
(Ir)Responsible Critique: The
Rob Bell Affair
Have you heard all the brouhaha over the new book by pastor
Rob Bell, Love Wins: Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every
Person Who Ever Lived? Bell seems to be one of those prominent
Christians who are either loved or hated. He is a well–known
member of the emerging church and has been associated (rightly
or wrongly) with a particular stream of it called the Emergent
Church. It can be hard to keep all the labels straight and
which belongs on which person, and I won’t try to iron it all
out here. What’s significant, though, is that Bell has been
accused of playing fast and loose with historic Christian
doctrine. The specific accusation now is universalism, the
belief that everyone will be saved. Just as I won’t try to
sort out the emerging/Emergent arms of the church, I won’t go
into  detail  on  Bell’s  beliefs  either.  In  fact,  it’s  the
reactions to (or, I should say, against) Bell’s book that I’m
interested in.

I first heard about Bell’s forthcoming book some weeks ago.
Last week a friend posted a link to an interview of Rob Bell
by MSNBC’s Martin Bashir conducted on Monday, March 14{1}. I
watched the interview online the next day and then did a
search on the Net and found dozens of blogs and web sites with
articles about it and the book.

Two things stood out to me. First, quite a few of the writers
had not read Bell’s book. They had read a blog or two by
people who had. One reviewer acknowledged that he had based an
early review on nothing more than a publisher’s description, a
video by Bell, and a few chapters of the book{2}. It’s risky
business to criticize a book one hasn’t read. But more on that
later.

Second, there was a heatedness about the responses that gave
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away,  I  think,  either  simply  a  strong  reaction  against
universalism, or a strong reaction against Bell because of his
views before the book was published, or both. The name “Rob
Bell”  quickly  draws  an  “ooh,  boy”  response  from  some
Christians (okay, a lot of Christians), and the charge of
universalism sets the keyboards clicking. Bell is a lightning
rod for controversy. Some would say he brings it on himself.
Even though he says he isn’t a universalist, people are saying
he must be on the basis of his views. That remains to be seen
for me because I haven’t read the book yet. In fact, I haven’t
heard much from him at all. Most of what I know about him I’ve
gotten second–hand. Or third. Or fourth.

After glancing at a number of blogs about Bell’s book, I
turned back to Martin Bashir’s interview with him. To be quite
honest, I was impressed, but not in the positive sense. It
wasn’t a good interview. Bloggers talked about how Bashir
really nailed Bell. Someone said Bashir was tough on Bell
because he got a free ride in other interviews. He wanted to
get the truth. Bashir himself made that claim in an interview
with Paul Edwards.{3} One writer said Bell was “gutted” by
Bashir. Another said Bashir made Bell squirm. Still another
said Bashir knows more about Christianity than Bell does.

Bloggers were really annoyed at how hard it is to pin Bell
down on his beliefs. Were they annoyed? Or were they, in fact,
pleased?

That’s  a  strange  question,  isn’t  it?  Why  would  people  be
pleased? What I’m going to say next does not by any means
apply to everyone who has criticized Bell for his views or for
his manner in interviews. I’ve heard and read snippets of
reviews that stayed on point and kept the fire in check. But I
also saw, as I’ve seen plenty of times in my years of doing
apologetics,  what  looked  like  real  excitement  at  the
opportunity to light into someone for his false views. Just
the possibility of heresy brought out the best (or worst) in
heresy hunters. Apologists are attuned to ideas that don’t



accord  with  Christianity,  and,  unfortunately,  sometimes  an
opportunity  to  do  battle  outruns  good  sense  and  common
courtesy.

It could be that someone reading this right now will have read
Love Wins and is wondering, because of the direction of this
article,  whether  I  am  defending  Bell  in  his  (purported)
universalism. I am not. I reject universalism. Probe rejects
universalism. My concern here is the way the whole issue has
been dealt with by the Christian community.

As  I  noted  above,  Bell  himself  has  denied  being  a
universalist. Well, that’s rather inconvenient, isn’t it? Some
have responded by saying things like, If it smells like a dog
and looks like a dog and barks like a dog, it’s a dog. And
after reading Bell’s book, I might find myself agreeing that
he sure sounds like a universalist. But there’s something that
can be done to find out for sure (or get closer to the truth).
One could simply ask him his understanding of universalism!
That wasn’t done in the Bashir interview. The interviewer
passed up a great opportunity to guide the interview in a more
fruitful  direction  when  he  said  nothing  to  Bell’s  brief
comment about human free will. Free will is a problem for
universalists. If Mr. Bashir had asked him about that, the
interview might have been more interesting and fruitful.

The point of this article is no more to attack Mr. Bashir’s
interview than it is to examine Bell’s beliefs. What I want to
talk about is how we react in situations such as these. What
good is it to pass around second– and third–hand reports about
something this important, especially when others have already
done it? Are we afraid that the rest of the Christian world
will be buffaloed by a smooth–talking pastor and dragged into
the depths of heresy if we don’t alert them right now? Or do
we just like the sounds of our own voices?

That’s really harsh, isn’t it? Maybe. But I don’t mean to
universalize; I’m just trying to raise our awareness of how we



respond to issues such as these.

What  I  want  to  do  is  list  some  principles  I  think  are
important as we face opportunities to publicly critique other
people’s views—principles that are especially appropriate for
Christians critiquing Christians. Before doing that, I should
answer  the  question,  what’s  wrong  with  quick  and  sharp
corrections? I’ve already given some hints by pointing at some
responses I think have been off the mark. Let me be more
specific.

First, there is the possibility of getting the person wrong
and spreading slanderous accusations. There is no room for
that  anywhere,  but  especially  in  the  Church.  In–church
discussions are rarely kept there anymore; it’s all out there
on the Web for everyone to see. We dishonor each other and our
Lord when we carry on these fights in public, and we make it
worse when we get it wrong.

Second, we work against our own goal of helping people learn
to discern when we show a lack of discernment ourselves, when
the example we give is shoot first and ask questions later.

Third, we don’t advance our own knowledge and understanding
when  we  see  what  looks  like  a  heresy  and  start  shooting
without finding out what it is we’re shooting at.

I propose these few principles of critiquing others’ views for
your consideration. These, of course, apply to all people. But
here I’m primarily thinking about Christians responding to
Christians:

First, don’t be hasty. If real heresy is afoot, a delay of a
week or so in raising the alarm can’t hurt. On the other
hand, having to apologize for getting something wrong can be
rather painful.

Second, beware of jumping on the bandwagon. When we were
kids playing football, we loved nothing more than to pile on



the guy who got tackled. It was lots of fun (until I was the
one on the bottom!). Piling on in the present context can
actually work to the benefit of the person being criticized,
because  the  piling  on  can  evoke  sympathy  in  people,
especially  his  own  followers.

Third,  know  the  person’s  position.  Know  the  person’s
position.  May  I  say  it  yet  again?  Know  the  person’s
position!  Let  me  expand  on  this.

For one thing, nothing makes an apologist look worse than
waxing eloquently and passionately against something only to
find  out  he  misunderstood  what  the  other  person  said  or
thought. This brings to mind the late Gilda Radner’s character
Emily Litella on Saturday Night Live who would go on and on
about something and then be told she’d misunderstood. “Never
mind,” she’d say. Getting it right may still not get you a
hearing, but getting it wrong definitely won’t.

To  help  get  it  right,  don’t  rely  exclusively  on  others’
knowledge of the matter and their critiques. We don’t all have
the luxury of time to read a lot of books and articles and we
may  not  have  the  expertise  to  rightly  evaluate  a  certain
position. We all rely to some extent on authorities. But if we
do that all the time, we’ll be getting a lot of one–sided
understandings. When apologists go after other people’s views,
we usually don’t spend a lot of time on the parts with which
we agree! So you could be hearing only part of what the person
actually thinks, and that part by itself could be misleading.

Another principle for getting it right is, don’t key in on
buzz words to the exclusion of explanations. This happened at
least to some extent, I think, with Rob Bell. People called
him a universalist, noted that universalism was denounced as a
heresy way back in the sixth century, and then denounced him.
By the time you read this, I may have read Bell’s book and
decided  that,  indeed,  he  is  a  universalist  despite  his
protests to the contrary. But in the process, I hope I will



have a greater understanding of what universalism is and why
people believe it.

For  example,  I’m  especially  interested  in  seeing  how
universalists work out the tension between the great love of
God poured out in the supreme sacrifice of his Son (which is
sufficient for all) and the freedom to choose on the part of
people who don’t want what Jesus offers. Are people free to
reject God? If so, how can it be that everyone will be saved?
These two things—the love of God and human free will—seem to
come into conflict. To pursue that conflict could result in
very  fruitful  conversation.  Just  keying  in  on  the  word
universalism and lashing out would prevent the development of
my own understanding.

A  second  problem  with  focusing  on  the  buzz  word  without
further developing it is that one would not be able to help
other people think through it who are confused about the issue
and need more than just a label and summary dismissal.

One last point about getting it right: everyone deserves the
respect that is shown in getting their views correct. You and
I would like people to treat us that way, and we should do the
same for others.

So don’t be hasty; don’t jump on the bandwagon; and get the
person’s position right. One more:

Fourth, beware of reading in bad motives. Some bloggers said
that Bell was deliberately evasive. Martin Bashir suggested
that it would be bad for Bell’s popularity (and for the sale
of  his  book)  to  give  straight  answers  (or  to  be
“categoric”). What’s the point of that? Maybe he’s right.
But maybe he’s very wrong. It does absolutely nothing to
advance the discussion of the ideas being propounded to
engage in such speculation. Personal motivations can be
discussed, but we’d better be very sure of ourselves before
discussing them (and have very good reasons for doing so).



To suggest bad motives before establishing one’s case very
well on better grounds is to commit the logical fallacy
called poisoning the well.

To sum up, all this boils down to the simple exercise of good
manners,  a  demonstration  of  Christian  charity,  and  the
requirements  of  intellectual  excellence  and  integrity.  To
modify a quote from Preston Jones, “Shoddy thinking with a
Christian face on it is still shoddy thinking.”{4} Let’s know
what we’re talking about before we say it.

Notes
1. The interview can be seen on Youtube under the title “MSNBC
Host Makes Rob Bell Squirm: ‘You’re Amending The Gospel So
That It’s Palatable!’” www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg-qgmJ7nzA
2.  Justin  Taylor,
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/02/26/rob–bell–
universalist. Later, Taylor posted a link to a more thorough
review  by  Kevin  DeYoung:
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/03/13/rob
–bells–love–wins–a–response
3.  The  audio  interview  is  available  on  Edwards’  God  and
Culture  Web  site:
www.godandculture.com/blog/msnbcs–martin–bashir–on–the–paul
–edwards–program. This is the actual audio interview.
4.  Preston  Jones,  a  professor  of  history  at  John  Brown
University  once  wrote,  “Scholarly  incompetence  with  a
Christian face on it is still incompetence.” Preston Jones,
“How to Serve Time,” Christianity Today, April
2, 2001, 51.
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Bashing Rob Bell: On Offering
a Responsible Critique
Have you heard all the brouhaha over the new book by pastor
Rob Bell, Love Wins: Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every
Person Who Ever Lived? Bell seems to be one of those prominent
Christians who are either loved or hated. He is a well–known
member of the emerging church and has been associated (rightly
or wrongly) with a particular stream of it called the Emergent
Church. It can be hard to keep all the labels straight and
which belongs on which person, and I won’t try to iron it all
out here. What’s significant, though, is that Bell has been
accused of playing fast and loose with historic Christian
doctrine. The specific accusation now is universalism, the
belief that everyone will be saved. Just as I won’t try to
sort out the emerging/Emergent arms of the church, I won’t go
into  detail  on  Bell’s  beliefs  either.  In  fact,  it’s  the
reactions to (or, I should say, against) Bell’s book that I’m
interested in.

I first heard about Bell’s forthcoming book some weeks ago.
Last week a friend posted a link to an interview of Rob Bell
by MSNBC’s Martin Bashir conducted on Monday, March 14{1}. I
watched the interview online the next day and then did a
search on the Net and found dozens of blogs and web sites with
articles about it and the book.

Two things stood out to me. First, quite a few of the writers
had not read Bell’s book. They had read a blog or two by
people who had. One reviewer acknowledged that he had based an
early review on nothing more than a publisher’s description, a
video by Bell, and a few chapters of the book{2}. It’s risky
business to criticize a book one hasn’t read. But more on that
later.

Second, there was a heatedness about the responses that gave
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away,  I  think,  either  simply  a  strong  reaction  against
universalism, or a strong reaction against Bell because of his
views before the book was published, or both. The name “Rob
Bell”  quickly  draws  an  “ooh,  boy”  response  from  some
Christians (okay, a lot of Christians), and the charge of
universalism sets the keyboards clicking. Bell is a lightning
rod for controversy. Some would say he brings it on himself.
Even though he says he isn’t a universalist, people are saying
he must be on the basis of his views. That remains to be seen
for me because I haven’t read the book yet. In fact, I haven’t
heard much from him at all. Most of what I know about him I’ve
gotten second–hand. Or third. Or fourth.

After glancing at a number of blogs about Bell’s book, I
turned back to Martin Bashir’s interview with him. To be quite
honest, I was impressed, but not in the positive sense. It
wasn’t a good interview. Bloggers talked about how Bashir
really nailed Bell. Someone said Bashir was tough on Bell
because he got a free ride in other interviews. He wanted to
get the truth. Bashir himself made that claim in an interview
with Paul Edwards.{3} One writer said Bell was “gutted” by
Bashir. Another said Bashir made Bell squirm. Still another
said Bashir knows more about Christianity than Bell does.

Bloggers were really annoyed at how hard it is to pin Bell
down on his beliefs. Were they annoyed? Or were they, in fact,
pleased?

That’s  a  strange  question,  isn’t  it?  Why  would  people  be
pleased? What I’m going to say next does not by any means
apply to everyone who has criticized Bell for his views or for
his manner in interviews. I’ve heard and read snippets of
reviews that stayed on point and kept the fire in check. But I
also saw, as I’ve seen plenty of times in my years of doing
apologetics,  what  looked  like  real  excitement  at  the
opportunity to light into someone for his false views. Just
the possibility of heresy brought out the best (or worst) in
heresy hunters. Apologists are attuned to ideas that don’t



accord  with  Christianity,  and,  unfortunately,  sometimes  an
opportunity  to  do  battle  outruns  good  sense  and  common
courtesy.

It could be that someone reading this right now will have read
Love Wins and is wondering, because of the direction of this
article,  whether  I  am  defending  Bell  in  his  (purported)
universalism. I am not. I reject universalism. Probe rejects
universalism. My concern here is the way the whole issue has
been dealt with by the Christian community.

As  I  noted  above,  Bell  himself  has  denied  being  a
universalist. Well, that’s rather inconvenient, isn’t it? Some
have responded by saying things like, If it smells like a dog
and looks like a dog and barks like a dog, it’s a dog. And
after reading Bell’s book, I might find myself agreeing that
he sure sounds like a universalist. But there’s something that
can be done to find out for sure (or get closer to the truth).
One could simply ask him his understanding of universalism!
That wasn’t done in the Bashir interview. The interviewer
passed up a great opportunity to guide the interview in a more
fruitful  direction  when  he  said  nothing  to  Bell’s  brief
comment about human free will. Free will is a problem for
universalists. If Mr. Bashir had asked him about that, the
interview might have been more interesting and fruitful.

The point of this article is no more to attack Mr. Bashir’s
interview than it is to examine Bell’s beliefs. What I want to
talk about is how we react in situations such as these. What
good is it to pass around second– and third–hand reports about
something this important, especially when others have already
done it? Are we afraid that the rest of the Christian world
will be buffaloed by a smooth–talking pastor and dragged into
the depths of heresy if we don’t alert them right now? Or do
we just like the sounds of our own voices?

That’s really harsh, isn’t it? Maybe. But I don’t mean to
universalize; I’m just trying to raise our awareness of how we



respond to issues such as these.

What  I  want  to  do  is  list  some  principles  I  think  are
important as we face opportunities to publicly critique other
people’s views—principles that are especially appropriate for
Christians critiquing Christians. Before doing that, I should
answer  the  question,  what’s  wrong  with  quick  and  sharp
corrections? I’ve already given some hints by pointing at some
responses I think have been off the mark. Let me be more
specific.

First. there is the possibility of getting the person wrong
and spreading slanderous accusations. There is no room for
that  anywhere,  but  especially  in  the  Church.  In–church
discussions are rarely kept there anymore; it’s all out there
on the Web for everyone to see. We dishonor each other and our
Lord when we carry on these fights in public, and we make it
worse when we get it wrong.

Second, we work against our own goal of helping people learn
to discern when we show a lack of discernment ourselves, when
the example we give is shoot first and ask questions later.

Third, we don’t advance our own knowledge and understanding
when  we  see  what  looks  like  a  heresy  and  start  shooting
without finding out what it is we’re shooting at.

I propose these few principles of critiquing others’ views for
your consideration. These, of course, apply to all people. But
here I’m primarily thinking about Christians responding to
Christians:

First, don’t be hasty. If real heresy is afoot, a delay of a
week or so in raising the alarm can’t hurt. On the other
hand, having to apologize for getting something wrong can be
rather painful.

Second, beware of jumping on the bandwagon. When we were kids
playing football, we loved nothing more than to pile on the



guy who got tackled. It was lots of fun (until I was the one
on  the  bottom!).  Piling  on  in  the  present  context  can
actually work to the benefit of the person being criticized,
because  the  piling  on  can  evoke  sympathy  in  people,
especially  his  own  followers.

Third,  know  the  person’s  position.  Know  the  person’s
position. May I say it yet again? Know the person’s position!
Let me expand on this.

For one thing, nothing makes an apologist look worse than
waxing eloquently and passionately against something only to
find  out  he  misunderstood  what  the  other  person  said  or
thought. This brings to mind the late Gilda Radner’s character
Emily Litella on Saturday Night Live who would go on and on
about something and then be told she’d misunderstood. “Never
mind,” she’d say. Getting it right may still not get you a
hearing, but getting it wrong definitely won’t.

To  help  get  it  right,  don’t  rely  exclusively  on  others’
knowledge of the matter and their critiques. We don’t all have
the luxury of time to read a lot of books and articles and we
may  not  have  the  expertise  to  rightly  evaluate  a  certain
position. We all rely to some extent on authorities. But if we
do that all the time, we’ll be getting a lot of one–sided
understandings. When apologists go after other people’s views,
we usually don’t spend a lot of time on the parts with which
we agree! So you could be hearing only part of what the person
actually thinks, and that part by itself could be misleading.

Another principle for getting it right is, don’t key in on
buzz words to the exclusion of explanations. This happened at
least to some extent, I think, with Rob Bell. People called
him a universalist, noted that universalism was denounced as a
heresy way back in the sixth century, and then denounced him.
By the time you read this, I may have read Bell’s book and
decided  that,  indeed,  he  is  a  universalist  despite  his



protests to the contrary. But in the process, I hope I will
have a greater understanding of what universalism is and why
people believe it.

For  example,  I’m  especially  interested  in  seeing  how
universalists work out the tension between the great love of
God poured out in the supreme sacrifice of his Son (which is
sufficient for all) and the freedom to choose on the part of
people who don’t want what Jesus offers. Are people free to
reject God? If so, how can it be that everyone will be saved?
These two things—the love of God and human free will—seem to
come into conflict. To pursue that conflict could result in
very  fruitful  conversation.  Just  keying  in  on  the  word
universalism and lashing out would prevent the development of
my own understanding.

A  second  problem  with  focusing  on  the  buzz  word  without
further developing it is that one would not be able to help
other people think through it who are confused about the issue
and need more than just a label and summary dismissal.

One last point about getting it right: everyone deserves the
respect that is shown in getting their views correct. You and
I would like people to treat us that way, and we should do the
same for others.

So don’t be hasty; don’t jump on the bandwagon; and get the
person’s position right. One more:

Fourth, beware of reading in bad motives. Some bloggers said
that Bell was deliberately evasive. Martin Bashir suggested
that it would be bad for Bell’s popularity (and for the sale
of his book) to give straight answers (or to be “categoric”).
What’s the point of that? Maybe he’s right. But maybe he’s
very  wrong.  It  does  absolutely  nothing  to  advance  the
discussion of the ideas being propounded to engage in such
speculation. Personal motivations can be discussed, but we’d
better be very sure of ourselves before discussing them (and



have very good reasons for doing so). To suggest bad motives
before establishing one’s case very well on better grounds is
to commit the logical fallacy called poisoning the well.

To sum up, all this boils down to the simple exercise of good
manners,  a  demonstration  of  Christian  charity,  and  the
requirements  of  intellectual  excellence  and  integrity.  To
modify a quote from Preston Jones, “Shoddy thinking with a
Christian face on it is still shoddy thinking.”{4} Let’s know
what we’re talking about before we say it.

Notes

1. The interview can be seen on Youtube under the title “MSNBC
Host Makes Rob Bell Squirm: ‘You’re Amending The Gospel So
That It’s Palatable!’” www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg-qgmJ7nzA.

2. Justin Taylor,
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/02/26/rob–bell–
universalist. Later, Taylor posted a link to a more thorough
review by Kevin DeYoung:
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/03/13/rob–bells
–love–wins–a–response

3. The audio interview is available on Edwards’ God and
Culture Web site:
www.godandculture.com/blog/msnbcs–martin–bashir–on–the–paul–ed
wards–program. This is the actual audio interview.

4. Preston Jones, a professor of history at John Brown
University once wrote, “Scholarly incompetence with a
Christian face on it is still incompetence.” Preston Jones,
“How to Serve Time,” Christianity Today, April 2, 2001, 51.
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Hume’s Critique of Miracles
Michael  Gleghorn  examines  Hume’s  influential  critique  of
miracles and points out the major shortfalls in his argument.
Hume’s first premise assumes that there could not be miracles
and  his  second  premise  is  based  on  his  distaste  for  the
societies that report miracles. As a Christian examining these
arguments, we find little of value to convince us to reject a
biblical worldview saying that God can and has intervened in
natural history to perform miracles.

Introduction
One of the most influential critiques of miracles ever written
came from the pen of the skeptical Scottish philosopher David
Hume.  The  title  of  the  essay,  “Of  Miracles,”  originally
appeared in Hume’s larger work, An Inquiry Concerning Human
Understanding, first published in 1748. This was the Age of
Enlightenment, a time in which skepticism about miracles was
becoming increasingly widespread among the educated elite.{1}
So what were Hume’s arguments, and why have they been so
influential in subsequent scholarly discussions of this topic?

Hume essentially “presents a two-pronged assault
against  miracles.”{2}  He  first  argues  that  “a
miracle is a violation of the laws of nature.” But
since  “a  firm  and  unalterable  experience  has
established  these  laws,  the  proof  against  a
miracle,”  he  says,  “is  as  entire  as  any  argument  from
experience can possibly be imagined.”{3} In other words, given
the  regularity  of  the  laws  of  nature,  Hume  contends  that
miracles are exceedingly improbable events. But this is not
all. He also argues that since miracle reports typically occur
among  uneducated,  barbarous  peoples,  they  are  inherently
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untrustworthy and, hence, unworthy of our belief.{4}

Now clearly, if Hume is correct, then this presents a real
problem  for  Christianity.  For  Christianity  is  full  of
miracles. According to the New Testament, Jesus walked on
water,  calmed  raging  storms,  healed  diseases,  exorcised
demons, and brought the dead back to life! But if miracles are
really as utterly improbable as Hume maintains, and if reports
of miracles are completely lacking in credibility, then it
would seem that the New Testament’s accounts of miracles are
probably unreliable and that Christianity itself is almost
certainly false!

So how compelling are Hume’s arguments? Should believers be
quaking in their boots, fearful that their most cherished
beliefs are a lie? Not at all! As philosopher of science John
Earman observed in a scholarly critique of Hume’s arguments,
Hume’s  essay  is  not  merely  a  failure;  it  is  “an  abject
failure.” He continues, “Most of Hume’s considerations are
unoriginal, warmed over versions of arguments that are found
in the writings of predecessors and contemporaries. And the
parts of ‘Of Miracles’ that set Hume apart do not stand up to
scrutiny. Worse still, the essay reveals the weakness and the
poverty of Hume’s own account of induction and probabilistic
reasoning. And to cap it all off, the essay represents the
kind of overreaching that gives philosophy a bad name.”{5} Now
admittedly, these are strong words. But Earman argues his case
quite forcefully and persuasively. And in the remainder of
this article, I think the truth of his remarks will become
increasingly evident.

Hume’s Argument from the Laws of Nature
What are we to say to Hume’s argument that “a miracle is a
violation of the laws of nature” and that “the proof against a
miracle…is  as  entire  as  any  argument  from  experience  can
possibly be imagined”?



First, we might question whether miracles should be defined as
violations  of  the  laws  of  nature.  According  to  Christian
philosopher Bill Craig, “An examination of the chief competing
schools  of  thought  concerning  the  notion  of  a  natural
law…reveals that on each theory the concept of a violation of
a natural law is incoherent and that miracles need not be so
defined.”{6} Thus, we might object that Hume’s definition of a
miracle is simply incoherent. But this is a debated point, so
let’s instead turn our attention to a more pressing matter.

When Hume says that the laws of nature are established upon “a
firm and unalterable experience,” is he claiming that the laws
of nature are never violated? If so, then his argument begs
the question, assuming the very thing that needs to be proved.
It would be as if he argued this way:

• A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature.

• Experience teaches us that the laws of nature are never
violated (i.e. that miracles never occur).

• Therefore, experience teaches us that miracles never occur.

Such an argument is clearly fallacious. Hume would be assuming
“as a premise for his argument the very conclusion he intends
to prove.”{7} But this is probably not what Hume intended.

As Earman observes, Hume’s view rather seems to go something
like this: “When uniform experience supports” some lawlike
regularity “that is contradicted by testimony,” then one must
set “proof against proof,” and judge which of the two is more
likely. The result of this new formulation, however, is that
“uniform experience does not furnish a proof against a miracle
in the sense of making the . . . probability of its occurrence
flatly zero.”{8}

This is an important point. After all, there is a great deal
of human testimony that solemnly affirms the occurrence of



miracles. Thus, the only way that Hume can maintain that the
uniform experience of mankind is against the occurrence of
miracles is by assuming that all miracle reports are false.
But this assumption, as we’ll see, is completely untenable
when miraculous events are attested by numerous, independent
witnesses.

Hume’s Argument Against the Reliability
of Human Testimony
In Part II of “Of Miracles,” David Hume argues that there has
never been the kind of testimony on behalf of miracles which
would “amount to entire proof.”{9} He offers four reasons for
this claim.{10}

First,  no  miracle  on  record  has  a  sufficient  number  of
intelligent witnesses, of good moral character, who testify to
a miraculous event that occurred in public and in a civilized
part  of  the  world.  Second,  human  beings  love  bizarre  and
fantastic tales, and this irrationally inclines them to accept
such tales as true. Third, miracle reports are usually found
among barbarous peoples. And finally, the miracle reports of
different religions cancel each other out, thus making none of
them effective for proving the truth of their doctrines.

What should we say in response to these arguments? While all
of  the  points  have  merit,  nevertheless,  as  Bill  Craig
observes,  “these  general  considerations  cannot  be  used  to
decide the historicity of any particular miracle.”{11} The
only way to determine if a miracle has actually occurred is by
carefully  examining  the  evidence.  How  many  witnesses  were
there? Are they known to be honest, or are they generally
unreliable?

These questions are particularly important when one considers
the cumulative power of independent witnesses for establishing
the occurrence of some highly improbable event like a miracle.
By  “independent  witnesses”  I  simply  mean  witnesses  whose



testimony to an event comes from firsthand experience and is
not dependent on the testimony of others.

As  Charles  Babbage  demonstrated  in  his  Ninth  Bridgewater
Treatise, if one can find enough independent witnesses to a
miraculous event, who tell the truth more often than not, then
one can always show that the occurrence of the miracle is more
probable than not.{12} Craig explains the matter this way: “If
two witnesses are each 99% reliable, then the odds of their
both independently testifying falsely to some event are only .
. . one out of 10,000; the odds of three such witnesses being
wrong is . . . one out of 1,000,000.” “In fact,” he says, “the
cumulative  power  of  independent  witnesses  is  such  that
individually they could be unreliable more than 50% of the
time and yet their testimony combine to make an event of
apparently enormous improbability quite probable in light of
their testimony.”{13}

So while Hume’s arguments should make us cautious, they cannot
prevent  human  testimony  from  plausibly  establishing  the
occurrence of miracles. And the only way to determine if the
testimony is plausible is to carefully examine the evidence.

Hume and Probability Theory (Part 1)
Hume argues that since miracles run contrary to man’s uniform
experience of the laws of nature, no testimony can establish
that a miracle has occurred unless “its falsehood would be
more  miraculous  than  the  fact  which  it  endeavors  to
establish.”{14}  Although  Hume  makes  it  sound  as  though
establishing  one  miracle  would  require  an  even  greater
miracle, all his statement really amounts to, as John Earman
rightly  notes,  is  that  no  testimony  is  good  enough  to
establish that a miracle has occurred unless it’s sufficient
to  make  the  occurrence  of  the  miracle  more  probable  than
not.{15}

But in Hume’s view this is virtually impossible. No testimony



is really ever sufficient to establish that a miracle has
occurred. And this is problematic. For it can be perfectly
reasonable to accept a highly improbable event on the basis of
human testimony. In fact, we do it all the time.

Suppose the evening news announces that the number picked in
the lottery was 8253652. As Craig observes, “this is a report
of an extraordinarily improbable event, one out of several
million.”{16} If we applied Hume’s principle to such a case,
it would be irrational for us to believe that such a highly
improbable  event  had  actually  occurred.  So  something  is
clearly wrong with this principle. But what?

The problem, says Craig, is that Hume has not considered all
of the relevant probabilities. For although it might be highly
improbable that just this number should have been chosen out
of  all  the  possible  numbers  that  could  have  been  chosen,
nevertheless one must also consider the probability that the
evening news would have reported just this number if that
number  had  not  been  chosen.  And  this  probability  is
“incredibly small,” for the newscasters would have no reason
to  report  just  this  number  unless  it  had,  in  fact,  been
chosen!{17}

So how does this relate to the question of miracles? When it
comes to assessing the testimony for a miracle, we cannot
simply consider the likelihood of the event in light of our
general knowledge of the world.{18} This was Hume’s mistake.
Instead, we must also consider how likely it would be, if the
miracle  had  not  occurred,  that  we  would  have  just  the
testimony and evidence that we have.{19} And if it is highly
unlikely that we would have just this evidence if the miracle
had not occurred, then it may actually be highly probable that
the miracle did, in fact, occur. Even if a miracle is highly
improbable when judged against our general knowledge, it may
still turn out to be highly probable once all the specific
testimony  and  evidence  for  the  miracle  is  taken  into
account.{20}



Hume and Probability Theory (Part 2)
There’s still another problem with Hume’s critique, namely,
that he never actually establishes that a miracle is highly
improbable in light of our general knowledge of the world. He
simply assumes that this is so. But the problem with this
becomes evident when one reflects upon the fact that, for the
Christian, part of what’s included in our “general knowledge
of the world” is the belief that God exists. What’s more, as
believers we have at our disposal a whole arsenal of arguments
which, we contend, make it far more plausible than not that
this belief is really true.

But  notice  how  this  will  influence  our  estimation  of  the
probability of miracles. If belief in God is part of our
general knowledge of the world, then miracles will be judged
to at least be possible. For if an all-powerful God exists,
then He is certainly capable of intervening in the natural
world to bring about events which would never have occurred
had nature been left to itself. In other words, if God exists,
then  He  can  bring  about  miracles!  Thus,  as  Bill  Craig
observes,  whether  or  not  a  miracle  is  considered  highly
improbable relative to our general knowledge of the world is
largely going to depend on whether or not we believe in God.
So the question of God’s existence is highly relevant when it
comes  to  assessing  the  probability  of  miracle  claims.{21}
While those who believe in God may still be skeptical of most
miracle  reports,  they  will  nonetheless  be  open  to  the
possibility of miracles, and they will be willing to examine
the evidence of such reports on a case-by-case basis.

To conclude, although Hume’s critique of miracles is one of
the most influential ever written, it really doesn’t stand up
well  under  scrutiny.  Indeed,  John  Earman  concludes  his
devastating  critique  of  Hume’s  arguments  by  noting  his
astonishment at how well posterity has treated Hume’s essay,
“given how completely the confection collapses under a little



probing.”{22} Although Hume was doubtless a brilliant man, his
critique of miracles is simply unconvincing.

Notes

1. William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith: Christian Truth and
Apologetics, 3rd ed. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2008), 248.

2. Ibid., 250.

3. David Hume, “Of Miracles,” in An Inquiry Concerning Human
Understanding,  ed.  Charles  W.  Hendel  (Indianapolis:  Bobbs-
Merrill, 1955), 122.

4. Ibid. See Hume’s discussion in Part II of his essay.

5. John Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure: The Argument against
Miracles (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 3.

6. Craig, Reasonable Faith, 261.

7. Irving M. Copi, Introduction to Logic, 2d ed. (New York:
Macmillan, 1961), 65.

8. Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure, 32

9. Hume, “Of Miracles,” 124.

10. See ibid., 124-41.

11. Craig, Reasonable Faith, 277.

12.  This  sentence  is  a  paraphrase  of  a  statement  from
Babbage’s treatise cited in Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure, 54.

13. Craig, Reasonable Faith, 272, n. 26.

14. Hume, “Of Miracles,” 122-23.

15. Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure, 41.

16. Craig, Reasonable Faith, 270.



17. Ibid., 271.

18.  Jason  Rennie,  “Epistemology  and  the  Resurrection:  An
Interview with William Lane Craig,” in Sci-Phi Show Outcasts,
2006, available in the “Interviews” section at bit.ly/9SSrWU
(note: this page is accessible by members only. We urge you to
register free of charge to access this and many excellent
resources. The link is down the page underneath the “Closer to
Truth” links.)

19. Craig, Reasonable Faith, 270.

20. Rennie, “Epistemology and the Resurrection.”

21. Ibid. See also the discussion in Craig, Reasonable Faith,
274-76.

22. Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure, 71.

© 2010 Probe Ministries

As Long As it Doesn’t Hurt
Anyone  Else  –  A  Biblical
Critique of Modern Ethics
Rick Wade considers a common idea behind the ethical thinking
of many people. He identifies the inconsistencies in this
approach and compares it to a biblically informed ethical
system.  As  Christians,  we  should  bring  a  Christ  centered
perspective to our ethical decisions.

What ethical principle guides our society these days? Clearly
the Bible isn’t the norm. What is?

http://bit.ly/9SSrWU
https://probe.org/as-long-as-it-doesnt-hurt-anyone-else/
https://probe.org/as-long-as-it-doesnt-hurt-anyone-else/
https://probe.org/as-long-as-it-doesnt-hurt-anyone-else/


As I see it, people generally don’t try to justify their
actions. We want to do something, so we do it. And if we’re
criticized  by  someone  else,  how  do  we  respond?  The  one
justification  I  hear  over  and  over  again  is,  “I  can  do
whatever I want, as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.”

Do a quick search on the Internet using the phrase “hurt
anyone else.” Here’s a blog by a motorcycle rider who says
it’s no one else’s business whether he wears a helmet because
it doesn’t hurt anyone else.{1} Here’s another one where the
topic  is  some  kind  of  staph  infection  that  seems  to  be
spreading among gay men. The writer says he or she’s a “big
gay rights supporter and definitely [believes] that a person
should be true to their own sexuality (as long as it doesn’t
hurt anyone else).” The writer goes on to raise a question
about whether certain sexual activity is okay from a public
health perspective.{2} Now there’s a dilemma.

“As long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.” On the surface, that
looks like a pretty good rule. I can think of things we’d all
agree are morally acceptable that we should avoid if others
could be hurt. There’s nothing wrong with swinging a baseball
bat around, unless you’re in a roomful of people. In Scripture
we’re admonished to give up our freedoms if necessary to save
the conscience of weaker believers (1 Corinthians 8).

Problems with the Rule
As a fundamental rule of life, “as long as it doesn’t hurt
anyone else” is a pretty skimpy ethical principle. There are
several problems with it.

First, if there are no concrete ethical principles that apply
across the board, how do we measure hurt? Some things are
obvious. Swinging a bat in a roomful of people will have
immediate and obvious negative consequences. But physical hurt
isn’t the only kind. We need to know what constitutes “hurt”
in order to apply the “as long as” principle. So, one question



to ask a person who touts this approach to life is, How do you
decide whether something is hurtful or not? Without concrete
ethical norms, the “as long as” rule is empty.

Second, this rule faces a problem similar to one faced by
utilitarian  ethics.  Utilitarianism  seeks  to  achieve  the
greatest good for the greatest number of people. But how can a
person predict the outcome of an action? It’s difficult to
work out a greatest good calculus. The “as long as” rule
doesn’t even go as far as utilitarianism. The latter at least
seeks the good of others (in principle, anyway). The former
only seeks to avoid harming them. So the question becomes, How
can you predict who will be hurt or how?

Here’s another thought. Consider the influence others have had
on you, including those who did what they wanted “as long as
it didn’t hurt someone else.” What about the young man who was
just  enjoying  his  high  school  prom  night  with  a  little
partying and wrecked his car, killing someone’s daughter? Or
how about the couple who had a sexual relationship apart from
the  responsibilities  of  marriage,  and  then  parted  over
jealousy or a changed mind and carried the scars of that
relationship into others? Maybe you’ve had to deal with the
ramifications of such experiences, yours or your spouse’s.
Maybe you’ve had to try to learn on your own how to behave
like a grownup because your dad never buckled down in the
serious business of life but just had fun, forgetting that he
was teaching you by word and example how to live.

When hearing this rule espoused, I can’t help wondering how
many  people  even  try  to  figure  out  the  effects  of  their
actions on others. I mean, we might give a moment’s thought to
whether something will hurt anyone in the immediate setting or
within a short period of time. But do we think beyond the
immediate?  How  do  our  actions  as  young  people  affect  our
children not yet born? Or what does it mean for parents if
their teenage daughter engages in a hard night of partying and
winds up in a coma because of what she’s imbibed? Such things



do happen, you know?

One  more  objection  before  giving  a  thumbnail  sketch  of
biblical teaching on the matter. When a person speaks of not
hurting others, what about that person him- or herself? Is it
acceptable to hurt ourselves as long as we don’t hurt others?
I’m not talking about taking measurable risks that we are
confident we can handle. I’m talking about the array of things
people do and justify with the “as long as” principle: doing
drugs, engaging in “safe” sex apart from marital commitment,
cheating on taxes, spending years following childish dreams
without giving serious thought to the future, even living a
very shrunken life.

That last one is important to note because ethics isn’t just a
set of rules given to prevent harm; it also has to do with
guiding us into fulfilled lives. The “as long as” rule can
justify  a  seriously  diminished  life.  Most  of  us  have
encountered people (maybe our own teenagers!) who could be
doing  so  much  better  in  life  than  they  are,  and  when
challenged they respond, “What does it matter? I’m not hurting
anybody else.” Maybe not, but they’re sure hurting themselves.

A Biblical Ethic
What does the Bible say about these things? Scripture calls us
to put others ahead of ourselves. We aren’t to cause others
harm. More than that, we’re to seek others’ good. We’re given
the ultimate example of sacrifice in Christ, “who, though he
was in the form of God did not count equality with God a thing
to  be  grasped,  but  made  himself  nothing”  for  our  benefit
(Philippians  2:6-8).  We’re  told  to  give  up  things  we  can
legitimately enjoy if they hurt other people (1 Corinthians
8).

Furthermore, we’re given real ethical content: Don’t steal.
Don’t  murder.  Don’t  take  someone  else’s  wife.  Do  good  to
others. Feed the hungry. Practice justice grounded in the
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righteousness of God.

Then there’s the matter of our own lives. Is the “as long as”
principle sufficient to encourage us to develop and use the
abilities God has given us? A couch potato might truly not be
hurting  anyone  else,  but  he’s  living  a  small  life.  Just
seeking to do good to others can be a motivation to get up and
get busy and do ourselves some good as a result.

The “as long as” rule pushes personal liberty almost to the
limit. It puts me at the center of the world. I can do
whatever I want, and furthermore, you’d better not do anything
that I find hurtful. I stated the rule in the first person in
the  opening  paragraph  (“I  can  do  whatever  I  want”)
deliberately. For some reason we don’t apply it as liberally
to others as we do to ourselves!

Without ethical content, however, it gives no direction at
all. It really has no place in the Christian life. Our lives
are to be governed by an ethics grounded in the nature and
will of God which takes into account a biblical view of human
nature, a biblical call to protect others and seek their good,
and the divine project of redemption that seeks to save and
build people up in the image of Christ, including ourselves.

This vision of life makes the “as long as” rule look rather
paltry, doesn’t it? We can do better.
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