 

exhibits a similar law-like structure: 

 

“The initial stage of awareness of God frequently involves an awakening of 

the self to a vague sense of God’s presence accompanied by intense feelings of 

joy and exultation.  This is often followed by a clearer apprehension of God’s 

beauty and holiness with a concomitant awareness of one’s own sin and guilt.  

Eventually, perception becomes clearer to the point that spiritual work is done 

on the self in that it becomes more unified, whole, and at peace.  Further, god 

has several attributes.  So it is possible to apprehend different modes of 

presentation with God.  Just as a table could appear circular from one angle 

and elliptical from another, so numinous perception can fasten onto different 

aspects of God as he is experienced in different ways in different conditions. . 

.”
214
 

 

Such perception should be approached by the principle of credulity: what one 

seems to perceive is probably so.  If one seems to see something then this is prima 

facie evidence for the existence of that object, and in the absence of some relevant 

evidence that defeats this claim (e.g. you are drunk), the experience counts as 

evidence for the object.  Likewise, if one seems to experience God, this is prima facie 

evidence for the existence of God. 

 

Experience exhibits public and private aspects.  The object of perception can be 

experienced by several people at once, but no one else can have my experience of 

the object.  “The Object of numinous awareness can be attended to by several 

persons at once, and is in this sense just as public as a table.”
215

 My friend’s dog and 

my friend’s God can both feature in the apparent experience of several people at once, 

but none of these people is sharing the self same experience in either case. 

 

Perception admits of a part/whole distinction in the object of perception.  One 

need not exhaustively see an object in its entirety to see it truly.  You don’t have to 

perceive both sides of a dog to truly experience it.  Likewise, you don’t have to 

experience everything about God that can be experienced to truly experience God.  

God, like a dog, has many different aspects that can be perceived and built into a 

composite picture (e.g. holiness, beauty, power, knowledge, etc.). 

 

There are public checks for perception.  You can ask other people if there is a dog 

in the room.  You can ask someone else to describe what colour it is, and so on.  

Likewise, experiences of God can be cross-referenced with multiple witnesses.  

Christians love to compare notes on experience of God.  Several tests can be offered 

to distinguish true from false perceptions of God.  Such experience should be 
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internally coherent, consistent with those of mystics considered exemplars of 

numinous perception (e.g. Isaiah, Moses, St. Francis, Julian of Norwich, etc.), such 

experiences are likely to be repeatable, shared by others, and morally beneficial both 

for the self and for others.  Such experiences should have a self-evidencing profundity 

and/or “sweetness”, and finally, such experience might be expected to conform to an 

objective body of revelation. 

 

“In sum. . . there are several reasons for holding that there is a close analogy 

between sensory perception and numinous perception.  And since we know 

that the former is (usually) verdical, there is good reason to take the latter as 

(usually) verdical.”
216

 

 

Of course, there are also disanalogies between sensory and numinous perception; but 

to point this out is not in itself an argument against numinous perception, because 

disanalogy is an essential feature of all argument by analogy.  Numinous perception is 

clearly analogous to sensory perception, so the only question is how strongly 

analogous it is.  The stronger the analogy, the stronger the argument based upon that 

analogy.  Thus the question is not whether this is evidence for God, but how strong 

this evidence is. 

 Nevertheless, let us examine the most obvious disanalogy between sensory 

and numinous perception, the fact that numinous perception is non-empirical.  While 

God can often be sensed ‘in’ or ‘through’ nature, God is not a part of nature like a tree 

or a mountain.  Alvin Plantinga has pointed out that belief in God is like belief in 

other minds.  No human has ever had sensory perception of another person’s 

experience (and this would seem to be a truth that even a naturalist could accept).  

Someone-else’s experience just isn’t the sort of thing that is open to sensory 

perception; neither is God.  If the fact that ‘other minds’ are not perceivable by the 

empirical senses does not make belief in ‘other minds’ irrational, then neither does the 

fact that God is not perceivable by the empirical senses make belief in God irrational. 

To find fault with God for not being empirically detectable is self-refuting, for 

the proposition ‘we should find fault with anything that is not empirically detectable’ 

is itself not empirically detectable!  Besides, “it is a category fallacy to fault. . . God 

for not being an empirical entity. . .  It is not part of the nature of a spirit to be visible 

empirically as a material object would be.  It is a category fallacy to ascribe sensory 

qualities to God or fault him for not being visible.”
217

 

 I conclude that numinous religious experience provides adequate grounds for 

two valid arguments for God that surely contribute some weight to the cumulative 

case for God.  When the evidence of religious experience is considered together with 

the evidence from the various moral, cosmological and design arguments there is 

sufficient reason to conclude that God exists. 

 

The Argument from Desire 

 

The argument from desire is a special case of the argument from religious experience, 

only instead of working with perceived experience of God, it works from the basis of 

a perceived desire for an experience of God which is lacking. 
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If God exists and has designed us for relationship with Himself, as Christianity 

claims, one would expect people to find contentment only within such a relationship 

and to show signs of deprivation if such a relationship is lacking.  That there is a deep 

need for God within the human heart was recognised by the biblical songwriter who 

wrote that “As a deer longs for streams of cool water, so I long for you, O God.” 

(Psalm 42:1, GNB.)  Christian writers through the ages have echoed this theme of 

longing.  Augustine wrote in his Confessions that: “You made us for yourself, O Lord, 

and our hearts are restless till they rest in you.” Pascal wrote of how “There is a god-

shaped vacuum in the heart of every man, and only God can fill it.” 

Atheists also recognise the existence of a restless, unfulfilled desire for 

something more.  Jean-Paul Satre admitted: “my whole being cries out for God”.  

Katharine Tait said this about her father, the famous atheist philosopher Bertrand 

Russell: “Somewhere at the back of my father’s mind, at the bottom of his heart, in 

the depth of his soul, there was an empty space that had once been filled by God and 

he never found anything else to put in it.”
218

 Russell himself acknowledged that: “The 

centre of me is always and eternally a terrible pain – a curious wild pain – a searching 

for something beyond what the world contains.”
219

 

That this restless desire apart from God predicted by the theistic hypothesis 

exists, and that people who believe they have discovered relationship with God seem 

to have discovered the object that satiates this desire, is evidence in favour of the 

theistic hypothesis; empirical confirmation of Jesus’ claim that: “this is eternal life: 

that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.” 

(John 17:3)  As Pascal argued: 

 

“Man tries unsuccessfully to fill this void with everything that surrounds him, 

seeking in absent things the help he cannot find in those that are present, but 

all are incapable of it.  This infinite abyss can be filled only with an infinite. . . 

object. . . God himself.”
220

 

 

Pascal here perfectly describes secular culture in its futile search for fulfillment apart 

from God.  As atheist Roger Scruton observes: “The desolation of the god-forsaken 

city is proof of that higher world from which the soul descends.”
221 

This desire for God (which pulls against our sinful desire to be our own god) 

was discussed by Aquinas and (though unpublished) by Pascal; but it was left to 

C.S.Lewis to present it as an argument for the Heaven of ‘eternal life’ with God: 

 

“Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists.  

A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. . . If I find in myself a 

desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable 

explanation is that I was made for another world.”
222

 

 

Is there truly any reason to suppose that reality offers satisfaction to this 

desire?  Being hungry doesn’t prove that we will get fed.  True; but such a criticism 
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misses the point.  A man’s hunger does not prove that he will get any food; he might 

die of starvation.  But surely hunger proves that a man comes from a race which needs 

to eat and inhabits a world where edible substances exist: “In the same way,” says 

Lewis, “though I do not believe (I wish I did) that my desire for Paradise proves that I 

shall enjoy it, I think it a pretty good indication that such a thing exists and that some 

men will.”
223 

Lewis concluded that: 

 

“if a man diligently followed this desire, pursuing the false objects until their 

falsity appeared and then resolutely abandoning them, he must come at last to 

the clear knowledge that the human soul was made to enjoy some object that is 

never fully given. . . in our present mode of. . . experience.  This desire was. . . 

as the seige Perilous in Arthur’s castle – the chair in which only one could sit.  

And if nature makes nothing in vain, the One who can sit in this chair must 

exist.”
224

 

 

 

Aesthetic Experience and the Argument from Desire 

 

What has aesthetic experience got to do with the argument from desire?  Augustine 

provides our first clue: “my sin was this, that I looked for pleasure, beauty, and truth 

not in him but in myself and his other creatures, and the search led me instead to pain, 

confusion, and error.”
225

 Augustine’s search eventually led to the discovery that God 

was the true object of his need, the true fountain of beauty (of all that is good, 

including truth and knowledge), and to the exclamation: “Oh Beauty so old and so 

new!  Too late have I loved thee!”
226

 

 This same search for that transcendent something sensed within or through 

aesthetic experience was a golden-thread running through the life of C.S.Lewis.  As a 

literary scholar, Lewis picked up on the Romantic term Sehnucht to describe a family 

of emotional responses to the world (melancholy, wonder, yearning, etc.) which are 

linked by a sense of displacement or alienation from the object of desire.  ‘Sehnucht’, 

writes Corbin Scott Carnell, “may be said to represent just as much a basic theme in 

literature as love.”
227

 The closest English translation for Sehnucht is probably 

‘nostalgic longing’, and it arises when experience of something within the world 

awakens a desire for something beyond what the natural world can offer as a 

corresponding object of desire.  Sehnucht therefore directs our attention towards the 

transcendent, that which ‘goes beyond’ our present experience. 

The power of fairy tales lie in their ability to transport us into a world 

transparently imbued with Sehnucht.
228

 Peter Kreeft points to music, “so powerful, the 

ancients spontaneously ascribed it to the gods”
229

, as perhaps the most powerful 

producer of Sehnucht.  However: “The books or the music in which we thought the 
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beauty was located will betray us if we trust them; it was not in them, it only came 

through them, and what came through them was longing. . .  Do what we will, then, 

we remain conscious of a desire which no natural happiness will satisfy.”
230

 The 

rhetoric is a little overplayed here: there is objective beauty in books and music, but 

these things also stir within us a desire for a beauty greater than themselves which we 

seem to apprehend through their beauty.  It is as if their finite beauty is a derived 

quality that draws our aesthetic attention into the heaven of underived and absolute 

beauty.  On the theistic view of things, this ‘as if’ finds its fulfillment.  Sehnucht 

points, then, towards the existence of a supernatural happiness. 

As we have already noted, being hungry doesn’t prove that we will get fed, but 

a man’s hunger does prove that a man comes from a race which needs to eat and 

inhabits a world where edible substances exist: “In the same way,” says Lewis, 

“though I do not believe (I wish I did) that my desire for Paradise proves that I shall 

enjoy it, I think it a pretty good indication that such a thing exists and that some men 

will.”
231

 

Lewis was impressed by Rudolph Otto’s book The Idea of the Holy, in which 

‘the Numinous’ is described as that which causes in those who perceive it a sense of 

awe.  This sense of awe is not the fear that would be caused by believing a fierce 

animal was in the room with you, nor the supernatural dread of believing a ghost to be 

near-by, but the feeling of awe one might have if one simply believed that “a great 

spirit” were present. The Numinous is not the subjective experience, but the 

transcendent object about which one feels this sense of awe.  The principle of 

credulity (that we should trust first impressions until given reason for doubt) 

encourages us to take the straightforward interpretation of such experience that the 

Numinous is an objective reality truly perceived. 

The point of discussing the Numinous is the present context is that awe of the 

Numinous is one of that family of emotional states grouped together under the 

category of Sehnucht.  Moreover, a sense of the Numinous often accompanies 

aesthetic experiences of the ‘sublime’ variety (i.e. the beauty of the great and 

majestic), such as a mountain or thunderstorm.  This explains why mountains and 

climatic events feature so widely in the religious experience of the Jewish nation.  

Neither the aesthetic experience nor the immediate objects of that experience can be 

termed ‘the Numinous’. The mind of a university educated prince turned shepherd is 

quite capable, for example, of distinguishing between a burning bush and the 

numinous presence of God mediated through that burning bush.  Perception of the 

Numinous constitutes a whole new level or depth of experience and it is recognisable 

as such: 

 

“When we are awed by the intolerable majesty of the Himalaya, when we look 

. . . at the lonely hostile beauty of the Eismeer – only water at a low 

temperature after all - . . .we are merely receiving through symbols adapted to 

our size, intimations of the Absolute Beauty. . . .Looking at an object which is 

‘beautiful’ or ‘sacred’. . . we are – if we receive a genuine aesthetic or 

religious impression – passing through and beyond this object, to the 

experience of an Absolute revealed in things.”
232
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Peter Kreeft writes of the human face as “the most numinous, most magical 

matter in the world.”
233 

Why?  Because “the surface of the face, like the appearance of 

the world, points. . . beyond the surface to. . . depths not of matter but of meaning.”
234 

Kreeft explains that, like a poem, the face must both be and mean: 

 

“A smile both is and means happiness; the word “happiness” only means it.  

There is no happiness in the word, as there is in the smile. . .  A human face is 

more than a part of the body, an object; it is a part of the soul, a subject. . .  It 

is the place where soul . . . transfigures body. . .”
235

 

 

Like the face, suggests Kreeft, the cosmos not only exists, but means: “the 

whole world is a face.”
236

 Kreeft distinguishes between the conventional sign, like 

letters in an alphabet that could have been different, and the natural sign that “is a 

living example of what it signifies.”
237

 For example, “There is happiness in a smile, as 

there is not a curve ball in the catcher’s two fingers signalling it.”
238

 Just as the smile 

is a ‘natural sign’ of the happiness it signifies, so nature can be seen as a natural sign 

of the transcendent object of desire that makes itself immanent therein (nature does 

not appear to be a conventional sign). 

Is this seeing a true insight into ultimate reality, or a delusion?  Again, in the 

absence of sufficient reason to doubt the existence of God, the principle of credulity 

would suggest that what seems to be the case is the case.  One can easily explain how 

some people fail to ‘read the sign’, for we know that “we can look at a sign instead of 

looking along it”
239

 to that which it signifies: 

 

“only . . . reasoning beings smile, since only they have the peculiar 

intentionality which is expressed in smiling. . .  Yet smiles would not appear 

in the scientist’s ‘book of the world’. . .  We classify facial movements as 

smiles, because that is how we perceive and respond to them. . .  There is an 

attitude that we direct [or are naturally led to direct] towards the human 

person, and which leads us to see in the human form a perspective on the 

world that reaches from a point outside it.  That is what we see in a smile.  

And the experience of the holy, the sacred and the miraculous arises in a 

similar way, when we direct [or are led to direct] this attitude not to other 

human beings, but to places, times, and objects. . .  A sacred place is one in 

which personality shines from mere objects. . .  Such things have no 

subjectivity of their own. . .  The experience of the sacred is therefore a 

revelation, a direct encounter with the divine, which eludes all explanation in 

natural terms. . .”
240
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Maybe it is due to a misplaced generalization of the scientific method, looking 

at the natural world rather than along it, that more people do not experience the world 

as a natural sign.  (Of course, if the world is a sign, one must take into account its 

‘fallen’ nature; this is why we only see ‘through a glass, darkly’.)  Some people set up 

scientific delectability as a metaphysical criterion of objective existence that thereby 

excludes God from their world-view as a window excludes wind from a room. 

However, such a criterion cannot pass its own test.  How could it be proven 

scientifically that only scientifically knowable entities are objectively real? 

Science consciously restricts itself to studying the impersonal (although 

scientific data can ground rational conclusions about agents, as in forensic science and 

archaeology); so the person who declares that science disproves the existence of God 

is like a person who declares that windows disproves the existence of wind! Such a 

person would find no scientific category within which to place their own beliefs or 

personhood (Can matter be true or false about other matter?).  Perhaps we need to 

open the window a bit: 

 

“Have you ever seen one of those picture puzzles that masks a face as jungle 

leaves or bushes? “Find the man in the picture.”  Once you do, the picture 

never looks the same again: it is not a jungle but a man.  Once you see the face 

of God, the world is forever transformed into his features.”
241

 

 

How does sensitivity to the Numinous function as a variety of Sehnucht?  I 

believe that part of the explanation lies with beauty functioning as a link to the divine 

source and standard of all goodness and beauty.  That is, the link between objective 

beauty and objective goodness is the key to understanding the link between aesthetic 

and religious experience.  It is therefore unsurprising to read Roger Scruton affirming 

that “When art and religion are healthy, they are also inseparable. . . for the aesthetic 

is rooted in the religious”
242

 Nor does it come as a surprise to find him admitting that: 

 

“In the sentiment of beauty we feel the purposiveness and intelligibility of 

everything that surrounds us, while in the sentiment of the sublime we seem to 

see beyond the world, to something overwhelming and inexpressible in which 

it is somehow grounded. . . it is in our feeling for beauty that the content, and 

even the truth, of religious doctrine is strangely and untranslatably intimated to 

us.”
243

 

 

Despite these observations, Scruton remains an atheist, recommending a ‘let’s 

pretend’ philosophy of ‘as if’ to paper over the cracks of meaninglessness left in his 

secular world-view by the absence of God.  High culture, says Scruton, “teaches us to 

live as if our lives mattered eternally.”
244

 This speaks for itself.  I am inclined to agree 

with Peter Kreeft that “Plato in the Symposium let the cat out of the bag. . .  Only 

Beauty Itself, absolute, pure, unmixed, perfect and eternal, will satisfy the soul.”
245

 

In aesthetic experience we find something that corresponds to an innate need 

for beauty, and yet the more beauty we experience, the more we notice the 

discrepancy between the beauty (and thus goodness) we perceive and our own 
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ugliness of soul.  From hence, as Aquinas wrote, “reason tells us that because of the 

inadequacies we perceive in ourselves we need to subject ourselves to some superior 

source of help and direction; and whatever that source might be, everybody calls it 

God.”
246

 Aesthetic experience gives us something we want, but only in part, satisfying 

our desire only to reveal within us a deeper need that no natural object seems to 

satisfy: 

 

“we want so much more – something the books on aesthetics take little notice 

of.  But the poets and the mythologies know all about it.  We do not want 

merely to see beauty, though, God knows, even that is bounty enough.  We 

want something else which can hardly be put into words – to be united with 

the beauty we see. . . to receive it into ourselves. . . to become part of it. . .  At 

present we are on the outside of the world, the wrong side of the door.  We 

discern the freshness and purity of morning, but they do not make us feel fresh 

and pure.  We cannot mingle with the splendours we see.  But all the leaves of 

the New Testament are rustling with the rumour that it will not always be so.  

Some day, God willing, we shall get in.  When human souls have become as 

perfect in voluntary obedience as the inanimate creation is in its lifeless 

obedience, then they will put on its glory, or rather that greater glory of which 

Nature is only the first sketch.”
247

 

 

 

The aesthetic dimension to religious experience is not exhausted by the 

experience of Sehnucht.  In their Handbook of Christian Apologetics, Peter Kreeft and 

Ronald K. Tacelli provide summaries of ‘Twenty Arguments for the Existence of 

God’, including argument number 17: ‘The Argument from Aesthetic Experience.’  

Their brief ‘argument’ goes as follows: “There is the music of Johann Sebastian Bach.  

Therefore there must be a God.  You either see this one or you don’t.”
248

 In an end 

note they ask, “Can you formulate argument 17 logically?”
249

 Clearly we can, by 

adding the missing second premise.  This could be something to the effect that ‘unless 

God exists, the music of Bach could not exist’.  This addition produces a logically 

valid argument, but is of doubtful apologetic value. 

Any sound cosmological argument would validate the truth of our additional 

second premise, and hence of argument 17, by showing that if God did not exist, 

nothing - including the music of J.S.Bach - would exist.  However, this makes Kreeft 

& Tacelli’s argument dependent upon the production of a convincing cosmological 

argument, and so strips it of any independent force. 

Perhaps there is more going on in Kreeft & Tacelli’s argument than first meets 

the eye.  After all, they can hardly be unaware of the fact that they have failed to 

present an argument at all. When Kreeft & Tacelli say that “You either see this one or 

you don’t”
250

, they are gesturing towards an argument from aesthetic experience felt 

as an encounter with an aspect of the divine.  This also seems to be suggested by their 

label of “Argument from Aesthetic Experience.”
251

 Kreeft relates elsewhere of this 
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experiential ‘argument’ that: “I personally know three ex-atheists who were swayed 

by this argument; two are philosophy professors and one is a monk.”
252

 Indeed, these 

“three intelligent, sensitive souls. . . were saved from atheism and despair only by the 

music of Bach.”
253

 (It is said that it was decided not to include a recording of music 

by Bach on the voyager space probe - along with the whale-song, etc. - because any 

alien civilization that discovered it might conclude that we were boasting!) 

Philosopher Anthony O’Hear admits, in Beyond Evolution (Oxford, 1997), 

that “in experiencing beauty we feel ourselves to be in contact with a deeper reality 

than the everyday.”
254

, and passes the following observations upon this experience: 

 

“Art can seem revelatory, just as it does seem to answer to objective standards.  

It can seem to take us to the essence of reality, as if certain sensitivities in us. . 

. beat in tune with reality. It is as if our. . . appreciation of things external to 

us. . . are reflecting a deep and pre-conscious harmony between us and the 

world from which we spring.  If this feeling is not simply an illusion. . . it may 

say something about the nature of reality itself, as responsive to human 

desires. . . 

But how could we think of an aesthetic justification of experience. . . 

unless our aesthetic experience was sustained by a divine will revealed in the 

universe, and particularly in our experience of it as beautiful?  It is precisely at 

this point that many or even most will draw back.  Aesthetic experience seems 

to produce the harmony between us and the world that would have to point to 

a religious resolution were it not to be an illusion.”
255

 

 

So far so good, but then O’Hear himself draws back: “But such a resolution is 

intellectually unsustainable [!], so aesthetic experience, however powerful, remains 

subjective and, in its full articulation, illusory.  This is a dilemma I cannot solve or 

tackle head on.”
256

To summarily dismiss the “religious resolution” as “intellectually 

unsustainable” seems like an uncharitably off-handed failure to follow the evidence 

where it leads.  What a strange, even absurd universe, in which the aesthetic 

experiences that seem to give life so much of its meaning are in fact meaningless 

illusions! Perhaps the universe is sane after all, in which case O’Hear’s dismissive 

attitude towards the divine is, literally speaking, insane. 

O’Hear’s chapter on beauty in Beyond Evolution ends with the thought that, 

“despite the problems of alienation thrown up by science and morality”
257

 we 

nevertheless have a sense that we are (to some extent) at home in the world, and that 

nowhere do we meet this intuition quite so strongly as in aesthetic experience: “From 

my point of view it is above all in aesthetic experience that we gain the fullest and 

most vividly lived sense that though we are creatures of Darwinian origin, our nature 

transcends our origin in tantalizing ways.”
258

 (This is only to say that naturalistic 

evolution is incapable of adequately accounting for our aesthetic faculties.) 

Aesthetic experience, says O’Hear, promises to reconcile our particular 

aesthetic experiences “to what might be thought of as our striving for some 
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transcendent guarantee and consolation.”
259

 For O’Hear, this tantalization is literal.  

The aesthetic experience that calls us home is an illusion, a ‘whistling in the dark’
260

 

as he puts it (unless God is accepted after all), and this realization must leave us alone 

with our alienation.  Thus O’Hear finds himself in exactly the same position as the 

author of Ecclesiastes who saw that everything was “meaningless . . . under the sun 

[i.e. without reference to a transcendent God].”  This is an experiential, existential 

aesthetic argument that works by proposing an integrated and intellectually satisfying 

world-view: “Another satisfying insight of Theology”, notes John Polkinghorne, “is 

the way in which it can tie together the diverse layers of our multivalued experience. . 

.  We can see neither God nor electrons, but both make sense of the richness of 

reality.”
261

 

 More recently, in After Progress (Bloomsbury, 1999), O’Hear seems to have 

drawn closer to the acknowledgement of “what the religions have referred to 

variously as God or Brahman or the One”
262

, concluding that: 

 

“Through art, particularly the great masterpieces of the past, we do have 

intimations of beauty, of order, of divinity, even, way beyond the biological. . . 

in appreciating the beauty of the world. . . we are seeing the world as endowed 

with value and meaning. . .  In responding to our experience of the world in 

moral and aesthetic ways, we are implying that there is something to be 

responded to. . .  We are seeing the world and our own existence as created. . . 

seeing the world as animated by some higher quasi-personal purpose, 

operating through and behind the material process revealed and studied by 

natural science.”
263

 

 

As F.R.Tennant wrote: “God reveals Himself. . . in many ways; and some men enter 

His Temple by Gate Beautiful.”
264

 

 

The Argument from Meaning 

 

One could put the relation between God and meaning as follows: 

 

1) Unless God exists, the universe (including human existence) is objectively 
meaningless (i.e. Unless God exists, nihilism is true). 

2) God exists. 
3) Therefore, the universe (including human existence) is not objectively 

meaningless but is objectively meaningful (i.e. Nihilism is false). 

 

This (obviously logically valid) argument shows that, given the theistic answer to the 

question of ultimate reality (God), the theistic answer to the question of meaning (that 

life is objectively meaningful) is true.  As Wittgenstein put it: “To believe in God 

means to see that life has a meaning.”
265

 On the other hand, a little rearrangement 

yields the following theistic argument: 
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4) Unless God exists, the universe (including human existence) is objectively 
meaningless (i.e. Unless God exists, nihilism is true). 

5) The universe (including human existence) is not objectively meaningless 
(i.e. nihilism is false). 

6) Therefore God exists. 
 

Once again this is a logically valid argument, so the only question (as with the first 

argument) is whether the premises are both true. 

There is wide and bipartisan agreement that a non-theistic universe is 

objectively meaningless, or ‘absurd’ as Camus put it.  As atheist Kai Nielsen 

acknowledges: 

 

“There is a strong and widespread tendency (I think of Kierkegaard or Haman 

or Pascal) both among the intelligentsia and other people to believe that in a 

world without God, nothing matters.  (It’s a Nietzche thing.)  In a world 

without God, everything is permitted; our lives will be fragmented and 

pointless.  Our morality itself will be pointless.  We can’t know that anything 

is good or bad.”
266

 

 

As the above argument puts it, the non-existence of God entails the truth of nihilism, 

while the existence of God entails the falsity of nihilism.  According to Thomas V. 

Morris: 

 

“The nihilist’s answer to the question of whether life has meaning is a simple 

and emphatic No.  Life itself has no meaning.  Your life has no meaning.  My 

life has no meaning.  Existence is without meaning of any kind.  There is a 

void of significance to everything.  There is no purpose in life.  No plan.  No 

reason.  There are no ultimate values that we are here to embrace or embody.  

And nothing is finally of any importance whatsoever. . .  There is no room in a 

naturalistic universe for meanings.  What would be the status of a meaning?  . . 

. In a reality consisting only of matter in motion, it’s hard to see what the 

ultimate status of anything as different from an atom as a meaning would be.  

And if we think that we can give anything meaning, we are fooling ourselves, 

according to a consistent development of this worldview.  Any attempts to 

create meaning are themselves nothing more than empty, meaningless gestures 

in a universe that just doesn’t care.”
267

 

 

Christian astronomer Dr. Hugh Ross argues that “If the universe is simply 

uncreated, eternally self-existent or randomly self-assembled, then it has no purpose 

and consequently we have no purpose.  Determinism rules.  Morality and religion are 

ultimately irrelevant, and there is no objective meaning to life.”
268

 Theologian David 

Ford links the nihilism of atheism to the problem of evil: “A ‘solution’ to evil which 

does away with God will face other problems.  If, for example, the solution is to see 

evil as simply one natural outcome of a messy, chance-driven evolution in a universe 

without God, then there will still be the question about how one can or should respond 
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to it, and problems about the meaninglessness of the whole process.”
269

 Hence, I 

disagree with Brenner, whom you quote, when he writes that: “Maybe man’s 

existence without God is meaningless, but I’d rather have a meaningless life than a 

God who allows pogroms and the slaughter of the innocent.”  Such an attitude fails to 

take meaninglessness seriously enough.  Ravi Zacharias rightly reckons that “Having 

killed God, the atheist is left with no reason for being, no morality to espouse, no 

meaning to life, and no hope beyond the grave.”
270

 As Os Guinness says: “For those 

who find themselves without faith in God and who conclude that the world they desire 

does not fit with the world they discover, life is fundamentally deaf to their 

aspirations.  And in fact, it is literally absurd.”
271

 Little wonder Thomas Morris 

concludes that: “Naturalism is ultimately a pessimistic world view.”
272

 

Theists seem agreed that the rejection of God ultimately leads to nihilism.  

What about atheists?  Consider the admission of Freud: “The idea of life having a 

purpose stands and falls with the religious system. . .  The moment a man questions 

the meaning and value of life, he is sick, since objectively neither has any existence.”  

Jean Paul Sartre said that: “If God does not exist. . . man is in consequence forlorn, 

for he cannot find anything to depend upon, either within or outside himself.”  

According to Professor William Provine of Cornell University: 

 

“Modern science directly implies that the world is organized strictly in 

accordance with mechanistic principles.  There are no purposive principles 

whatsoever in nature.  There are no gods and no designing forces that are 

rationally detectable. . . 

Second, modern science directly implies that there are no inherent 

moral or ethical laws, no absolute guiding principles for human society. 

Third, human beings are marvellously complex machines.  The 

individual human becomes an ethical person by means of two primary 

mechanisms: heredity and environmental influences.  This is all there is. 

Fourth, we must conclude that when we die, we die and that is the end 

of us. . . 

Finally, free will as it is traditionally conceived – the freedom to make 

uncoerced and unpredictable choices among alternative possible courses of 

action – simply does not exist. . .  There is no way that the evolutionary 

process as currently conceived can produce a being that is truly free to make 

choices.” 

 

But then, he would say that (a cheap joke I know, but it does make a point!).  It is 

clear that by “rationally detectable” Provine means ‘detectable by naturalistic 

science’, a self-defeating criterion of rationality that does not pass its own test.  To 

claim that “modern science directly implies” any of these five ‘facts’ is laughable.  

What Provine should say is that modern science interpreted through a naturalistic 

worldview directly implies these ‘facts’: “No life after death; no ultimate foundation 

for ethics; no ultimate meaning for life; no free will.”
273

 “The end of Christianity”, as 

Nietzsche put it, “means the advent of nihilism.” 
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The important thing is not the existence of the recognition, however wide 

spread, that the absence of God entails nihilism.  Rather, the important thing is that 

there is good reason to think that those who make this association are right.  Why is 

this? 

Meaningfulness is the coincidence of purpose and value (what’s the worth of 

purpose if it is value neutral?), for as Morris says: “Purposes are connected with 

values.”
274

 Thus, for life to be objectively meaningful is for life to have an objective 

purpose that is objectively valuable.  The moral argument shows, so I claim, that 

objective goodness depends upon the existence of God; so let’s examine the other 

necessary condition: purpose.  Only persons can have purposes; and only if the 

universe is purposed can it have a purpose.  As Peter van Inwagen affirms: “If we 

have a purpose, then our existence “has a meaning” in the only sense that can be 

given to these words.”
275

 Kai Nielsen agrees: “If there is no God or telos of any sort, 

there is no purpose to life; you weren’t made for a purpose.”
276

 

Nielsen attempts to mitigate the effect of this admission by arguing that: “even 

if you weren’t made for a purpose, you could still find plenty of purposes in life, 

things worth doing and having and believing and struggling for.”
277

 This seems to be 

your position as well.  However, unless there are objective values (which would mean, 

given the cogency of the moral argument, that God exists) these “things worth doing” 

only have subjective worth.  As William Lane Craig writes: “I have never denied that 

you can have subjective purposes in life, but what I am arguing is that there is no 

objective basis to assume the moral worth of your purpose in life on an atheistic view. 

. .  There’s no objective basis for assessing the moral worth of those purposes.”
278

 

Thus, in the absence of God, life has no objective purpose or worth.  In other words, 

in the absence of God, life is objectively meaningless.
279

 To claim that life is 

objectively meaningless just is the claim that nihilism is true. 

For the theist, life is objectively meaningful in that it is the purposeful, 

objectively good creation of God.  The telos (or goal) of human existence is to know 

and worship God for eternity.  To put it another way, the purpose of life here and now 

is the creation of Heaven, and the purpose of Heaven is the eternal realization of 

value, of truth, knowledge, goodness (ontological, moral and practical) and beauty.  In 

the Christian worldview then, life has an objective purpose, and this purpose is 

objectively valuable, in that God (being necessarily and objectively good) is the 

objective standard of value and God creates the universe for an overwhelmingly good 

purpose.  Hence, if nihilism is false, theism is true.  Is nihilism false?  If there are 

objective moral values, then nihilism is false.  But there are objective moral values 

(see the moral argument).  Therefore, nihilism is false and theism is true.  Again, if 

the universe has an objective purpose, then nihilism is false.  Does the universe have 

an objective purpose?  The evidence that the universe is caused and designed by a 

transcendent being is evidence that the universe has a purpose.  Therefore, nihilism is 

false and theism is true.  Finally, we can simply ask ourselves whether or not 

existence seems to be absurd and meaningless.  This is a question we must each 
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answer for ourselves; but if existence does not seem to us to be absurd, then we are 

justified by the principle of credulity in concluding that nihilism is false and that 

theism is therefore true. 

 

 

Step Two: The Case for Jesus 

 

 

The Historical Reliability of the New Testament 

 

The New Testament is a well-attested, generally reliable source of information about 

Jesus.  As the Cambridge theologian David Ford writes: “The mainstream position 

has never been that every detail of the biblical records need to be precisely accurate. . 

.  Rather, the emphasis has been on trusting the stories to give a testimony good 

enough to know Jesus and what he did and suffered, and to relate to him.”
280

 

The New Testament gospels and letters were written within the lifetime of 

eyewitnesses (between about AD 40 and AD 90, around 10 to 60 years after Jesus’ 

death in AD 30/33). Moreover, many of these documents were written by 

eyewitnesses and/or with the collaboration of eyewitnesses; eyewitnesses who, 

moreover, were often martyred for refusing to renounce the truth of their accounts.  

Of the twelve disciples only John died a natural death.
281

 

 We know that the texts as we have them are better attested than any other 

piece of ancient literature.  The gap between the events and their being recorded, and 

between their being recorded and the earliest surviving manuscripts, is extremely 

favorable compared with other classical documents that are treated as historically 

informative.  In other words, if you want to deny the historicity of the New Testament 

you must deny the whole of ancient history. 

 The book of Acts, the second half of a two-part work by Luke, a physician and 

companion of Paul, ends with Paul in prison (about AD 62).  That nothing is said 

about Paul’s trial indicates that Acts was written before it took place.  As New 

Testament scholar R.T.France argues: “If then Acts is to be dated in the early sixties, 

Luke cannot be later. . .  The arguments for an early date for Luke on this basis are 

strong, but the implications of accepting such a date are clearly far-reaching.”  Since it 

is generally agreed that the Gospel of Luke was written after Matthew and that 

Matthew was written after Mark it would seem that all three ‘synoptic’ gospels were 

written within thirty years of Jesus’ death.  As France testifies: 

 

“It is, I believe, probable that some, and perhaps all, of the gospels were 

written in substantially their present form within thirty years of the events, and 

that much of the material was already collected and written a decade or two 

before that.”
282

 

 

Other evidence supports this conclusion: 
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“In particular, various passages in Matthew refer to details of temple worship, 

which would be unnecessary anachronisms after AD 70, and one passage 

(17:24-27) would be positively misleading since it approves the payment of 

the temple tax, which after AD 70 was diverted to the upkeep of the temple of 

Jupiter in Rome!”
283

 

 

Let’s take a more detailed look at the authorship of the gospels.  According to 

Irenaeus (c. 125/140-200): 

 

“Matthew published. . . the gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, 

while Peter and Paul were preaching the gospel in Rome and founding the 

church.  After their departure, Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, he 

too handed down to us in writing the things preached by Peter.  Luke also, the 

follower of Paul, put down in a book the gospel preached by that one.  

Afterwards, John, the disciple of the Lord who also leaned upon his breast, he 

too published a gospel while residing in Ephesus”. 

 

Let’s review the evidence book by book (in probable chronological order): 

 

Mark 

 

“The only author ever attached to the second Gospel is that of Mark.  There is 

an unbroken testimony that includes Papias, Irenaeus. . . Clement of 

Alexandria, Tertullian, Origen, Jerome, and Eusebius the church historian. . .  

The question then arises as to who this Mark is.  Here, again, only one 

suggestion was ever made by the early believers, and that was John Mark, one 

who worked so closely with Peter as to be called his “son” (1Pt 5:13).  He was 

a cousin of Barnabas (Col 4:10), a traveler with Paul and Barnabas (Acts 

13:5), and the son of a wealthy family in Jerusalem (Acts 12:12-14). . .”
284

 

 

According to Papias (as quoted by Eusebius), the early second century bishop of 

Hierapolis in Phrygia: 

 

“the presbyter [John the apostle] used to say this: “Mark became Peter’s 

interpreter and wrote accurately all that he remembered, not indeed in order of 

the things said or done by the Lord.  For he had not heard the Lord, nor had he 

followed him, but later on, as I said, followed Peter, who used to give teaching 

as necessity demanded but not making, as it were, an arrangement of the 

Lord’s oracles, so that Mark did nothing wrong in writing down single points 

as he remembered them.  For to one thing he gave attention, to leave out 

nothing of what he had heard and to make no false statements in them.”
285

 

 

Here we have a direct link to the testimony of John the apostle as to the authorship, 

the authority (derived from the apostle Peter upon whom Mark relied for his 

information) and the episodic, un-chronological nature, of Mark’s gospel. 
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Matthew 

 

“The only person ever suggested as the author of the first gospel until recent 

times was the apostle Mathew.  Among the Church Father, Irenaeus, Origen, 

and Eusebius, quoting earlier sources, all attest to this. . .  Those who were 

closest and knew best named the apostle Matthew as the author.  There is no 

compelling reason their testimony should be rejected. . .”
286

 

 

Luke 

 

“All of the early evidence, including Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandrea, 

Tertulian, Origen, Eusebius, and Jerome, states that Luke, the traveling-

companion of the apostle Paul, was the author of this two part work (Luke-

Acts).  Even the early opponent of the church, Marcion, affirmed this.”
287

 

 

As Irenaeus testified in A.D. 180: “Luke, also who was a follower of Paul, put down 

in a book the Gospel that was preached by him.”
288

 Luke was an educated Gentile, a 

doctor and a close friend of Paul (Col 4:14).  He traveled with Paul towards the end of 

his life (2 Tim 4:11): “The sections from the Book of Acts where Luke becomes part 

of his own narrative can be easily identified, because Luke switches from “they” to 

“we”, including himself in the group. . .”
289

 

 

John 

 

“The view that John, the son of Zebedee, one of the original twelve apostles, 

wrote the Fourth Gospel, was held uniformly by the early Church Fathers. . .  

Explicit references to John’s authorship of the Fourth Gospel are found in 

Theophilus of Antioch (ca. 180) and Irenaeus (ca. 180).”
290

 

 

Thus, as Craig L. Blomberg says, “a good case can still be made for Matthew, Mark, 

Luke, and John as the authors of the Gospels that have traditionally been attributed to 

them. . .”
291

 So we can be pretty sure about who wrote the gospels, but what about 

when they wrote them? 

 

Dating the Gospels 

 

The following table lists the earliest and latest dates advocated by scholars before 

noting the dates I would advocate. 

 

Gospel/Date Earliest Dates Latest Dates Peter’s Dates 

Mark 40s Late 60s - 70s 40s to mid 50s 

Matthew 40s 80s-90s Mid 50s-60s 
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Luke 50s 80s-90s Mid 50s - Pre 63 

John Mid 60s 90s 90s 

 

Scholars are thus agreed that all four gospels were written within 60 or so years of 

Jesus’ death.  The majority dating places Mark within 30 years of Jesus’ death.  More 

‘conservative’ scholars think all or most of the gospels were written within 30 or so 

years of Jesus’ death.  There is little disagreement about the date of John (A.D. 90s). 

While the majority of scholars are still advocating the later dates, their 

arguments often seem to rely upon naturalistic assumptions that more conservative 

scholars do not share.  For example, “all the Gospels record Jesus prophesying the 

destruction of Jerusalem.  Now, liberal scholars who don’t believe anything 

supernatural can occur, argue that this shows that the Gospels must be written after 

the fall of Jerusalem (a main reason they date the Gospels late).”
292

 To adopt such an 

approach is to beg-the-question from the outset. 

According to F.F.Bruce, “even with the later dates, the situation is 

encouraging from the historian’s point of view, for the first three Gospels were 

written at a time when many were alive who could remember the things that Jesus 

said and did, and some at least would still be alive when the fourth Gospel was 

written.”
293

 However: “in recent years, there has been a trend in New Testament 

studies towards dating the Gospels earlier.”
294

 As Carsten Peter Thiede opines: “those 

who argue for early dates of authentic Gospels as sources of information about an 

historical Jesus. . . are no longer the conservative or fundamentalist outsiders.”
295

 

Consider the representative conclusions of Walter A. Elwell & Robert W. 

Yarbrough: 

 

• Mark: “Somewhere in this time range (i.e., the 40s-60s) accords well with the 

evidence we have.”
296

 

• Matthew: “Because Matthew is considered to be dependent on Mark, and 

Mark is viewed [by some scholars] as being written somewhere between A.D. 

65 and 70, Matthew is put somewhere between A.D. 80 and 100. . .”
297

 

However, “Others date Matthew much earlier, sometimes as early as the 50s.  

John Wenham. . . puts the date of Matthew at A.D. 40.  There is no compelling 

reason why this could not be correct but it need not be that early.    That it was 

written before the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 is most certainly correct.”
298

 

• Luke: “It is not likely that Acts was written any later than A.D. 62 or 63, 

because nothing in Acts reflects a later period of time.  The book ends with 

Paul’s first stay in prison, with no date set for his trial and Rome still at peace, 

which would place the book before Nero’s persecutions in late A.D. 64. . .  

Because the Gospel of Luke was written earlier, it must have been completed 

somewhere in the late 50s or early 60s.”
299
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• John: “The traditional view put the writing of John’s Gospel in Ephesus in the 

A.D. 90s. . .  As Werner Kummel says, “The assumption that John was written 

probably in the last decade of the first century is today almost universally 

accepted.”  Indeed, there are those who would push John further back, to A.D. 

70 or earlier.”
300

 

 

I think that the synoptic gospels were probably all written by the people whose 

name they bare within 35 years of the crucifixion; in the order of Mark (40s - mid 

50s), Matthew (mid 50s – early 60s) and Luke (early 60s), and that the gospel 

according to John was written by the mid-90s.  Thus my conclusions are neither as 

‘conservative’ as some nor as ‘liberal’ as others.  I certainly agree with Professor 

Craig L. Blomberg’s conclusion that: “Whatever else one may or may not believe by 

faith, on sheer historical grounds alone there is substantial reason to believe in the 

general trustworthiness of the Gospel tradition.”
301

 

 Consider the number of New Testament manuscripts compared to other 

ancient works: The writings of Plato survive in 7 manuscripts; the work of the Roman 

historian Livy comes to us through 10 manuscripts.  Homer’s Illiad is the closest 

comparison with 643 surviving manuscripts.  The New Testament comes to us 

through over 24,000 manuscripts (including some 5000 Greek Manuscripts)! 
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 Consider the time between the original writing and the earliest surviving 

manuscript: Between Aristotle writing his philosophy and our earliest copy lie 1,450 

years.  Between Herodotus and our copies lie 1300 years.  Between Pliny the Younger 

and our copies lie 750 years.  Between Homer and our earliest copy (again, this is the 

closest comparison) lies 500 years.  Between the New Testament and the earliest 

surviving manuscript lies 100 years at most: 
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Prior Christian Sources 

 

We should also take into account the fact that the majority of scholars agree on the 

existence of oral and written sources of information about Jesus that predate and were 

utilized by the gospels.  For example, “Most critics will accept the earlier existence of 

a written collection of Jesus’ sayings [besides Mark] (usually called ‘Q’) on which 

both Matthew and Luke drew.”
302

 Q, which is “usually dated from 35 to 50”, 

“contains stories of miracles that Jesus performed” and displays “a high Christology – 

Jesus is the divine Son of God, greater than all the Old Testament prophets and sages. 

. .”
303

 

 

Paul’s New Testament Letters 

 

According to J.P.Moreland, “an objective historian would agree that we possess from 

seven to thirteen letters from the hand of Paul.  Most of these letters are dated from 49 

to 65.”
304

 According to the Oxford theologian Alister McGrath: “The New Testament 

letters. . . date mainly from the period AD 49-69, and provide confirmation of the 

importance and interpretations of Jesus in this formative period.”
305

 That is, the letters 

exhibit a ‘high Christology’: “This means that a concept of a divine Jesus was already 

present, at the latest, within sixteen to twenty years after the crucifixion.”
306

 

Moreover: 

 

“Paul’s letters contain a number of creeds and hymns (Rom 1:3-4; 1 Cor. 

11:23ff.; 15:3-8; Phil. 2:6-11; Col. 1:15-18; 1 Tim. 2:8. . .). . .  they use 

language which is not characteristically Pauline, they often translate easily 

back into Aramaic, and they show features of Hebrew poetry and thought-

forms.  This means that they came into existence while the church was heavily 
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Jewish and that they became standard, recognized creeds and hymns well 

before their incorporation into Paul’s letters.”
307

 

 

The content of these creeds and hymns testifies to “the death, resurrection, and deity 

of Christ.  They consistently present a portrait of a miraculous and divine Jesus who 

rose from the dead. . .  In sum, the idea of a fully divine, miracle-working Jesus who 

rose from the dead was present during the first decade of Christianity.  Such a view 

was not a legend which arose several decades after the crucifixion.”
308

 

 For example, 1 Corinthians was written about A.D. 55/56 to a Gentile 

congregation with little Jewish influence; yet Paul closes his letter using the Aramaic 

phrase maranatha.  This phrase, from the Aramaic mar meaning “God” or “Deity”, 

implores Jesus as God to ‘come quickly’: 

 

“Why would Paul use an Aramaic word of closing to a Greek-speaking 

congregation which did not understand Aramaic?  The answer would seem to 

be that this had become a standard form of address by the time Paul had 

visited Corinth in 50. . .  Where did this form of address arise?  It would surely 

be in the early Jewish church.  Thus, once again we have historical evidence 

that belief in a divine Jesus. . . originated in [an early] Jewish context.”
309

 

 

1 Corinthians 15:3 ff contains what “Virtually all scholars agree”
310

 is an 

ancient creed which testified to the death, burial and resurrection appearances of 

Jesus.  Indeed, “Critical scholars generally agree that this report has an extremely 

early origin.”
311

 Joachim Jeremias calls it “the earliest tradition of all.”
312

: 

 

“Most typically, scholars date Paul’s reception of this formula to two to eight 

years after the crucifixion itself, or from about A.D. 32-38.  Most of those who 

comment on the issue hold that Paul most likely received this material shortly 

after his conversion during his visit to Jerusalem with Peter and James, who 

are included in the list of appearances (1 Cor 15:5; 7; Gal 1:18-19).”
313

 

 

Thus “this ancient formula is an invaluable report of the original eye-witnesses’ 

experience.”
314

 

 

Extra-Biblical Testimony 

 

The New Testament is far from our only historical evidence about Jesus:
315
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“The non-Christian sources. . . confirm that Jesus lived in Judaea (Tacitus, 

Josephus and the Jewish Talmud); he kept and taught high moral standards 

(Pliny and Josephus); miracles were ascribed to him and his followers (the 

Talmud), who saw him as a Messiah and divine figure (Pliny and Josephus).  

He was put to death under Pilate (Tacitus and Josephus), by crucifixion 

(Josephus and the Talmud).  By AD 64 Jesus’ followers were numerous 

enough in Rome to be blamed by Nero for a great fire for which they were 

persecuted (Suetonius and Tacitus).”
316

 

 

To take just one example, the Jewish historian Josephus (AD 37-100) wrote: 

 

“At this time there was a wise man who was called Jesus. . . Pilate condemned 

him to be condemned and to die.  And those who had become his disciples did 

not abandon his discipleship.  They reported that He had appeared to them 

three days after his crucifixion and that he was alive. . .”
317

 

 

 

Human and Divine? 

 

The question is, was Jesus just a man, as natural as you or I, or was he more?  

Fulfilled prophecy and the resurrection (which we will investigate later) act as a 

divine seal of approval upon Jesus’ claims; indeed, it is in the context of those claims 

that these two facts of history (Jesus fulfilled prophecy and rose from the dead) take 

on a whole new importance. 

 C.S.Lewis wrote about some of Jesus’ words in a letter to his friend Arthur 

Greeves: 

 

“I think the great difficulty is this: If He was not God, who or what was He? . . .  

When He weeps over Jerusalem (Matthew 23) why does He suddenly say (v34) 

“I send unto you prophets and wise men”?  Who could say this except either 

God or a lunatic?  Who is this man who goes about forgiving sins?  Or what 

about Mark 2:18-19.  What man can announce that simply because he is 

present, acts of penitence, such as fasting, are “off”?  Who can give the school a 

half holiday except the Headmaster?” 

 

While Jesus didn’t go around saying “I’m God”, he did lay claim to divinity in a host 

of implicit ways that are more or less explicit.  You can’t get much more explicit that 

claiming, as Jesus did, the authority to forgive sin or the right to sit on God’s 

judgement throne!  As William Lane Craig reports, “the majority of New Testament 

critics today agree that the historical Jesus deliberately stood and spoke in the place 

of God himself.”
318

 

Jesus’ claim to divinity forces me to ask, ‘Was he sincere or was he lying’?  If 

he wasn’t lying, then he must have been sincere.  If he was sincere, was he right or 

wrong.  If he was wrong, then he was sincerely deluded about his very selfhood in 

such a fundamental way that it could only be described as madness.  Therefore, if 

Jesus was neither lying nor a mad, he was both sincere and correct. 
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Jesus’ Claims to Divine Status 

 

Jesus appropriated God’s name and titles: According to Norman L. Geisler, “The 

most forthright claims of Christ to be God are revealed in his identification with the 

Jehovah of the Old Testament.”
319

 The word “Jehovah”, also translated “Yawey”, or 

“LORD”, is God’s unique name in the Old Testament - a name which always and 

only applies to God alone, and which means “I AM” (Exodus 3v14).  Jehovah was a 

“jealous God” who would not share his name or his glory with another.  Isaiah wrote, 

“Thus says Jehovah. . . I am the first, and I am the last; and besides me there is no 

God.” (44v6) Again, God says, “I am Jehovah, that is my name; and my glory will I 

not give to another, neither my praise unto graven images” (Isaiah 42v8): 

 

“In view of the fact that the Jehovah of the Jewish Old Testament would not 

give his name, honour, or glory to another, it is little wonder that the words 

and deeds of Jesus of Nazareth drew stones and cries of “blasphemy” from 

first-century Jews.  The very things that the Jehovah of the Old Testament 

claimed for himself Jesus of Nazareth also claimed. . .”
320

 

 

For example, in the book of Joel God says, “for there I will sit to judge all the nations 

round about.” (3v12).  Jesus claims to be the judge of all nations in Matthew 25v31 ff.  

Jesus spoke of himself as the coming “bridegroom” (Matthew 25v1); which is just 

how Jehovah is described in the Old Testament (Isaiah 62v5/Hosea 2v16): 

 

“Perhaps the strongest and most direct claim of Jesus to be Jehovah occurs in 

John 8:58 where he said to the Jews, “Truly, Truly, I say to you, before 

Abraham was, I AM.”  The Jews’ reaction left no doubt as to how they 

understood his claim.  They knew he had claimed. . . equality with God.  They 

promptly picked up stones to stone him. . .  Jesus had clearly claimed to be the 

“I AM” of Exodus 3:14 that refers to Jehovah alone.  The claim was either 

blasphemy or else an indication of deity.  Jesus left no doubt as to which 

interpretation he wished them to take.  This claim to be “I am” is repeated in 

Mark 14:62. . .”
321

 

 

 

Jesus demanded that people follow him: “At a bare minimum this is a bit “cheeky” - 

to ask others to follow you is to invite criticism and to set yourself up as a model of 

behaviour.  Jesus did just that.”
322

 Jesus called two sets of brothers to abandon their 

jobs and families to follow him (Matthew 4v18-22).  He called upon others to forget 

their obligations to parents, and to deny their need for physical or social protection, in 

order to follow him (Matthew 8v18-22).  He maintained that those who loved others, 

even family, more than him, were not fit for God’s kingdom (Matthew 10v24-36): 

“Clearly, then, Jesus thought he was more than ordinary, for it was more important to 

follow him than to obey parents, love family, to protect life, and preserve one’s 

religious and social status.  This takes some real chutzpah.”
323
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 In calling twelve disciples Jesus was symbolising the re-constitution of the 

twelve tribes of Israel, under his leadership: 

 

“Closely related to Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom of God was his 

appointment of the twelve apostles.  That there were twelve and that he called 

these disciples “apostles” are two important facts.  “Twelve” is best understood 

as a deliberate correspondence to the twelve tribes of Israel. . it implied the 

restoration of Israel [see Matthew 19v28]. . .  By dubbing the Twelve as 

“apostles,” Jesus underscored his own regal authority. . . By sending out 

ambassadors, he was acting as a king.  His apostles (from the word meaning 

“one sent”) were to act as heralds proclaiming both the dawning of the kingdom 

of God and the one who was to sit on a throne of glory in the new kingdom.”
324

 

 

 

Jesus commanded his followers to pray to the Father “in his name – that is, by his 

power and authority (John 16:23-24; 14:13-14). . .  later the disciples. . . would rebuke 

people who treated them the same way. . .”
325

 

 

Jesus taught that to reject him was to reject God: “Whoever acknowledges me before 

men, I will also acknowledge before my Father in heaven.  But whoever disowns me 

before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven.” (Matthew 10v32-33.)  

Jesus would have no closet followers: “Either one followed him wholeheartedly, 

openly, and confessedly, or one did not follow him at all.”
326

 Again, “In Mark 8:38 

and parallels, Jesus declares that one’s response to him determines his or her eternal 

destiny”
327

 (cf. Luke 12:8-9).  Even now, “Actions done to him are equivalent to those 

done to God (Matt. 10:40; Mark 9:37).”
328

 

 

Jesus accepted Worship.  The Old Testament forbids worship to anyone but God 

(Exodus 20v1-4, Deuteronomy 5v6-9); men, and even angels, are not to accept 

worship (Acts 14v15, Revelation 22v8-9).  And yet, on several occasions, Jesus 

accepts worship without rebuking the worshippers (cf. Matthew 8v2, 9v18, 14v33, 

15v25, 20v20, 28v9, 28v17, Mark 5v6, John 9v38, & 20v28). 

 

The assumed authority of Jesus’ words: “Jesus not only accepted the titles and 

worship due to Deity alone but he often placed his words on a par with God’s.”
329

 

“You have heard that it was said to men of old. . .  But I say unto you. . .” is an oft 

repeated formula in Jesus’ teaching (e.g., Matthew 5v21-22).  “All authority in heaven 

and on earth has been given to me.  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations. . .” 

(Matthew 28v18-19).  Jesus taught that, “till heaven and earth pass away, not an iota, 

not a dot, will pass from the Law” (Matthew 5v18); but he put his own words even 

higher: “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” 

(Matthew 24v35)! “Unlike the prophets, Jesus does not declare what the Lord God 

says, but what he himself says, yet in contexts of equally authoritative claims.”
330
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“The typical rabbinical style of teaching was to quote extensively from learned 

teachers, who provided the basis of authority for one’s own teaching.  But Jesus 

did exactly the opposite.  He began, “You have heard that it was said to men of 

old. . .” and quoted the Mosaic law; then he continued, “But I say to you. . .” 

and gave his own teaching.  Jesus thus equated his own authority with that of 

the divinely given Torah.  It’s no wonder that Matthew comments, “When Jesus 

finished saying these things, the crowds were astonished at his teaching, for he 

taught them as one who had authority, and not as their scribes.” (Matt 7:28-

29).”
331

 

 

 

Jesus’ sense of unique relation to God: “there is a consistent strain in the records 

about Jesus that he, in some way, claimed to be uniquely the Son of God.”
332

 Jesus 

called God “Abba”, the word a Jewish child used of his or her father: “Abba, being 

the mode in which a son addressed his human father, was thought by the Jews to be 

too intimate a mode for addressing God.”
333

 “For a Jew the very name of God was 

sacred, and no one would dare to pray to God in so familiar a manner.”
334

 

   

Jesus claimed authority to forgive sins.  I. Howard Marshall calls Jesus’ forgiving of 

sins “a fact about the conduct of Jesus which is beyond critical cavil.”
335

 To the 

paralytic man in Mark 2 he says, “My son, your sins are forgiven” (v5).  The scribes 

respond, “Why does this man speak thus?  It is blasphemy!  Who can forgive sins but 

God alone?” (v7 - see Jeremiah 31v43).  Jesus backs up his authority by healing the 

paralytic (Mark 2v10-11): “That you may know that the son of man has authority on 

earth to forgive sins. . . I say to you [the paralytic], rise, take up your pallet and go 

home.”  (This incident is also recorded in Luke 5v17-25.)  As Peter Kreeft explains: 

“Whoever forgives assumes he has the right to forgive. . . and who has the right to 

forgive an offender?  The one offended. . .  Jesus’ claim to forgive all sins assumed 

that he was the one offended in all sins. And who is that? . . .God.”
336

 

   

Jesus utters what the Jews consider blasphemy at his trial.  The high Priest 

questioned Jesus about who he claimed to be, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the 

Blessed God?” (Mark 14v61).  As an answer, he gets more than he bargained for.  

Jesus not only confirms his claim to be the Messiah (who the Jews, under the pressure 

of Roman occupation, thought of as a political, military saviour), the “Son of the 

Blessed God” (which the Jews probably understood in a non-metaphysical sense), but 

went beyond these claims to assert his equality with God-the-Father: “I am,” 

answered Jesus, “and you will all see the Son of Man seated on the right of the 

Almighty and coming with the clouds of heaven!” Apparently, “Jesus thinks he will 

be God’s helper on Judgement Day (cf. also Matt. 7:21-23; 25:31-46)!”
337

: 
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“Ciaphas recoiled in horror at Jesus’ stunning assertion.  He had uttered 

blasphemy and was worthy of death [in Jewish Law].  Jesus had not only 

affirmed his messianic actions and innuendoes; he had shocked the religious 

sensibilities of his judges.  Thus Jesus provided the grounds for a sentence of 

death. . .”
338

 

 

  Whereas the Old Testament used “Son of Man” in a general sense, Jesus used 

it as a figurative title, saying that He was “the Son of Man”: 

 

“Christ’s use of. . . Son of Man reveals a divine figure.  Christ used the phrase 

to demonstrate His authority to forgive sin (Matthew 9:6, Mark 2:10; Luke 

5:24) and His being the Lord of the Sabbath (Matthew 12:8; Mark 2:28; Luke 

6:5).  The emphasis is on Christ’s authority.  (The clear indication is that 

Christ claims authority possessed only by God.  This emphasis on the divine 

can also be seen in Christ’s use of the term with regard to His future 

glorification.)”
339

  

 

Hearing Jesus’ claim, the High Priest “tore his robes” (in a traditional expression) and 

says, “we don’t need any more witnesses!  You heard his blasphemy.  What is your 

decision?” and they all vote against Jesus (Mark 14v63-64). 

According to Stein, the tile ‘Son of Man’ “is found in all the Gospel strata 

(Mark, Q, M, L, and John) and satisfies perfectly the “criterion of dissimilarity,” 

which states that if a saying or title like this could not have arisen out of Judaism or 

out of the early church, it must be authentic.”
340

 The phrase ‘Son of Man’ is 

sometimes used in the Bible to mean simply ‘a man’ (e.g. Matthew 8:20); but there 

are cases where this clearly is not the case, such as when Jesus refers to himself as 

‘the Son of Man’ and especially when he links this phrase to imagery of heavenly 

glory (clouds) drawn from Daniel 7 and other Jewish apocalyptic writings.  As John 

Drane explains: “In the book of Daniel and other Jewish apocalypses, the ‘son of 

man’ was a transcendent, heavenly figure who shared in God’s own power.”
341

 

In Matthew 12:6 Jesus tells the Pharisees “I say to you, that something greater 

than the Temple is here.”  How much greater?  In verse eight Jesus asserts, referring 

to himself, that “the Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”  How can anyone be Lord of 

the Sabbath in a Jewish mind except the God who instituted the Sabbath?: “This is a 

direct claim to deity.”
342

 There are several other instances of Jesus using ‘Son of Man’ 

“with reference to his future coming on the clouds of heaven and to his exultation at 

God’s right hand (Matthew 24:27, 37; Luke 17:30; 18:8; 21:36; 22:69).  This is the 

same as in Daniel 7 and the Jewish apocalypse.”
343

 

As Craig L. Blomberg argues, “contrary to popular contemporary. . . 

(mis)conceptions, “Son of Man” winds up being a very exulted title for Jesus.  It does 

not primarily focus on his true humanity but on his heavenly enthronement.”
344

  

Accordingly, “scholars have declared that Jesus’ use of Son of Man includes His 
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Deity as the heavenly, pre-existent, glorified figure of Dan 7:14.”
345

 As Oscar 

Cullman concludes: “by means of this very term Jesus spoke of his divine heavenly 

character. . . this meant a conscious identification with God. . .”
346

 

As N.T.Wright says of Jesus, “He believed himself called to do and be what, 

in the scriptures, only Israel’s God did and was.”
347

 In sum, there is “absolutely 

convincing evidence”
348

 that Jesus intended to stand in the very place of God: 

 

“Throughout Jesus’ claims several important points emerge.  First, there is no 

question that Jesus often accepted and sometimes even encouraged the 

appellations and attitudes appropriate only for God.  Second, Jesus himself 

unquestionably affirmed by words and actions these characteristics and 

prerogatives appropriate only to deity.  Third, the reaction of those around 

him manifests that they too understood him to be claiming deity. . .  Whatever 

one may think about the truth or falsity of Christ’s claims, it should be clear to 

the unbiased observer of the New Testament record that Jesus claimed to be 

equal to and identical with the Jehovah of the Old Testament.”
349

 

 

After investigating the matter for himself, John Rist, an agnostic professor of classics 

and philosophy, concluded: 

 

“the full range of Christian claims must go back to the very earliest followers 

of Jesus, and in all probability to Jesus himself.  The solution that either Jesus 

was a lunatic or his earliest followers were all blatant liars again seemed the 

only alternative possibility if their claims were false.  I could no longer delude 

myself that “real” scholarship told us that we have no evidence that Jesus 

himself, as well as the earliest generation of his followers, made claims for his 

divinity.  The attempt of the biblical critics to show that such claims grew up 

(or were fabricated) within the Church seemed to be a tissue of bad argument, 

unhistorical treatment of the sources and wishful thinking: the wish being to 

make Christianity acceptable to the conventional “liberal” orthodoxy. . . of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  The resulting “scholarship” was defective 

to a degree that would not be acceptable in other philological disciplines.  

When I saw this clearly, [liberal] biblical scholarship no longer stood in the 

way of my return to Christianity.  I had to decide only whether the totality of 

Jesus’ recorded behavior looked like that of a madman; it was not difficult to 

see that it did not.”
350

 

 

 There is hardly a belief less likely to have been adopted by first century Jews 

than the belief that a man was divine: “No Jew could sincerely think he was God.  No 

group in history was less likely to confuse the Creator with a creature than the Jews, 

the only people who had an absolute, and absolutely clear, distinction between the 

divine and the human.”
351

 That a man was a prophet, a priest, a king, or even all three 
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at one and the same time, yes.  That a man was God’s promised Messiah (whom they 

expected to lead Israel in throwing off the yoke of the Roman Empire), yes.  That a 

man, even such a man, was divine?  Unlikely in the extreme.  Unlikely that is, unless 

there were compelling evidence to the contrary.  New Testament scholar Michael 

Green puts the point powerfully in its historical context: 

 

“The Jews had really learnt one lesson by the first century AD.  That there is 

only one God, and no runners up.  They believed this so strongly that they 

would allow no images of the divine to decorate their synagogue. . .  Tacitus in 

his Histories preserves the utter amazement of the Romans when Pompey burst 

his way into the Holy of Holies in the Temple at Jerusalem - and found no 

statuette here!  So jealously did they stick to the Second Commandment that the 

Jews fought to the death rather than allow the Roman military standards, with 

their imperial medallions, to enter the Holy City.  So seriously did Jews take 

their monotheism that they would not take the sacred name of God (Yahweh) 

upon their lips.  At Qumran handbasins have been found in the scriptorium 

where the scrolls were written which were manifestly used for a ceremonial 

washing of the hands when the divine name was penned. In other words, if you 

had looked the whole world over for more stony and improbable soil in which 

to plan the idea of an incarnation you could not have done better than light upon 

Israel!  Indeed, the Jews were unique.  The Romans never could understand 

them, though they gave them a grudging kind of admiration.  These people were 

different from all other races on earth; since they made no image of the deity 

they must be ‘atheists’, and such they called them.  It was in this background, 

no other, that the conviction arose that God had incarnated himself in human 

flesh.”
352

 

 

 Before his conversion Paul was ‘a Jew’s Jew’.  After his conversion Paul was of 

course still a Jew, although he certainly would not have been considered ‘a Jew’s 

Jew’ by any non-Christian Jews!  And yet in the writings of this Jew, and one-time 

Jew of Jews, we find the continuation of strict Jewish monotheism side by side with 

the proclamation of Jesus’ divinity and humanity as God-The-Son Incarnate: 

 

“One of the most striking things about Pauline Christology. . . is this: at the very 

moment when he is giving Jesus the highest titles and honours, he is also 

emphasizing that he, Paul, is a good Jewish-style monotheist.  Faced with this 

evidence, we either have to conclude that Paul was really a very muddled 

theologian indeed, or that he intended to say, as clearly as was open to him, that 

when he put Jesus and God in the same bracket he was not intending to add a 

second god to the pantheon, as in paganism.  Nor was he intending that Jesus be 

seen as somehow absorbed into the being of the one God, without remainder.  

He was inviting his readers to see Jesus as retaining his full identity as the man 

Jesus of Nazareth, but within the inner being of the one God, the God of Jewish 

monotheism.”
353

 

 

How can we account for such a concept in the writings of such a man? 
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 Widening the question, how can we account for such a belief in the majority of 

New Testament books and letters, which are composed by Jews?  “Eight of the nine 

New Testament writers, like Jesus’ original disciples [some, like Matthew, are in both 

categories], were Jews, drilled in the Jewish axiom that there is only one God.”
354

 

Surely it would take massive and overwhelming evidence to put such a thought into 

such minds in such a culture at such a time.  Evidence of what?  Evidence that Jesus 

was who these writers claimed him to be: the Son of God Incarnate. 

 Widening the question even further, how are we to account for Jesus’ own 

belief in His divinity, unless we label Him a mad man or a liar?  As a Jew, Jesus 

surely must have had good reason to think Himself divine to utter what he would 

otherwise recognise as blasphemy.  What form would such evidence take?  I suggest 

it included His own feeling of special relationship with God as his “Father”, 

knowledge of events in his life (including the circumstances and manner of his birth), 

which fulfilled messianic prophecy (and which therefore showed his divinity), and his 

ability to work miracles (such as turning water into wine, and healing the sick).  

However, whatever prompted Jesus’ belief in His deity, it must have been personally 

compelling enough to make His conscience easy with His knowledge of the Old 

Testament.  Then again: “It is one thing for a first century Jew to claim to be God, but 

it is quite another to get other monotheistic Jews to believe it. . .  Both polytheism and 

idolatry were abhorrent to Jew, and yet these first century Jewish disciples of Jesus 

found it necessary to attribute deity to Jesus of Nazareth in many ways.”
355

 

  Jesus (who was obviously human) claimed divine status.  What are the logical 

alternatives given such a claim?  The oldest Christian argument for Jesus’ divinity ran 

“Aut deus aut homo malus”, which is Latin for, “Either God or a bad man”: “Let’s go 

through the logic of it.  The first premise is that Christ must either be God, as he 

claims to be, or a bad man, if he isn’t who he claims to be.  The second premise is that 

he isn’t a bad man.  The conclusion is that he is God.”
356

 The argument is certainly 

logically valid. 

  By a “bad man” we need not necessarily mean a morally bad man.  It would 

be wrong to claim that the only alternative to Jesus’ claim of deity being sincere and 

true is his claims being insincere and untrue.  We might mean by “bad man” that he 

was an intellectually bad man, in that perhaps he sincerely but mistakenly believed his 

claims. 

  Jesus either believes his own claims to divinity, or not.  If he doesn’t believe 

them he is morally bad.  If he does believe them he is intellectually “bad”, because, as 

Peter Kreeft says, “That’s a pretty large confusion!”
357

 Unless, that is, his claims are 

both sincere and true.  So, we can expand the original dilemma, “Aut deus aut homo 

malus”, into the following argument: ‘Jesus claimed divinity.  He either believed his 

claims or not.  If he didn’t believe them, then he was a morally bad man, that is, a liar 

and a hypocrite.  If he did believe them, he was either an intellectually bad man, or he 

was who he claimed to be.  Jesus wasn’t a morally bad man (liar), or an intellectually 

bad man (mad).  Therefore, Jesus was who he claimed to be.’ 

 Which of the two alternatives to Jesus’ actual divinity is the most attractive to 

someone who wants to deny the argument’s conclusion?  Jesus doesn’t strike one as 

the hypocritical, lying sort.  He has the wrong psychological profile to be a liar - 

especially on such a grand scale: 

                                                
354 J.I.Packer, Concise Theology, p105. 

355 Norman L. Geisler, Christian Apologetics, p335. 

356 Peter Kreeft, Between Heaven and Hell, p38. 

357 ibid, p39. 



 77 

 

“He was unselfish, loving, caring, compassionate, and passionate about 

teaching truth and helping others to truth.  Liars lie for selfish reasons, like 

money, fame, pleasure or power.  Jesus gave up all worldly goods, and life 

itself. . .  there is no conceivable motive for his lie.  It brought him hatred, 

rejection, misunderstanding, persecution, torture and death.”
358

 

 

 My guess, then, is the charge of “intellectually bad” is the more attractive 

alternative; although when we alter our terms and say “mad”, perhaps this will give 

pause for thought - for, if Jesus mistakenly thought he was divine, then he was 

deluded about his own identity in a “non-trivial” sense. 

  Suppose I claimed to be the greatest Christian Apologist to have ever lived (!).  

What would you think of me?  You’d think I was arrogant in the extreme, but perhaps 

not quite insane.  Suppose I furthermore claimed to be the greatest human being to 

have ever walked the earth, to be wiser than Socrates or Solomon, and holier than any 

saint before me.  What would you think then?  That I was an egotistical fool perhaps?  

A bit closer to insanity, yes?  But suppose I claimed to be your sinless saviour who 

could save your soul from Hell and bring you into Heaven if only you believed in me 

and worshipped me.  Suppose I told you to pray in my name.  Suppose I told you that 

following me and obeying my commands was more important than your love for your 

family.  Suppose I considered my own assertions to be equal in authority to those of 

the Bible, the written Word of God.  Suppose I acted as if I had no sense of sin, or 

guilt, or shame.  Suppose I said that the authorities were going to kill me, but that I 

would come back from the grave.  What would you think then, if I really believed 

what I said?  Wouldn’t you think, with every good reason, that I was quite insane?  I 

think you would.  You see, “The difference between what you are really and what you 

claim to be is a measure of your insanity.”
359

 But the gap between the Creator and the 

created is the biggest gap going, bigger than the gap between being the greatest 

apologist and being the apologist I am, or being the greatest man and being the man I 

am.  And so believing yourself to be divine is the greatest possible insanity. 

 Perhaps it might be argued that Jesus’ circumstances constituted a very special 

state of affairs in which he perhaps had every reason to form the belief that he was 

divine, and that although he believed his claims, he was not therefore necessarily mad, 

just mistaken.  Perhaps he knew his Torah and reasoned that, due to his family 

lineage, birth-place, etc., he was the Messiah, and that as the Messiah, he must be 

divine, with the authority to forgive sins and so on.  Surely, every reason advanced 

which could cause Jesus to reasonably form the belief that he was divine, is in fact a 

reason to think that he was!  If the arguments proposed would not make it reasonable 

for Jesus to think that he was divine, then his belief was unreasonable, and we have 

not escaped the conclusion that he was mad.  It would surely take more than a few 

clues to cause a monotheistic Jew to believe that he was God’s one and only Son. 

 Have we exhausted the options?  Is there perhaps some ‘third way’?  I only 

have one logical possibility to add, that Jesus was both insincere and correct, that he 

thought his claims to divinity were lies, but that he was in-fact divine.  This 

possibility is introduced only in the name of completeness, to be ruled out-of-court as 

soon as it has been raised.  Not only does it suffer from the same criticism as can be 

advanced against the theory that Jesus was insincere and not divine (who would die 
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for a lie as Jesus did, uttering one of his strongest blasphemies at his trial?  Neither 

does Jesus seem like the hypocritical sort, etc.), but it suffers from the near 

impossibility of thinking that an all-good God would go about things in such a round-

about, morally questionable way. 

 Given Jesus’ claims, the options before us are four-fold.  Either Jesus’ claims 

were sincere, or they were not.  If they were sincere, either he was who he claimed to 

be, or he was not, in which case he was mad.  If Jesus’ claims were not sincere, then 

either he was divine anyway, although he believed himself a liar, or he was a mere, 

lying, hypocritical man.  In other words: 

 

1) Jesus’ claim was both sincere and correct, he is divine as well as human. 

2) Jesus’ claim was sincere, but wrong, in which case he was deluded about his own 

identity, and was therefore a lunatic. 

3) Jesus’ claim was insincere; in which case he was either: 

3i) God-Incarnate without knowing it (and when he insincerely claimed divinity he 

spoke the truth without knowing it); or 

3ii) When he thought he was lying he was lying, and he is not who he claimed to be, 

but a mere lying, hypocritical con-man. 

 

  In order to deny that Jesus was who he said he was (1/3i), we must affirm one 

of the available alternatives: either Jesus was mad, in that he was deluded about his 

own identity (2), or he was merely a lying man (3ii); for “if Jesus was not who he 

claimed to be, then he was either a charlatan or a madman, neither of which is 

plausible.”
360

 These positions exhaust the possibilities.  If we are not prepared to 

believe that Jesus was mad, or that he was a liar, then we must be prepared to believe 

that he was who he claimed to be (1): 

 

“There was a man born among these Jews who claimed to be, or to be the son 

of, or to be “one with”, the Something which is at once the awful hunter of 

nature and the giver of the moral law.  The claim is so shocking - a paradox, and 

even a horror, which we may easily be lulled into taking too lightly - that only 

two views of this man are possible.  Either he was a raving lunatic of an 

unusually abominable type, or else he was, and is, precisely what He said.  

There is no middle way.  If the records make the first hypothesis unacceptable, 

you must submit to the second.  And if you do that, all else that is claimed by 

Christians becomes credible - that this Man, having been killed, was yet alive, 

and that His death, in some manner. . . has effected a real change in our 

relations to the “awful” and “righteous” Lord, and a change in our favour. . .”
361

 

 

 It seems impossible, or at least highly unlikely, that God would become 

Incarnate as a person whose human range of consciousness did not know this to be the 

case, and which would then proceed to insincerely claim divinity, thinking that they 

were lying when in actual fact they were unwittingly speaking the truth (3i).  Such a 

state of affairs would involve God in lying, and a seemingly indefensible case of lying 

at that (what mitigating circumstance could there possibly be for such a lie?  Why 

would God go about things in this roundabout manner?).  Believing God to be all-
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good would seem to count decisively against this possibility. Even if it does not, we 

are still left with the conclusion that Jesus was God Incarnate. 

 What about the other two alternatives to the sincere and correct claim to 

divinity?  Was Jesus a liar?  If he was, why did he lie, perhaps most spectacularly of 

all, when he was under the threat of death?  At his trial Jesus answered a direct 

question from his examiner by uttering what they perceived to be a blasphemy (Mark 

14v60-64).  Jesus surely knew the effect his blasphemy would have upon his captors. 

 Was Jesus a lunatic?  “So extraordinary was the person who Jesus thought 

himself to be that Dunn at the end of his study of the self-consciousness of Jesus feels 

compelled to remark, “One last question cannot be ignored: Was Jesus mad?”  Dunn 

rejects the hypothesis that Jesus was insane because it cannot account for the full 

portrait of Jesus that we have in the gospels.  The balance and soundness of Jesus’ 

whole life and teachings make it evident that he was no lunatic.”
362

 If Jesus was mad, 

we’d need to create a whole new category of lunacy just for him: 

 

“There are lunatics in asylums who sincerely believe they are God.  The 

“divinity complex” is a recognised form of psychopathology.  Its character traits 

are well known: egotism, narcissism, inflexibility, dullness, predictability, 

inability to understand and love others as they really are and creatively relate to 

others.  In other words, this is the polar opposite of the personality of Jesus!  

More than any other man in history, Jesus had the three essential virtues every 

human being needs and wants: wisdom, love, and creativity.  He wisely and 

cannily saw into people’s hearts, behind their words.  He solved insolvable 

problems.  He also gave totally to others, including his very life.  Finally, he 

was the most creative, interesting, unpredictable man who ever lived.  No one - 

believer, unbeliever, agnostic - was ever bored by him.  The common verb 

predicated of those who met Jesus was Thames, “to wonder.”  Lunatics are not 

wonderful, but Jesus was the most wonderful person in history.  If that were 

lunacy, lunacy would be more desirable than sanity.”
363

 

 

 Peter Kreeft, in his imaginative dialogue Between Heaven and Hell, provides us 

with a way to highlight the uniqueness of Jesus’ character, to illuminate the nature of 

the paradox before us: a man who is neither a liar nor a lunatic who claims equality 

with Jehovah. 

 Let us first divide humanity into two classes.  In the first class we place the 

very few enormously great and wise people like Jesus, Socrates, Solomon, Buddha, 

Confucius, and Zoroaster.  In the other category we place the vast majority of 

“ordinary” human beings, people like me and you.  Call the small group Sages, and 

the large group non-sages.  This dividing line is “soft”, it is a matter of degree rather 

than of black-and-white quality, but this does not stop there being some people who 

are clear examples of either group.  I clearly fit into the group of non-sages, while 

Socrates and Jesus clearly fit into the group of Sages.  If you doubt this, consider what 

we mean by a “sage”.  Sages seem to have “three prominent psychological 

characteristics”.
364

 First is unusual insight or wisdom about the human heart.  Sages 

are philosophers of a practical kind whose insight includes “both insight into universal 

truths about human nature. . . and insight into the peculiar truths and falsehoods of the 
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individual. . .”
365

 This is a combination Buddhists call prajna.  It makes the teaching 

of a Sage something out of the ordinary, “challenging, surprising, often upsetting.”
366

 

Sages make enemies through the expression of their wisdom. 

 The second characteristic of all Sages is “Love, altruism, compassion, 

selflessness.”
367

 Buddhists call this karuna, the kind of love which comes naturally to 

the big of heart, the sort of love that makes you humble.  “Sages are earthy.  They feel 

at home with you, and they make you feel at home with them.  They are with you. . . 

they always have plenty of room in themselves for you and your needs.”
368

 

 The third quality of the Sage is creativity.  “They can’t be programmed, 

pinned down, predicted and controlled.  They can’t be classified into familiar 

categories [apart from “Sage” I suppose!]”
369

 For instance, Socrates was executed by 

a conspiracy between the political Left and Right.  Jesus’ enemies included the 

dogmatic Pharisees and the sceptical Sadducees. 

 Now we proceed to divide these two groups (Sages and non-sages) into four, 

along another dividing line: on one side of this new line are all the people who have 

ever claimed to be God, and on the other side is everyone else (and by “God” we 

mean the God of Theism).  So now we have four classes: 1) non-sages who have not 

claimed to be God.  2) non-sages who have claimed to be God.  3) Sages who have 

not claimed to be the God, and 4), Sages who have claimed to be the God of the 

Bible. 

 Now, most people are in the first group.  There are some people in the second 

group, people with the “divinity complex”.  People with this recognised mental 

condition are the opposite of everything that defines the Sage: 

 

“the supposed “wisdom” of this “God” turns out to be mere platitudes that 

everyone agrees with already.  Nothing surprising, nothing original. . .  he is a 

parrot. . .  his ego is so small that it has no room in itself for you.  He is hard, 

brittle and narrow.  He clings to his illusion of divinity as “something to be 

grasped” [contrast this with what Paul says in Philippians 2v6]  . . .The person 

suffering from a divinity complex cannot empty himself because there is not 

much of a self there to empty.  He is incapable of caring about you for the same 

reason he is incapable of insight into you: he is only into himself.  No prajna 

and no karuna. . .  He’s predictable as a machine. . .”
370

 

 

 There are a few people in class three, Sages who did not claim divinity, such as 

Socrates, Buddha, and Confucius.  When they asked Jesus who he was, however, he 

affirmed his equality with Jehovah.  There is only one person in the fourth class of 

person, Sages who claim divinity, Jesus.  As C.S.Lewis pointed out, if you had asked 

Socrates if he were Zeus, “he would have laughed at you”.  If you had asked Buddha 

if he were the son of Bramah, “he would have said, ‘My son, you are still in the vale 

of illusion’.”  If you had asked Confucius if he were Heaven, he would have replied 

that, “Remarks which are not in accordance with nature are in bad taste.”  If you had 
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asked Mohammed if he was Allah, he would have rent his clothes like Ciaphas, “and 

then cut your head off.”
371

 

 Jesus is the only Sage to have claimed divinity in the theistic sense.  But Sages 

are not lying hypocrites.  Nor are they insane.  Sages are the last people to lie, or to be 

insane.  Therefore, if you want to escape the conclusion that Jesus is God Incarnate, 

you will have to move Jesus from category number four, either by denying he claimed 

divinity, or by denying that he was a Sage, or by denying both.  The Biblical and 

extra-Biblical evidence rules out the first option, and so the third.  And do we really 

want to deny that Jesus was a Sage, placing him in the category of ordinary people 

who claim divinity and are therefore mad? 

 Jesus was neither a liar, nor a lunatic: “Why could he not be either a liar or a 

lunatic?  Because of his character.  There are two things everyone admits about Jesus’ 

character: he was wise and he was good.  A lunatic is the opposite of wise, and a liar 

is the opposite of good.”
372 

Therefore, he must be who he claimed to be, the Son of 

God. 

 I conclude this argument with what must surely be the most quoted paragraph 

from the writings of C.S.Lewis, a paragraph that has deservedly acquired classic 

status among Christian apologists for its lucidity and logic in summarising the 

dilemma presented by the person of Jesus: 

 

“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people 

often say about Him: “I’, ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I 

don’t accept His claim to be God.”  That is the one thing we must not say.  A 

man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be 

a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic - on a level with the man 

who says he is a poached egg - or else he would be the devil of Hell.  You 

must make your choice.  Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a 

madman or something worse.  You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit on 

Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord 

and God.  But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a 

great human teacher.  He has not left that open to us.  He did not intend to.”
373

  

 

 

The Resurrection 

 
“They killed him by hanging him on a tree, but God raised him from the dead on the third day and 

caused him to be seen.  He was not seen by all the people, but by witnesses whom God had already 

chosen – by us who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.” - Peter’s words to Cornelius, 

Acts 10:36-41 (c A.D. 62). 

 

As leading apologist Gary R. Habermas argues, any conclusion about the historicity 

of the resurrection must accommodate the minimal set of facts acknowledged by 

critical scholars: 

 

“Even most skeptical scholars admit a minimal core of facts pertaining to 

Jesus’ death and the following events. . .  Virtually no one doubts Jesus’ death 

by crucifixion.  It is also recognized that the disciples despaired. . .  As well 
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recognized as any New Testament fact is that, shortly after Jesus’ death, these 

followers had experiences that they believed were appearances of the risen 

Jesus.  As a result, they were transformed from being in a state of fear to being 

willing to die for their faith.  Very soon afterwards, the disciples proclaimed 

Jesus’ death and resurrection as their central message in Jerusalem and the 

surrounding area, and the church was born.  Two skeptics, Jesus’ brother 

James and Saul (Paul) became believers after they also believed that Jesus had 

appeared to them.”
374

 

 

Indeed, William Lane Craig, Gary R. Habermas, Terry L. Miethe and J.P.Moreland 

all defend the resurrection on the basis of twelve historical facts that are agreed upon 

by the majority of critical scholars: 

 

1. Jesus died on the cross. 

 

2. Jesus was buried in a tomb.  According to Craig: “the burial story is widely 

recognized as a historically credible narrative.”
375

 You admit: “It is difficult to 

account for the discovery of the empty tomb by women, since the testimony of 

women would not have much weight in this culture, and it is difficult to account for 

the involvement of Joseph of Arimathea, “a respected member of the council” which 

had turned Jesus over to Pilate. . .  many scholars are convinced that the story of 

Joseph of Arimathea evidences that Jesus was actually entombed, and their point is 

well taken.”  According to William Lane Craig: “Even the most skeptical scholars 

acknowledge that Joseph was probably the genuine, historical individual who buried 

Jesus, since it is unlikely that early Christian believers would invent an individual, 

give him a name and nearby town of origin, and place that fictional character on the 

historical council of the Sanhedrin, whose members were well known.”
376

 According 

to Raymond Brown “That the burial by Joseph of Aremathea is very probable, since a 

Christian fictional creation from nothing of a Jewish Sanhedrist who does what is 

right is almost inexplicable. . .  While high probability is not certitude, there is 

nothing in the basic pre-Gospel account of Jesus’ burial by Joseph that could not 

plausibly be deemed historical.”
377

  The late John A. T. Robinson of Cambridge 

University attested that the burial of Jesus in the tomb is “one of the earliest and best 

attested facts about Jesus.”
378

 

  While we’re on the topic of the tomb, according to Professor Ralph O. 

Muncaster: 

 

“The Church of the Holy Sepulchre marks the site most archaeologists agree is 

the place of Jesus’ crucifixion [burial] and resurrection.  Such a site would 

certainly be remembered by early Christians. . .  the emperor Hadrian placed a 

statue of the pagan god Venus on the site of Golgotha (where Jesus was 

crucified) and a similar statue of Jupiter on the tomb of the resurrection, 
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hoping that Christians would forget their holy sites.  Instead it helped them 

mark and remember the location. . .  Later, when Constantine ended 

persecution by making Christianity the state religion of Rome, his mother 

Helena helped erect a church over the two sites.  A large gathering of Bishops 

was held in Jerusalem to consecrate the church in the year 335.”
379

 

 

  An engaging discussion of the location of Jesus’ burial and other matters of 

archaeological geography can be found in Dr. Peter Walker’s The Weekend That 

Changed the World (Harper Collins, 1999).  Walker, a lecturer in theology at 

Wycliffe Hall in Oxford who regularly leads tours to Jerusalem, notes that: 

 

“Melito of Sardis, who visited Jerusalem around AD 170, speaks on three 

occasions in his Paschal Homily of Jesus being crucified ‘in the middle of the 

city’.  He also in the same passage speaks of Jesus being crucified in the 

middle of the plateia, a word which may be translated as ‘plaza’ or ‘square’.  . 

.  Had his guides pointed out to him the probable scene of the crucifixion – 

now located in the heart of Aelia Capitolina [as Jerusalem was re-named after 

the unsuccessful first Jewish rebellion] and under Hadrian’s forum and temple 

precinct?  If so, this would indicate that the traditional identification was well 

established by the latter half of the second century.”
380

 

 

  In the words of Wolfgang Trilling: “It appears unfounded to doubt the fact of 

Jesus’ honorable burial”.
381

 

 

3. His disciples doubted and despaired because Jesus’ death challenged their 

hopes that he was the awaited Messiah.  In the words of John Polkinghorne, “There 

can be no reason to doubt that Good Friday saw [the disciples] demoralized and 

defeated, fearfully abandoning their master to the fate of crucifixion.  The shameful 

story of their flight and Peter’s denial could only have been preserved and repeated 

because it was part of the record of what actually happened.”
382

 True enough, the 

gospels record that Jesus predicted his death and resurrection, but it also reports that 

the disciples were not waiting in expectant hope that Jesus would rise before the 

general resurrection expected by Jewish thought.  It is too simplistic to say that since 

these two records contradict each other we have cause to doubt them both and the 

narratives in which they appear.  Since when have people in extremis been so 

rational?  After all, Jesus’ predictions of his resurrection went against their 

assumptions that the messiah would bring political freedom from Rome and that 

resurrection was a purely end-of-history type of event: “Ancient Judaism did not 

know of an anticipated resurrection as an event of history.  Nowhere does one find in 

the literature anything comparable to the resurrection of Jesus.”
383

 Indeed, Craig lists 

three reasons why the disciples despaired at Jesus’ death: “their leader was dead, and 

Jews had no belief in a dying, much less rising, Messiah.  According to Jewish law, 

Jesus’ execution as a criminal showed him out to be a heretic, a man literally under 
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the curse of God.  Jewish beliefs about the afterlife precluded anyone’s rising from 

the dead before the general resurrection at the end of the world.”
384

 

  Moreover, Jesus’ predictions on this matter were probably rather obscure – 

only to be seen in their true light after-the-fact: 

 

“In His prophecy of Matthew 12:40 He did not clearly say He would die, that 

His body would be buried, and that three days later His body would be 

resurrected, leaving a tomb empty.  Rather he made an enigmatical reference 

to Jonah’s experience in the “whale” and indicated that He would have a 

similar experience. . .  When He predicted the resurrection in connection with 

His cleansing of the temple (John 2:18,19), He said, “Destroy this temple, and 

in three days I will raise it up.”  Actually, except for Jesus himself, no one on 

earth really understood those predictions until after the resurrection and then 

only with considerable reflection (John 2:20, 21).  When prophecy had 

become history, then with reflection it was seen that our Lord was speaking of 

the resurrection, and that unmistakably (John 2:22).”
385

 

 

  Jesus’ trial reflects the fact that he was know to have made some remark about 

destroying the temple, but that this remark was not clearly understood: “Then some 

stood up and gave false testimony against him: “We heard him say, ‘I will destroy this 

man-made temple and in three days will build another, not made by man’.”  Yet even 

their testimony did not agree.” (Mark 15:57.)  It seems to me that the more obscure 

predictions are most likely representative of Jesus’ actual teaching and that the clearer 

predictions are a (perhaps unconscious) reading-back on the part of the gospel writers 

from a position of hindsight: “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his 

disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things. . . and that he must be 

killed and on the third day be raised to life.” (Matthew 16:21)  Jesus may have taught 

this, but mainly in the oblique manner recorded by Matthew 12:40 and John 2:18,19.  

Matthew goes on to note how “Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.  

“Never, Lord!” he said.  “This shall never happen to you.” (Matthew 16:22.)  The 

New Testament often depicts the disciples as being slow to understand Jesus.  Indeed, 

Luke explicitly states, in conjunction with one of Jesus’ prophecies concerning his 

death and resurrection, that: “The disciples did not understand any of this.  Its 

meaning was hidden from them, and they did not know what he was talking about.” 

(Luke 18:34, cf. Luke 24:6-8).  As Clark H. Pinnock writes: 

 

“I think it is important to recognize that the disciples were not expecting Jesus 

to rise from the dead even though he himself believed God would vindicate 

him. . .  The reason for this is that in Jewish expectation the resurrection of the 

dead would occur on the last day and involve everybody.  It would not happen 

before this or involve only one person.  They were not familiar with the idea 

that the Messiah would be raised by himself in advance of that great event, 

and it required a revolution in their thinking for them to accommodate to it.  

They were in fact completely demoralized by the death of Jesus and not filled 

with hope at all.  So we cannot account for the resurrection faith on the basis 
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of the keen expectation of the disciples.  Something objective must have 

happened to kindle faith in their discouraged hearts.”
386

   

 

 

4. The tomb in which Jesus was buried was discovered to be empty just a few 

days later.  As Alister McGrath writes: “The resurrection has many facets, of which 

the empty tomb is one.  It proves nothing by itself.  But it is not meant to be taken in 

isolation.  Rather, it is to be seen as one part of a consistent overall picture of the 

resurrection.”
387

 Although this is here the fact with least consensual support, it is still 

accepted by the majority of scholars.  According to McGarth, “the empty tomb. . . is 

such a major element in each of the four gospels. . . that it must be considered to have 

a basis in historical fact.”
388

 As Craig avers: “Any later, legendary account would 

surely have made male disciples discover the empty tomb.  Indeed, critics often see 

the story of Peter’s inspection of the empty tomb (along with other disciples) as just 

such a legendary progression.  The fact that it is women, whose testimony was 

worthless, rather than men who are said in the earliest narrative to be the discoverers 

of the empty tomb is best explained by the fact that the tradition here is reliable.”
389

 

  However, some suggest that an alternative explanation to the resurrection of 

why Jesus’ tomb was not venerated is that there was no tomb to venerate.  However, 

the evidence for the veracity of Jesus’ burial by Joseph of Arimethea contradicts this 

suggestion.  Every piece of evidence for the empty tomb is a piece of evidence for 

Jesus’ burial, for the only significant thing about the emptiness of the tomb is that it 

had previously contained Jesus’ corpse! 

  Raymond Brown argues that “to read a hint of the empty tomb in the [1
st
 

Corinthians creed’s] reference to Jesus’ burial goes beyond the evidence, for the 

formula’s sequence of death, burial, resurrection and appearance is meant primarily to 

bring out [that] the Jesus who died and was buried is the same Jesus who was raised 

and appeared.”  Well, the creed certainly does convey this message.  Brown is also 

right to note that: “This continuity. . . is an important element in the idea of bodily 

resurrection”; but this is precisely why his comment that the creed “tells us nothing 

about an empty tomb” is so perplexing.  If the tomb had not been empty, then the 

disciples, being Jews who believed in bodily resurrection, would never have believed 

or preached that Jesus had been bodily resurrected.  As William Lane Craig points 

out, there were other conceptual categories available to them that would have been 

appropriate to describe Jesus as a non-bodily-resurrected by nevertheless continuing 

spiritual power or presence.  For example, the Old Testament talks about certain men 

of God being taken directly into heaven.  This being so, the creed Paul quotes in 1 

Corinthians 15 does imply, and thereby evidence, the existence of an empty tomb. 

  The story of the guard placed upon Jesus’ tomb also evinces this point; for 

even if Matthew’s explanation of events is taken to be a piece of made-up Christian 

propaganda, this presupposes that the tomb was found empty, for the polemic is all 

about why the tomb was empty (the Jews said the disciples stole it; the disciples said 

Jesus had been resurrected), not whether it was empty.  The emptiness of the tomb is 
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thus presupposed by the whole episode: “the telling of the story is senseless unless 

everyone – Christian and non-Christian alike – agreed that the tomb was empty.”
390

 

  William Lane Craig argues: “If it can be shown that the story of Jesus’ burial 

in the tomb is basically reliable [as you admit], then the fact that the tomb was later 

found empty is also close at hand.”
391

 Why? 

 

“For if the burial account is reliable, then the site of Jesus’ grave was well 

known.  But in that case, the tomb must have been empty when the disciples 

began to preach the resurrection. . .  In the first place, the disciples themselves 

could never have believed in the resurrection of Jesus when faced with a tomb 

containing his corpse.  In the second place, no one would have believed them, 

even if they had claimed he was risen, since it would have been. . . impossible 

for anyone to believe a man had been raised from the dead when his body was 

still in the grave. . .”
392

 However, as has already been noted, “the burial 

account is widely recognized to be one of the most historically reliable 

narratives concerning Jesus’ suffering and death. . .”
393

 

 

Thus Jeffery L. Sheler writes that “the weight of textual evidence presents a strong 

case that the empty tomb was indeed part of the earliest gospel tradition.”
394

; Jacob 

Kremer reports that “By far, most exegetes. . . hold firmly to the reliability of the 

biblical statements over the empty tomb.”
395

; Rudolf Schnackenburg says that “most 

exegetes accept the historicity of the empty tomb, so that this question is not the 

decisive point in the discussion about the resurrection.”
396

; and Craig L. Blomberg 

notes that “a rapidly growing number of scholars recognizes that the evidence for 

Jesus’ tomb being empty is virtually irrefutable.”
397

 

  To the above arguments we may also add two pieces of archaeological 

evidence.
398

 The first is that, granted that the site of Jesus’ tomb was indeed 

remembered (although not venerated) by the early Christians, it is in fact empty (cf. 

my above discussion of the tomb)!  The second is a white marble slab, found in 

Nazareth, bearing the following inscription: 

 

“Ordinance of Caesar.  It is my pleasure that graves and tombs remain 

perpetually undisturbed for those who have made them for the cult of their 

ancestors or children or members of their house.  If, however, anyone charges 

that another has either demolished them, or has in any other way extracted the 

buried, or has maliciously transferred them to other places in order to wrong 

them, or has displaced the sealing on other stones, against such a one I order 

that a trial be instituted, as in respect of the gods, so in regard to the cult of 

mortals.  For it shall be much more obligatory to honor the buried.  Let it be 
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absolutely forbidden for anyone to disturb them.  In case of violation I desire 

that the offender be sentenced to capital punishment on the charge of violation 

of sepulcher.”
399

 

 

Because this inscription contains lettering belonging to the first half of the first 

century, “scholars place the date of its composition before A.D. 50.”
400

 Since the 

central Roman government didn’t assume the administration of Galilee until after the 

death of Agrippa, this inscription must date from “after A.D. 44.”
401

 This means that 

the originator of the order must have been the emperor Claudius.  In one of his letters 

of A.D. 41 Claudius forbids the Alexandrian Jews “to bring or invite other Jews to 

come by sea from Syria.  If they do not abstain from this conduct I shall proceed 

against them [the Jews] for fomenting a malady common to the world.”
402

 Many 

scholars take this “malady” to be a reference to Christianity.  Putting these facts 

together, Josh McDowell and Bill Wilson propose that: 

 

“Claudius must have received a letter from the Procurator of Judea or Syria 

regarding the expansion of the Christian religion which the Jewish authorities 

contended all began when the disciples stole the body of Jesus the Nazarene 

from its grave.  Irritated, Claudius issued his directive with instructions that it 

be posted in the town of Nazareth.  His irritation can especially be seen in the 

fact that this type of offence did not previously carry anything near the 

extreme penalty of capital punishment.”
403

 

 

  The evidence concerning Caesar’s decree and the site of the empty tomb is 

perhaps no more than suggestive; but these are only two minor clues amongst a host 

of clues that all point in the same direction.  According to Eduard Schweizer affirms 

that the empty tomb is “one of the most reliable pieces of information about the 

historical course of events that we possess.”
404

 Even the skeptical historian Michael 

Grant concedes this in his book Jesus: An Historian’s Review of the Gospels, “True, 

the discovery of the empty tomb is differently described by the various gospels, but if 

we apply the same sort of criteria that we would apply to any other ancient literary 

source, then the evidence is firm and plausible enough to necessitate the conclusion 

that the tomb was, indeed, found empty.” 

 

5. The disciples had experiences that they believed were appearances of the risen 

Jesus.  “Virtually every contemporary New Testament scholar. . . agrees that the 

original disciples had apparitional experiences of Jesus alive after his death.”
405

 

According to Reginald Fuller, the certainty that the disciples had some sort of 

visionary experiences “is a fact upon which both believer and unbeliever may 

agree.”
406

 Even a liberal scholar like E.P.Sanders can write “That Jesus’ followers 
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(and later Paul) had resurrection experiences is, in my judgment a fact.  What the 

reality was that gave rise to the experiences I do not know.”
407

 

  According to Craig, “Most New Testament critics are prepared to admit that 

the disciples did see appearances of Jesus. . .”
408

 After all, “The gospels testify 

unanimously that Jesus appeared physically and bodily to the disciples.”
409

 As Ronald 

H. Nash says: “The New Testament presents the resurrection of Jesus Christ as a 

historical event that is supported by the strongest possible eyewitness testimony”.
410

  

Moreover, as Craig notes: 

 

“The appearance to Peter is independently attested by Paul and Luke (1 Cor 

15:5; Lk 24:34), the appearance to the Twelve by Paul, Luke and John (I Cor 

15:5; Lk 24:36-43; Jn 20:19-20), the appearance to the women disciples by 

Matthew and John (Mt 28:9-10; Jn 20:11-17), and appearances to the disciples 

in Galilee by Mark. . . and John (Mk 16:7; . . .Jn 21).”
411

 

 

This fact makes any suggestion that the disciples were deceivers ludicrous, and to my 

mind it also makes the supposition that they were simply mistaken or somehow 

deceived hard to swallow.  I know it would take a lot to convince me that my dead 

Grandfather had come back to life.  Likewise, I suppose the disciples took a lot of 

convincing.  They were convinced. 

 

6. The disciples were transformed and were willing to die for the truth of the 

resurrection.  J.N.D.Anderson asks, “How can one explain the change in Peter, from 

a man who denied his Master three times before house-hold servants to one who told 

the chief priests to their face that God had raised from the dead the one whom they 

had crucified. . ?”
412

 I think we should agree with Wolfhart Pannenberg who wrote: 

“The Easter appearances are not to be explained from the Easter faith of the disciples, 

rather, conversely, the Easter faith of the disciples is to be explained from the 

appearances.”
413

 

 

7. The resurrection was at the heart of preaching in the early church.  Both 

Galatians (probably written in A.D. 48/49) and I Thessalonians (A.D. 50/51) contain 

clear statements that God raised Jesus from the dead: “Thus Paul is writing within 15 

to 21 years of the resurrection that it actually occurred.  Paul’s earliest testimony to 

the resurrection [the creed quoted in 1 Corinthians 15] goes all the way back to within 

approximately three years of its occurrence.”
414

 Reginald Fuller labels the disciple’s 

belief in the risen Jesus “one of the indisputable facts of history.”
415

 According to 

Gerhard Koch: “It is everywhere clear that the event of Easter is the central point of 

the New Testament message.  Resurrection by God and appearing before his disciples 

constitute the basis of the New Testament proclamation of Christ, without which there 

would be virtually no witness to Christ.”
416
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8. This message was first proclaimed in Jerusalem, the city where Jesus had died. 

As Craig argues: “The fact that the Christian fellowship, founded on belief in Jesus’ 

resurrection, could arise and flourish in the face of its enemies in Jerusalem, the very 

city where Jesus had only recently been publicly executed and buried, is powerful 

evidence for the fact of the empty tomb.”
417

 

 

9. The Christian church was firmly established by these disciples. 

According to Clark Pinnock: “It seems very unlikely that the Jesus movement within 

Judaism would have survived the execution of its leader or that there would be today, 

nearly two thousand years later, a Christian community numbering hundreds of 

millions unless something undeniably real took place.”
418

 

 

10. The primary day of worship for the early church was Sunday – the day 

Jesus’ tomb was discovered to be empty.  Why did the Christians move their day of 

worship from the Sabbath to Sunday?  Because this was the day that Jesus’ tomb was 

discovered to be empty. 

 

11. James, Jesus’ previously skeptical brother was converted when he believed 

he saw the risen Jesus.  Hans Grass calls the appearance to James “one of the surest 

proofs” of the resurrection of Jesus.
419

 Again, “What transformed James, Christ’s 

unbelieving brother throughout the years of his ministry, into the chairman or bishop 

of the Jerusalem church a few years later?  The New Testament reveals this secret too, 

for we read that the risen Christ had a personal interview with James [cf. 1 

Corinthians 15:7].”
420

 

 

12. Paul, a leading persecutor of the early church was also converted to 

Christianity by an experience that he believed to be of the risen Jesus.  This fact 

is accepted on all sides. 

 

Since the disciples first claimed that Jesus was alive after his death and burial skeptics 

have attempted to provide naturalistic explanations for the above data.  None have 

been successful and few if any contemporary scholars continue the attempt; they are 

more likely to simply confess ignorance of what really happened while denying the 

possibility of resurrection on philosophical rather than historical grounds.
421

 As 

C.S.Lewis said of some critics, “The canon ‘If miraculous, unhistorical’ is one they 

bring to their study of the texts, not one they have learned from it.”
422

 

  Jesus either died on the cross or not.  The naturalistic theory that says Jesus 

didn’t die is called the ‘swoon’ theory.  If Jesus did die, then either he rose from the 

dead or he did not.  If Jesus didn’t rise from the dead, then his disciples, who claimed 

to have met Jesus after his resurrection, were either deceived (the ‘swoon’ or 

‘hallucination’ theory) or deceivers (the ‘conspiracy’ theory).  It follows that if Jesus 

didn’t ‘swoon’ (i.e. if he did die on the cross), and if the disciples were neither 
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deceived nor deceivers, then Jesus was resurrected.  C.S.Lewis hit the nail on the head 

when he said: “The question is, I suppose, whether any hypothesis covers the facts so 

well as the Christian hypothesis.”
423

  With Lewis, I think the evidence clearly 

supports “the Christian hypothesis”, for: “The alternative hypothesis is not legend, nor 

exaggeration, nor the apparitions of a ghost.  It is either lunacy or lies.  Unless one can 

take the second alternative (and I can’t) one turns to the Christian theory.”
424

 In the 

final analysis then, the same trilemma that faces us in assessing the person of Jesus 

(lunatic, liar or Lord) faces us in assessing the resurrection: the disciples are either 

deceived or deceivers, or Jesus is alive!  Let’s examine the alternatives: 

 

Disciples Deceived: The ‘swoon’ theory. 

 

Jesus did not survive crucifixion.
425

 The Romans were very careful to eliminate this 

possibility.  Roman law placed a death penalty “on any soldier who let a capital 

prisoner escape in any way, including bungling a crucifixion.”
426

 That the soldiers did 

not break Jesus’ legs as they did with their other victims means that they were sure 

that Jesus was already dead, because legs were broken to hasten death by 

asphyxiation.  Just to make certain, however, Jesus was speared in the side.  John, an 

eyewitness, testified to seeing ‘blood and water’ come from the wound.  As Dr. 

Truman Davies points out, although John could not have known the significance of 

his observation, this is “conclusive post-mortem evidence that [Christ] died, not the 

usual crucifixion death by suffocation, but of heart failure due to shock and 

constriction of the heart by fluid in the pericardium.”
427

 As an article in the Journal of 

the American Medical Association (21 March 1986) concluded: 

 

“Clearly, the weight of historical and medical evidence indicates that Jesus 

was dead before the wound to his side was inflicted and supports the 

traditional view that the spear, thrust between his right rib, probably perforated 

not only the right lung but also the pericardium and heart and thereby ensured 

his death.  Accordingly, interpretations based on the assumption that Jesus did 

not die on the cross appear to be at odds with modern medical knowledge.” 

 

Gary R. Habermas and J.P.Moreland summarize the evidence: 

 

“The death of Jesus due to the rigors of crucifixion is corroborated by the 

nature of crucifixion. . . medical research on the location of the spear wound, 

the early creed in 1 Corinthians 15:3ff. . .  Numerous other sources of 

information on Jesus’ death are provided in the Gospels, other early New 

Testament creeds (such as 1 Cor. 11:23-26; Phil. 2:8), and non-Christian 

sources from a few decades later (see Tacitus’ Annals 15:44).”
428
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As John Dominic Crossan asserts: “That he was crucified is as sure as anything 

historical can ever be.”
429

 

  Even if Jesus had survived crucifixion, his body was wrapped in winding 

sheets and entombed.  How could he survive three days in a tomb?  “The extent of 

Jesus’ tortures was such that he could never have survived the crucifixion and 

entombment.”
430

 If he did survive, how could he get out without help (the conspiracy 

theory)?  Remember, the authorities posted an armed guard on the tomb.
431

 How 

could a swooning, half-dead man (or even the disciples) roll away the tomb stone and 

fight off an armed guard?! 

  Even if Jesus had survived crucifixion, and three days wrapped up in a tomb, 

and somehow managed to get out, how did he convince his disciples that he was the 

resurrected Lord of life?  As the nineteenth century liberal theologian David Strauss 

wrote: 

   

“It is impossible that a being who had stolen half-dead out of the sepulchre, 

who crept about weak and ill, wanting medical treatment, who required 

bandaging, strengthening and indulgence, and who was still at last yielding to 

his sufferings, could have given the disciples the impression that he was a 

Conqueror over death and the grave, the Prince of life, an impression which 

lay at the bottom of their future ministry.  Such a resuscitation could only have 

weakened the impression which he had made upon them in life and death, at 

the most could only have given it an elegiac voice, but could by no possibility 

have changed their sorrow into enthusiasm, have elevated their reverence into 

worship.”
432

 

 

  In the end, the swoon theory requires a conspiracy theory or a hallucination 

theory, “For the disciples testified that Jesus did not swoon, but really died and really 

rose.”
433

 

 

Disciples Deceived 2: Hallucination? 

 

The reported resurrection appearances of Jesus
434

 simply do not conform to the known 

nature of hallucinations or other subjective psychological experiences: “There were 

none of the usual causes of hallucination present – drugs, hysteria, or deprivation of 
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food, water, or sleep.”
435

 Hallucinations usually last seconds or minutes.  Jesus hung 

around for long stretches of time.  Hallucinations usually happen only once, except to 

the insane.  Jesus returned to the disciples many times, but they were not insane (John 

20:19, Acts 1:3).  Hallucinations come from within and draw upon what we already 

know; they don’t do surprising and unexpected things, but the resurrected Jesus did.  

Hallucinations don’t eat.  Jesus did, on at least two separate occasions (Luke 24:42-

43, John 21:1-14).  You can’t touch hallucinations.  The disciples touched Jesus 

(Matthew 28:9, Luke 24:39, John 20:27).  Hallucinations don’t hold extended, 

profound conversations with people.  Jesus did (Acts 1:3). 

  The disciples could not have believed in this supposed hallucination if the 

tomb was not empty, so the hallucination theory can’t even pretend to account for all 

the data.  If the risen Jesus was a hallucination, where was the corpse?  “A 

hallucination would explain [at most] only the post-resurrection appearances; it would 

not explain the empty tomb, the rolled-away stone, or the inability [of the antagonistic 

authorities] to produce the corpse.”
436

 

  C.S.Lewis makes a telling point about the hallucination theory: 

 

“Any theory of hallucination breaks down on the fact. . . that on three separate 

occasions this hallucination was not immediately recognized as Jesus (Lk 

24:13-31; Jn 20:15; 21:4).  Even granting that God sent a holy hallucination to 

teach truths already widely believed without it, and far more easily taught by 

other methods, and certain to be completely obscured by this, might we not at 

least hope that he would get the face of the hallucination right?  Is he who 

made all faces such a bungler that he cannot even work up a recognizable 

likeness of the Man who was himself?”
437

 

 

Rather, the best explanation for the radical nature of the resurrection appearances, 

which cut against all the expectations of the disciples, is that Jesus rose again with 

what St. Paul would come to call a ‘spiritual body’. 

 

Disciples Deceivers: Conspiracy Theory. 

 

If the disciples made up the whole story or pulled off some kind of incredible con-

trick on the world, not only were they the best fantasists in history, but there were the 

most stupid as well; for “no one, weak or strong, saint or sinner, Christian or heretic, 

ever confessed, freely or under pressure, bribe or even torture, that the whole story of 

the resurrection was a fake, a lie, a deliberate deception.”
438

 

  The threat of death concentrates the mind somewhat, but the disciples were 

willing to die for their belief that Jesus had risen from the dead.  They stood to gain 

nothing and to lose everything by this belief, unless it was true.  As William Paley 

asked: 

 

“Would men in such circumstances pretend to have seen what they never saw; 

assert facts which they had not knowledge of, go about lying to teach virtue; 

and, though not only convinced of Christ’s being an imposter, but having seen 

the success of his imposture in his crucifixion, yet persist in carrying on; and 
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so persist, as to bring upon themselves, for nothing, and with full knowledge 

of the consequences, enmity and hatred, danger and death?”
439

 

 

The conspiracy theory is morally and psychologically implausible. 

  The change in the disciple’s lives, from fear to faith, despair to confidence, 

confusion to certainty not only argues for their sincerity, but for an adequate cause for 

their change of heart.  What cause is more adequate than a real resurrection? 

  Moreover, the disciples could not have gotten away with proclaiming the 

resurrection in Jerusalem unless the tomb had indeed been empty.  Again, the 

conspiracy theory cannot account for all of the facts, for how could any conspiracy 

include the originally unbelieving James, or the anti-Christian Saul before he 

experienced Jesus on the road to Damascus and became Paul? 

  Atheist and Philosopher Professor Kai Nielsen had this to say after reading 

J.P.Moreland’s book Scaling the Secular City: “What I read in Moreland’s book about 

his account of the historicity of Jesus is that he shows clearly enough that it wasn’t a 

myth that the Christian community tried to purvey, rather they were recording what 

they actually believed happened.  As I read it, it seemed a very plausible thing to say. 

. .”
440

 Nielsen goes on to argue that: “this shows us nothing at all about Jesus being 

divine.”  Taken as an isolated historical fact Nielsen is of course right; but in the 

context of judging whether the disciples were deceived, deceivers or witnesses of a 

genuine resurrection, this concession undoubtedly has consequences that favor “the 

Christian hypothesis.” 

 

  This concludes our survey of the rival naturalistic explanations for the 

available data.  While undoubtedly simpler than explanation by miracle, none of the 

naturalistic explanations seem to be adequate.  They just don’t explain the facts.  As 

Stephen T. Davies writes: 

 

“no one who denies that Jesus was raised from the dead or who offers 

reductive theories of the resurrection has yet been able to account adequately 

for these widely accepted facts.  Though many have tried, no one who rejects 

belief in the resurrection of Jesus has been able to tell a convincing story of 

what occurred in the days following the crucifixion.”
441

 

 

Occam’s razor enjoins us to pick the simplest adequate hypothesis to explain the 

known data, and adequacy is more important than simplicity.  Therefore, by Occam’s 

razor, we should accept the resurrection hypothesis as the simplest adequate 

explanation of the facts (indeed, as the only adequate explanation!). 

  Judged against what we know, explanation by swoon, conspiracy or 

hallucination seems highly implausible.  Moreover, none of these theories is able to 

account for all of the historically established data.  Jesus died on the cross.  The 

disciples were neither deceivers nor deceived.  Therefore, Jesus is risen. 

 

Best Explanation: 
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Moreover, the elimination of alternatives is not the only way to proceed: “the case for 

the resurrection of Jesus does not simply rest on the failure of any naturalistic theory 

to account for the known data.  There are also many positive evidences that confirm 

the actual historical nature of this event
.”442

 This evidence provides the grounds for 

inferring that the best explanation of the data is the resurrection. 

 

The burial and the empty tomb. 

 

As we have already seen, in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5 Paul passes on an early Christian 

creed, which he probably received no later than A.D.36 (i.e. within three years of the 

crucifixion).  This creed refers to Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection appearances. 

  Clearly, if the tomb was not empty, then Jesus did not rise from the dead as the 

disciples claimed.  But the tomb was empty.
443

 This conclusion is supported by 

several lines of evidence: “There is no mention of Jesus’ tomb ever being venerated as 

were those of at least 50 other prophets. . .  The only good explanation is that Jesus’ 

bones were no longer there.”
444

 Again: 

 

“the empty-tomb story is most probably part of the pre-Markan passion story 

and is therefore very old.  This makes the significant accrual of legend quite 

unlikely.  A confirmatory piece of evidence for this conclusion is the 

simplicity of the empty-tomb story itself, in sharp (and sometimes amusing) 

contrast to the accounts found in second-century apocryphal gospels.”
445

 

 

  According to the gospels, Jesus was laid in the personal tomb of one Joseph of 

Arimathea, a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin:  

  

“It seems very unlikely that Christian tradition would invent a story of Jesus’ 

honorable burial by his enemies, or even that it could invent Joseph of 

Arimathea, give him a name, place him on the Sanhedrin, and say he was 

responsible for Jesus’ burial if this were not true.”
446

 

 

  Then again, women had such a low status in Jewish culture that they could not 

give testimony in a court of law.  Yet the Gospels record women as the first people to 

discover the empty tomb.  If the gospel writers were liars, they would surely have had 

‘reliable men’ discover the empty tomb!  Therefore, the likelihood is that women are 

recorded as witnesses to the empty tomb because, however inconvenient for early 

Christian apologists, that was the way it happened.  No wonder that “it is today 

widely recognized that the empty tomb of Jesus is a simple historical fact.”
447

  Indeed, 
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according to Jakob Kremer, “By far most exegetes hold firmly to the reliability of the 

biblical statements concerning the empty tomb.”
448

 

 

The disciple’s experience. 

 

As has already been noted, “Virtually every contemporary new testament scholar. . . 

agrees that the original disciples had apparitional experiences of Jesus alive after his 

death.”
449

 The disciple’s experiences resist naturalistic explanation in terms of 

hallucination: 

 

“Certain features are true of people who have hallucinations which do not fit 

the accounts of Jesus’ appearances.  First, hallucinations happen to persons 

who are highly strung, highly imaginative, and nervous.  Second, they are 

linked in an individual’s subconscious to his past beliefs and experiences.  

Third, it is extremely unlikely that two or more people would have the same 

hallucination at the same time.  Fourth, they usually occur at particular places 

(places of nostalgia which create a reminiscing mood) and they recur over a 

long period of time. 

 None of these features adequately describes the New Testament 

experiences.”
450

 

 

As Thomas Aquinas put it: “To show that his resurrection was genuine it was enough 

that Christ should appear more than once to his disciples, talking with them on 

friendly terms, eating and drinking, and letting them touch him.”
451

 

 

The disciple’s transformation. 

 

One must posit an adequate cause for the transformation that came over the dejected 

disciples.  Neither deception nor delusion has offered us adequate cause, but a real 

resurrection would.  If one denies that the resurrection was the cause of the disciple’s 

transformation, one might attempt to explain their evident belief in the resurrection as 

the result of either Jewish or Pagan influences.  However, the resurrection of Jesus is 

unlike anything in Jewish or Pagan thought.
452

 In fact, “the disciples were prepared 

neither psychologically nor theologically for the idea of the resurrection of a crucified 

messiah, and the fact that they arrived at this idea so early and so confidently needs 

explanation.”
453

 As Michael J. Murray concludes: 

 

“it is simply impossible to believe that the early disciples, who clearly were 

not anticipating the resurrection, could have been so resolutely emboldened by 
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their belief in the resurrection that they would remain firm in their conviction 

in the face of death, unless they had been actual witnesses of the resurrected 

Christ.”
454

 

 

The existence of the Christian church. 

 

Why did these Jewish followers of Jesus make such radical revisions to their Jewish 

faith that they became a separate religion?  Why did they move their holy day from 

the Sabbath to the Sunday, the day Jesus’ tomb was said to have need found empty, 

unless the tomb was found empty on that day and Jesus’ resurrection had vindicated 

his Messiahship?  How did the church begin and grow in Jerusalem, the very city 

where Jesus had been publicly crucified unless the tomb was empty?
455

 

 

The response of the authorities. 

 

Why didn’t the authorities squash the upstart Christian religion by simply producing 

the dead body of Jesus?  After all, Jesus had been buried in a tomb belonging to a 

member of the Jewish council that condemned him.  Might one suggest that they 

didn’t produce the body because the body had gone?!  Indeed, the earliest Jewish 

polemic against Christianity alleged that the disciples had stolen the body – a story 

contradicted by the presence of a guard on the tomb and by the failure of the 

conspiracy hypothesis. 

 

The conversion of skeptics. 

 

Thomas refused to believe the resurrection on the eyewitness testimony of his friends, 

but Jesus turned up to allay his doubts, and we know Thomas continued to be a 

disciple.  Likewise, James the brother of Jesus was not a disciple until he experienced 

the risen Christ.  Most impressive of all, Saul was in the process of persecuting the 

early church when he had an encounter with Jesus on the Damascus road that turned 

his life around. 

 

In summary: Jesus was dead and buried.  Despite an armed guard, the tomb was found 

empty a few days later.  Disciples and skeptics, men and women alike, unexpectedly 

experienced the risen Jesus in a transformed but nonetheless bodily way on many 

different occasions, in different locations, and in groups of up to five hundred people 

(cf. 1 Corinthians 15:3-5).  Those involved were not decievers, nor were they insane.  

What better explanation than the resurrection?  As William Lane Craig writes: 

 

“One might ask, “Well, then, how do skeptical scholars explain the facts of the 

resurrection appearances, the empty tomb, and the origin of the Christian 

faith?”  The fact of the matter is, they don’t.  Modern scholarship recognizes 

no plausible explanatory alternative to the resurrection of Jesus.  Those who 

refuse to accept the resurrection as a fact of history are simply self-confessedly 

left without an explanation.”
456
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  We can gain a good appreciation for the strength of the evidence if we apply a 

series of standard criteria for testing historical hypothesis: 

 

1. The hypothesis must have greater explanatory scope than its rivals.  The 

hypothesis with the best explanatory scope implies a greater variety of observable 

data than its rivals: “The resurrection hypothesis exceeds counter-explanations 

like hallucinations or the women visiting the wrong tomb precisely by explaining. 

. . the empty tomb, the resurrection appearances, and the origin of the disciple’s 

belief in Jesus’ resurrection. . . whereas these rival hypotheses explain only one or 

two.”
457

 

2. The hypothesis must have greater explanatory power than its rivals.  The more 

likely a hypothesis makes the existence of the data it explains, the greater its 

explanatory power: “The conspiracy theory or the apparent death theory just do 

not convincingly account for the. . . facts at issue.  On these theories, established 

facts such as the transformation in the disciples, the conversion of James, and the 

physicality of the resurrection appearances become improbable.  By contrast, on 

the hypothesis of the resurrection the established facts are probable.”
458

 

3. The hypothesis must be more plausible than its rivals. A hypothesis is more 

plausible than its rivals if it is confirmed by a greater variety of accepted truths 

and disconfirmed by fewer accepted truths.  Resurrection is of course totally 

implausible given the question-begging assumption of metaphysical naturalism; 

but given the success of other theistic arguments, miracles cannot be thought of as 

impossible, only unusual.  Christians agree that it is reasonable to seek natural 

explanations before seeking supernatural explanations; but if naturalistic 

explanations are sufficiently implausible, then a supernatural explanation may be 

the best available explanation per se.  In other words, it is more reasonable to 

accept an adequate supernatural explanation than it is to accept an inadequate 

natural explanation. 

4. The hypothesis must be less ad hoc than rivals.  A hypothesis is more ad hoc the 

more new facts it requires us to postulate and the more changes is requires us to 

make to our background beliefs.  The resurrection hypothesis only requires us to 

postulate the existence of God, a postulate that is far from ad hoc given the 

preceding theistic evidences: “for the person who is already a theist, the 

resurrection hypothesis does not even introduce the new supposition of God’s 

existence.”
459

 The resurrection hypothesis contradicts none of our background 

knowledge, unless one counts the assumption of naturalism.  Rival hypothesis, 

such as the conspiracy theory, require us to make postulates that are contradicted 

by our background knowledge – such as our knowledge of the moral character of 

the disciples and the implausibility of thinking that liars would willingly die for 

their lie.  They also require us to make postulates for which we have no direct 

evidence, such as that Jesus was not buried in Joseph’s tomb or that (despite the 

guard) the disciples stole Jesus’ body. 

5. The hypothesis must be disconfirmed by fewer accepted beliefs than rivals.  

Christians accept the disconfirming belief that dead men normally stay dead; but 

as theists they do not accept the question-begging assumption that dead men must 
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stay dead.  The resurrection is thus not contradicted by any facts that the theist 

need accept.  As for the naturalistic alternatives: “rival theories are disconfirmed 

by accepted beliefs about, for example, the instability of conspiracies, the 

likelihood of death as a result of crucifixion, the psychological characteristics of 

hallucinatory experiences, etc.”
460

  

 In fact, no one has any experiential verification whatsoever of the 

disconfirming hypothesis that ‘dead people always stay dead’.  Verification of such 

a universal negative is in principle impossible.  For example, I have experience that 

my Grandfather died and has not, to the best of my knowledge, been resurrected; 

but to argue from this that he never will be resurrected would place me in exactly 

the same boat as the Turkey who reasons that since the farmer has fed it every day 

for the last 364 days, today the farmer will feed it.  In fact, today the farmer will 

wring that Turkey’s neck for Christmas dinner!  Likewise, I believe that my 

grandfather, together with all humanity, will be resurrected in time for the last 

judgment; and absolutely nothing in anyone’s experience could possibly 

disconfirm this hypothesis. 

 Even if one concluded that the resurrection hypothesis is after all 

disconfirmed, and disconfirmed to a greater degree than the rival explanations, 

one must still take into consideration the fact that the resurrection hypothesis out-

performs its rivals in other respects. 

6. The hypothesis must exceed its rivals in fulfilling conditions 1-5 that there is little 

chance of a rival hypothesis exceeding it in meeting these conditions.  As William 

Lane Craig concludes: “The stupification of contemporary scholarship when 

confronted with the facts of the empty tomb, the resurrection appearances, and the 

origin of the disciple’s belief in Jesus’ resurrection suggests that no better rival is 

anywhere on the horizon.  It is hard to deny that the resurrection is the best 

explanation for the facts.”
461

 

 

  Judged against its rivals, the resurrection hypothesis implies a greater variety 

of observable data, makes the existence of that data more probable than would 

otherwise be the case without being contradicted by any accepted facts save the 

question-begging assumption of naturalism, is implied by a greater number of 

accepted truths, requires us to make no additional ad hoc suppositions (certainly no 

more than the rival hypotheses ask us to make), and is disconfirmed (if at all) by no 

more accepted beliefs than are its rivals. 

  Although there are some apparent discrepancies between the various gospel 

accounts, these are well within the range of logical consistency one can reasonably 

expect from eye-witness reports of a traumatic event, and give us confidence that the 

gospel writers did not collude with one-another to ‘get their stories straight’.  The 

resurrection coheres with the other relevant evidence, such a Jesus’ fulfillment of 

prophecy and his personal claims to deity in a way that no naturalistic account can 

hope to do.  The resurrection hypothesis is factually adequate, whereas the rival 

explanations are not.  Finally, the resurrection hypothesis is intellectually fertile in 

suggesting new insights into God’s purposes both for humanity and for matter. 

  The resurrection hypothesis is admittedly implausible a priori, even by the 

standards of explanation acceptable to theists, because it postulates a miraculous, and 

therefore unusual, supernatural explanation.  However, this supernatural explanation 
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is justified a posteriori in the light of its ability to outperform its naturalistic rivals 

(especially with respect to explanatory scope and power – the two most important 

criteria). 

  In the resurrection of Jesus we have “a best causal explanation. . . when 

naturalistic processes seem incapable of producing the explanandum [empty tomb, 

resurrection appearances, transformation of the disciples, sudden conversion of 

skeptics, the establishment of the Christian church, etc.], and when intelligence is 

known to be capable of producing it and thought to be more likely to have produced 

it.”
462

 

Was Jesus a deluded or hypocritical man?  A madman or a liar?  A man who 

was put to death for something he may he knew to be a lie?  A man whom God 

allowed to fulfil detailed prophecy by chance?  A man who convinced even his 

enemies that he could work miracles although he could not?  A mere man who 

convinced monotheistic Jews, not only his friends, but his enemies as well, of his 

divinity?  A man who was mistakenly thought to have been seen alive, resurrected, 

after his death, by the very people who had seen him die; a delusion which took in not 

only over five hundred of his disciples, but also the sceptical, antagonistic Saul and 

James; a delusion that, although it would have been scuppered if only the authorities 

(who would have dearly liked to scupper it) had displayed Jesus’ crucified body, was 

never scuppered?  A lie for which the disciples paid with their lives? A man who 

became the subject of a delusion which grew into the world’s largest religion, 

hoodwinking some of the greatest thinkers of both past and present?  I think not. 

I believe that Jesus claimed to be divine and that he is divine.  On the basis of 

his divine authority I believe the things he taught, through words and deed and his 

very character, about God, humanity, the meaning and purpose of life, and so on.  

Michael J. Wilkins and J.P.Moreland provide a good summary of the resulting 

spiritual landscape: 

 

“Jesus Christ came to offer a kingdom in which human life can be lived with 

such richness and sufficiency that genuine hope can be offered to anyone, 

irrespective of his or her circumstances of life.  He offers a purpose for life, to 

bring pleasure to the One who made us, to enjoy the richness of his fellowship, 

and to spread the good news about Jesus Christ to the ends of the earth.  He 

offers us forgiveness for the darkness and failings that come from the depths 

of our hearts.  And who among us does not need this forgiveness each day of 

our lives?  It has been the testimony of millions throughout the centuries than 

through certain spiritual practices his reality, guidance, and companionship 

can be our daily source of nourishment.  He has left us clear moral guidelines 

about the fundamental issues of life.  He formed a community of those who 

have gathered together in his name, in which we can find the type of human 

relationships we were made to experience.  Make no mistake about it; the 

demands of following Jesus Christ are indeed taxing.  But it needs to be said in 

this context that the price of not following him is higher still.”
463
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Jesus offers us the clearest access into the meaning and purpose of life: to love God 

and to love one another forever.  This is, literally speaking, Heaven; a state of being 

centered around loving relationship with God and the children of God that can begin 

now and will flourish in eternity.
464
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