
Defending Theism: A Response
to Hume, Russell, and Dawkins
T.S. Weaver looks at anti-God arguments from three prominent
philosophers, showing why belief is God is more reasonable
than their objections to His existence.

Theism, broadly defined, is the belief in the existence of a
supreme being or other deities. Believers in Jesus Christ
would  say  we  follow  Christian  Theism,  believing  in  and
trusting the one true God who has revealed Himself through His
word and through His Son Jesus. In pursuit of the defense of
theism and answering profound antagonists to the faith, I will
engage with some of the objections raised by three prominent
thinkers: David Hume, Bertrand Russell, and Richard Dawkins.

David Hume
David Hume (1711-1776) was a Scottish philosopher who is often
considered the best philosopher to have written in the English
language. Although he was wary of metaphysical things like
God,  he  was  very  fascinated  by  religion.  He  is  widely
considered to be an atheist, but we do not know for certain
whether  he  was  atheist  [one  who  denies  that  God  exists],
agnostic [one who is not sure if God exists], or deist [one
who believes God created the universe but then let it run
according to natural laws without divine intervention] by the
time of his death. Regardless, his more prominent work is
Dialogues  Concerning  Natural  Religion.  In  it  he  presents
classical challenges to theism.

The strongest challenge to theism Hume presents in Dialogues
is the problem of evil and God’s moral nature. His view is
that with the amount of evil in the world, we cannot consider
God as morally sensible, morally great, and powerful. His
assumption is that if God were to exist, He does not care to
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solve the problem of good and evil. While this is the toughest
intellectual challenge a theist has to answer, I believe there
is an answer.

When God created, He gave humans the ability to make free
decisions. If this ability were denied, our love (the supreme
ethic) for Him would not be a choice and thus coerced. As a
result, it would not be real love. Church Father Augustine
(354-430) commented on this in his book On the Free Choice of
the Will, by arguing that free will is what makes us human.
God made us that way so we could freely choose to venerate,
trust, and follow Him. So built into love, veneration, trust,
and  obedience  was  the  ability  to  make  free  decisions.
Consequently, certain choices are going to be terrible or evil
(e.g., Adam and Eve’s disastrous disobedience in the Garden of
Eden). As a result, the only way to eradicate evil is to
eradicate free will. Hence, evil is merely the consequence of
the free will of humanity. John Stackhouse rearticulates this
case:

God desired to love and be loved by other beings. God
created human beings with this in view. To make us capable
of such fellowship, God had to give us the freedom to
choose, because love, though it does have its elements of
“compulsion,”  is  meaningful  only  when  it  is  neither
automatic nor coerced. This sort of free will, however,
entailed the danger that it would be used not to enjoy God’s
love and to love God in return, but to go one’s own way in
defiance of both God and one’s own best interest. This is
what the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden
portrays.{1}

It is not that God is insensitive to evil (Proverbs 6:16,
15:26; Psalm 5:4), but that moral and natural evils are the
cause of the sin (free choice to disobey God) of man.



Bertrand Russell
Shifting gears, Bertrand Russell, (1872-1970) a famed agnostic
philosopher, argued against theism with a famous view that
everything  on  this  globe  is  the  result  of  “an  accidental
collocation of atoms.”{2} Thus, there is no real aim for which
we  were  produced.  I  believe  this  view  is  both  incredibly
depressing and incredibly wrong. If one were to take what
Timothy Keller would call a “clue of God” like beauty and
think this through, it would have serious implications. If
this were true, as Keller put it in The Reason for God,
“Beauty is nothing but a neurological hardwired response to
particular data.”{3} Conductor Leonard Bernstein once spoke of
the effect of the beauty of Beethoven’s music:

Our boy has the real goods, the stuff from Heaven, the power
to make you feel at the finish: Something is right in the
world.  There  is  something  that  checks  throughout,  that
follows its own law consistently: something we can trust,
that will never let us down.{4}

Does that sound like a “neurological hardwired response to
particular data”? Or is Beethoven’s music beautiful? As a
seminary student, I often yearn for an excellent night of
sleep.  The  thought  is  beautiful  to  me.  Augustine  in  his
Confessions argued that yearnings like this were clues to the
existence of God. While my tiredness does not prove that my
desire for an excellent night of sleep will happen tonight, it
is correct that native yearnings like this link to actual
substances that can fill them. For example, sensual yearning
(linking to sex), hunger (linking to food), tiredness (linking
to  sleep),  and  interpersonal  yearning  (linking  to
relationship). We have a desire for joy, love, and beauty that
no quantity or condition of sex, food, sleep, and relationship
can satisfy. We hope for something that nothing on this globe
can satisfy. Do you think this is a clue? I assert this
unpleasing yearning is a deep-rooted native longing that is an
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undeniable clue not only for the existence of God, but also
that God is the only one who can satisfy that yearning. C.S.
Lewis wrote in Mere Christianity, “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.”{5}
(Please also see Dr. Michael Gleghorn’s article “C.S. Lewis
and the Riddle of Joy” at probe.org/c-s-lewis-and-the-riddle-
of-joy/) Tying all this back to Russell’s famous view, it
makes sense that if there were a God who can satisfy that kind
of yearning, this God likely made us, not by accident, but
with a purpose. That is worth investigating.

Richard Dawkins
Now I turn to Richard Dawkins (1941- ), who I think is best
described as a militant atheist scientist. He writes in his
book The God Delusion, describing God:

The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant
character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty,
unjust,  unforgiving  control-freak;  a  vindictive,
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic,
racist,  infanticidal,  genocidal,  filicidal,  pestilential,
megalomaniacal,  sadomasochistic,  capriciously  malevolent
bully.{6}

Tell us how you really feel, Dawkins. Although there is a lot
said here, what is most obvious is his portrayal of God as
immoral because of what God displayed of Himself in the Old
Testament. These acts are perceived to undermine his morally
perfect nature. Although this will not be my main response, I
want to highlight that for Dawkins to grumble that God has
perpetrated  immoral  acts,  he  acknowledges  there  is  an
objective moral law. In a separate argument, I could go from
here to make the case that for there to be an objective moral
law there must be an objective moral law giver (God). However,
I  instead  want  to  concentrate  on  “the  God  of  the  Old
Testament.”
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The  Old  Testament  passage  found  in  Deuteronomy  (7:1-5;
20:16-18) tends to be the most cited in an argument against
God  such  as  Dawkins’s  quote  above.  In  this  passage,  God
instructed the Israelites to destroy the Canaanites living in
a specific region: “[T]hen you must destroy them totally. Make
no treaty with them, and show them no mercy” (7:2), and “[D]o
not leave alive anything that breathes” (20:16). This passage
bothers many (including myself) and may be an example of where
Dawkins  got  his  characterization.  It  is  understandable  to
wonder how a good and loving God could instruct this.

To make sense of a tough passage like this one must understand
the context, starting with who God is. God is not like any
earthly ruler. He’s not like Trump. He’s not like Biden. He is
Creator of all things and King of the Universe. That said, He
supplies life, and He can take life when He chooses, however
He chooses. The next step is to think through whether His
instruction was justified (as if it were up to us to define
justice). There are occasions when we as humans may feel it is
justified  for  people  to  take  another’s  life,  as  in  self-
defense, to safeguard others, or in a just war. What we must
understand about the Canaanites in this passage is that this
was not some illogical imperative for them to be murdered. The
Canaanites were malevolent. In their obscene paganism, they
were spiritually dangerous. They were unspeakably wicked. God
said  to  the  Israelites,  “It  is  not  because  of  your
righteousness or your integrity that you are going in to take
possession of their land; but on account of the wickedness of
these nations” (emphasis mine) (Deuteronomy 9:5).

The worst example of their wickedness is child sacrifice.
Apologist  Timothy  Fox  informs  us,  “They  would  burn  their
children alive in a fiery furnace as a sacrifice to the god
Molech. Just that one act alone would be justification for
their  complete  annihilation.”{7}  I  wonder  what  Hume,  who
raised the problem of evil, would have to say to Dawkins about
God dealing with and judging evil. One of the explanations God



provided for wrecking the Canaanites was so that Israel would
not embrace their malevolent ways. Dawkins may still object
though and say, “What about the kids? How could a loving God
instruct the Israelites to destroy harmless kids?” I do find
this troubling as well, but as shown above, God can take life
when He chooses, however He chooses. No one is promised a
lengthy, peaceable life and to perish of old age. Furthermore,
what if God saw that if these children were to mature, they
would be just as evil and corrupt as their parents? What if
ordering the death of children infected by their parents’
wickedness is similar to an oncology surgeon cutting out small
cancer  cells  along  with  the  full-grown  cells?  That  is  a
possibility. In addition, God does not appreciate the murder
of  the  evil  but  patiently  waits  for  repentance  of  sins
(Ezekiel 18:23). In the case of the Canaanites, we see He will
only allow wickedness for so long though.

Another  objection  Dawkins  has  to  the  existence  of  God  is
science. His view is that you can either be scientific and
sensible, or religious. He is either ignoring, or ignorant of,
the  fact  that  modern  science  arose  out  of  a  biblical
worldview.  Christians  are  responsible  for  developing  the
scientific perspective and method. Francis Bacon, astronomers
Kepler  and  Galileo,  and  the  brilliant  mathematician  and
physicist Isaac Newton all believed in God. They all helped
shape the development of modern science; they believed that
since God was a God of order, they expected nature to be
orderly. They also understood that one man’s opinion could be
faulty because of sin, and therefore others needed to verify
what any one scientist said. Kepler even characterized his
scientific perspective as “thinking God’s thoughts after Him.”

Dawkins thinks God and science do not mix. Yet two legendary
experiments performed in 1916 and 1997 reveal this view is not
as widely held as Dawkins and others make it seem. In 1916,
American psychologist James Leuba conducted a study asking
scientists if they believed in a God who actively communicates



with humanity, no less than via prayer. 40 percent confirmed
they did, 40 percent confirmed they did not, and 20 percent
were not confident either way. Edward Larson and Larry Witham
duplicated this study in 1997 using identical queries with
scientists.  They  discovered  the  figures  had  not  altered
substantially. Even atheist philosopher Thomas Nagle disagrees
with Dawkins’s view of reality. Nagle even questions whether
atheist naturalists think their moral instincts (yes morality
has come up again), for example the belief that genocide is
morally incorrect, are true instead of just the consequence of
neurochemistry hardwired into humans. He writes:

The reductionist project usually tries to reclaim some of
the originally excluded aspects of the world, by analyzing
them  in  physical—that  is,  behavioral  or
neurophysiological—terms;  but  it  denies  reality  to  what
cannot be so reduced. I believe the project is doomed—that
conscious experience, thought, value, and so forth are not
illusions,  even  though  they  cannot  be  identified  with
physical facts.{8}

Science  cannot  explain  all  and  can  be  consistent  with
religious faith. Therefore, it is unreasonable to think that
an individual can only be a believer of science or a believer
of God. It is also irrational to believe we came into the
world by accident, or that because of the presence of evil in
the  world  theism  is  not  workable.  In  short,  it  is  more
reasonable to believe in theism than not to.
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Talking About the Problem of
Evil
T.S. Weaver has put together an intellectual response to the
problem  of  evil  that  includes  a  theology  of  evil  and
suffering, and a philosophical/theological series of proper
defenses of God and His righteousness considering evil.

What is Evil?

The problem of evil is famous. This problem is
personal  because  my  wife  stayed  stuck  as  an
agnostic for a long time. An agnostic, by the way,
is a person who says they don’t know if there is a
God. Like so many people, she thought that if you believe in a
God who is all good and all-powerful, then the presence of
evil and suffering creates a problem.

Atheist philosopher David Hume said, “Epicurus’s old questions
are yet unanswered. Is he willing to prevent evil, but not
able? Then he is impotent. Is he able to but not willing? Then
he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Whence then is
evil?”

Let’s address this. I’ll give you a roadmap of where we’re
going. First, we need to address how one can even object to
evil. Second, I will talk about what evil is and is not. Then
I  will  talk  about  some  possible  reasons  God  allows  evil.
Finally, I’ll close with God’s solution.

To start, if this challenge were raised by an atheist, we need
to address the moral argument. If there is right and wrong,
then they are grounded in the existence of a good and moral
God. Because without an absolute Moral Law, which requires an
absolute Moral Law Giver, the atheist has no grounds for a
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complaint against evil.

Former  atheist  C.S.  Lewis  summarizes  how  this  thinking
eventually guided him to Christianity: “My argument against
God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But how
had I got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a
line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line. What
was I comparing this universe with when I called it unjust?”

Evil is not a “thing” that exists; and God is not the cause.
Both Augustine and Thomas Aquinas point out that evil is not a
real entity in the world. This means evil is not a material or
a phenomenon that exists by itself. It’s like darkness, which
is  not  a  created  thing;  it’s  the  absence  of  light.  Evil
describes a deficiency or denial of good. Philosophers call
this deficiency a privation. Evil is what occurs once the good
is altered or distorted. In Genesis 1 and 2, God told us all
that existed was good. Evil was not an innovation, but a
distortion. So, God is not the creator or author of evil.

The Best-of-All-Possible-Worlds
Let us consider the best-of-all-possible-worlds argument. The
place  to  start  is  God’s  omniscience.  This  allows  God  to
understand all possibilities. If God knows all possibilities,
God knows all possible worlds. Since God is also completely
good, He always wants and works out the best world and the
best way.

Leibniz (the philosopher who came up with this defense) wrote,
“The  first  principle  of  existences  is  the  following
proposition:  God  wants  to  choose  the  most  perfect.”

The power of this argument is to show that out of every world
that a good God could have produced, His decision to generate
this one means this creation is good.

There are several principles that tie into this defense.



The first major principle is centered on the truth that God
acts for worthy causes. Again, God’s omniscience presumes that
before God decides which world to produce, He understands the
value of every possible world. This also implies God always
decides on the base of sensible, stable rationales. This is
called the “principle of sufficient reason.”

To  believe  God  can  intercede  in  what  he  has  formed  with
sufficient reason, even to avoid or restrict evil, would be
like a soldier who abandons his post and knowingly allows
enemy infiltration to instead stop a colleague from drinking
while in uniform. The soldier ends up allowing a greater evil
in order to stop a lesser evil.

Another  principle  that  reinforces  this  argument  is  the
principle of “pre-established harmony.”

Leibniz describes it this way: “For, if we were capable of
understanding the universal harmony, we should see that what
we are tempted to find fault with is connected to the plan
most worthy of being chosen; in a word we should see, and
should not believe only, that what God has done is the best.”

Human Free Will
Above, we covered the principle of sufficient reason as part
of the best-of-all possible worlds. The last principle of the
best-of-all-possible-worlds is human free will. For Leibniz,
this idea was just a principle in part of his greater defense.
For  Augustine,  C.S.  Lewis,  and  Alvin  Plantinga  it  was  an
entire  defense  by  itself.  In  its  simplest  form,  it  goes
something like this: God set us up not to be machines but free
agents with the power to choose.

If God were to make us capable of freely choosing the good, He
had  to  create  us  also  able  to  freely  choose  evil.
Consequently, our free will can be misused and that is the
explanation for evil.



Jean-Paul Sartre communicates this wonderfully: “The man who
wants to be loved does not desire the enslavement of the
beloved.  .  .  .  If  the  beloved  is  transformed  into  an
automaton, the lover finds himself alone.”  God knows that a
better world is created, if human beings are infused with free
will, even if they decide to behave corruptly.

Were God to force us to make good choices, we would not be
making  choices  at  all,  but  simply  implementing  God’s
instructions  like  when  a  computer  runs  a  program.

For humans to have the capability to be ethically good, free
will is necessary. Morality hangs on our capability to freely
choose the good.

Plantinga asserts, “God creates a world containing evil, and
he has a good reason for doing so.”  John Stackhouse Jr. says,
“God, to put it bluntly, calculates the cost-benefit ratio and
deems the cost of evil to be worth the benefit of loving and
enjoying the love of these human beings.”

Stackhouse sums up Plantinga’s argument like this:

“God desired to love and be loved by other beings. God created
human beings with this in view. To make us capable of such
fellowship, God had to give us the freedom to choose, because
love, though it does have its elements of ‘compulsion,’ is
meaningful only when it is neither automatic nor coerced. This
sort of free will, however, entailed the danger that it would
be used not to enjoy God’s love and to love God in return, but
to go one’s own way in defiance of both God and one’s own best
interest.”

God created us with free will because our decision to say
“yes” to Him is only a real choice if we are also free to say
“no” to Him.



The Greater Good
To review, so far, we’ve addressed how one can even object to
evil, in the moral argument. We’ve talked about what evil is
and is not, and the idea of it being a privation. We’ve talked
about some possible reasons God allows evil, which included
the  best-of-all-possible-worlds  argument  and  the  free  will
defense. Now I want to go over the greater good principle.
While all the arguments I’ve given so far are intellectual and
do not necessarily help with the emotional side of evil and
suffering,  this  principle  is  especially  delicate.  I  say
“delicate” because this defense may not help a questioner much
if they have been a victim of a seemingly very unwarranted
evil, and/or if they are still carrying anger or bitterness.

Again,  the  topic  we  are  examining  is  the  greater  good
principle, which argues that certain evils are needed in the
world for certain greater goods to happen. To put it another
way, certain evils in this world are called for, as greater
goods stem after them. For instance, nobody would believe a
doctor who cuts out a cancerous tumor is being evil because he
made an incision on the patient. The surgery incision is much
less evil than letting the tumor develop. The greater good is
the patient being cancer-free. Parents who penalize children
for poor conduct with the loss of toys or privileges or even
giving spankings are instigating pain (particularly from the
kid’s viewpoint). Although, without this discipline, the other
possibility is that the kid will develop into a grownup with
no discipline and would consequently face much more suffering.
We  do  not  understand  in  this  world  all  the  good  God  is
preparing; therefore, we need to trust that God is good even
when  we  can’t  see  it  and  we  can’t  understand  the  larger
picture of what He’s doing.

Plus, nearly all individuals will award some truth to the
saying ascribed to Nietzsche: “Whatever doesn’t kill me makes
me stronger.” Consequently, the principle of allowing pain in



the short term to bring about a greater contentment eventually
is legitimate and one we know and use ourselves. That implies
there  is  no  mandatory  contradiction  between  God  and  the
reality of evil and suffering.

The Cross
Finally, I end with the cross and the hope of Christianity.
Jesus  agonized  in  enduring  the  nastiest  evil  that  can  be
thrown at him: denial by His own adored people; abhorrence
from the authorities in His own religion; unfairness at the
hands of the Roman court; unfaithfulness and disloyalty from
His closest friends; the public disgrace of being stripped
nude and mocked as outrageous “King of the Jews”; anguish in
the agony of crucifixion; and the continuous weight of the
lure  to  despair  altogether,  to  crash  these  unappreciative
beings with shocks of heaven, to recommence with a new race,
to assert Himself. Instead, Jesus remained there, embracing
into  Himself  the  sins  of  the  world,  keeping  Himself  in
position as His foes wreaked their most terrible treatment.

Our faith in a good God is sensible, because Jesus suffered on
our behalf, and took the punishment we deserve. He understands
what it is to suffer. He has lived there.

The cross was a world-altering occasion where the love and
compassion of God dealt efficiently with the immensity of
human sin. His death and resurrection show evil is trounced,
and death has been slain. Contemplate the many implications of
the atonement: Jesus is the Victor, He has paid our ransom,
God’s wrath has been satisfied, and Jesus is the substitution
for the offenses we have perpetrated.

As if that is not enough, the Christian narrative ends with
faith in the future where complete justice will be done, and
all evils will be made right. When Christ returns, He will not
once more give in to mortal agencies and quietly accept evil.



He will come back to deliver justice. The Bible’s definitive
solution to the problem of evil is that evil will be dealt
with. God will create a new heaven and a new earth for persons
God has loved so long and so well. This is the core of our
faith in the middle of pain and suffering.

In conclusion, what I’ve just presented to you, and what my
wife eventually figured out, is that evil is not a thing
created by God. A valid complaint against evil cannot be made
without the existence of God. God has plausible reasons for
allowing evil. And He clearly has a plan to defeat it. All He
wants you to do is trust Him.

©2022 Probe Ministries

Why  Didn’t  God  Prevent  the
Boston Bombings?
The problem of why a good God would allow evil and suffering
is probably the biggest problem people have with Christianity.
It  certainly  rises—or  perhaps  roars—to  the  surface  after
horrific events such as last week’s bombings in Boston.

Many people resonate with philosopher David Hume’s syllogism:

• If God is all good, he would defeat evil.
• If God is all powerful, he could defeat evil.
• But evil is not defeated.
• Therefore, there is no such God.
• God is either impotent or malevolent.

But when we read through the entire Bible and see the larger
picture, there is a good response to Hume’s argument:
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• If God is all good, he would defeat evil.
• If God is all powerful, he could defeat evil.
• But evil is not yet defeated.
• Therefore, God will defeat evil.
• God is all good, all powerful, and merciful.

Many  people  have  pointed  out  that  the  reason  people  do
horrible things is that we are free to do them, just as we are
free to do good, loving and wonderful things. That freedom is
a gift from God. He had to make us free to say “no” to Him in
order that we would be free to say “yes” to Him. When my
friend presses a button on her iPhone to ask the artificially
intelligent  agent  a  question,  Siri  responds  with  pre-
programmed  answers.

“I love you, Siri.”

“Oh. Stop.”

“No really! I love you, Siri!”

“I bet you say that to all your Apple products.”

“Will you marry me?”

“You should know that you’re not the only one who’s asked.”

There’s no love there. Just a robotic answer. Robots are not
what God wanted; He wanted to lavish love on us and invite us
into  the  circle  of  divine  mutual  love  and  delight  and
affection  and  grace  that  the  Father,  Son  and  Spirit  have
enjoyed for all eternity.

So why didn’t God prevent the Boston Bombings? Because He has
given  people  the  right  to  make  significant  choices,  even
hurtfully horrible choices. But He is still more powerful than
the evil in our hearts. He is even now redeeming the pain and
suffering of what happened in Boston in ways we cannot see. He
is able to make all things work together for good for those
who love Him and are called according to His purpose (Romans



8:28)

The fact that He didn’t prevent the bombings doesn’t mean He
wasn’t actively preventing even more pain and suffering. For
example, the bombing suspects were stopped before they could
cause  more  death  and  pain.  Millions  of  people  in  Boston
(including my own son and his wife) were protected from the
mayhem. And just like the 9/11 accounts, there are stories
circulating of God’s protection in action. One man crossed the
finished line of the Boston Marathon seconds before the bombs
exploded. Joe Berti escaped the explosion, but his wife and
friends  were  ten  yards  from  the  bomb;  they  were  hit  by
shrapnel but were relatively unhurt, while a woman next to
them had a leg torn off from the knee down. When they returned
home, Joe was driving near West, Texas when he heard and felt
the detonation from the nearby fertilizer plant explosion.
(bit.ly/15qbDVp)

Frank Turek has a helpful video that explores some of these
ideas:

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/tapestry/sue_bohlin/why_didnt_god_prevent_the_

boston_bombings on April 23, 2013.

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
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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
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!

http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/hume.mp3


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.
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Atheists and Their Fathers
How does one become an atheist? Does a person’s relationship
with  his  earthly  father  affect  his  relationship  with  his
heavenly  Father?  These  are  some  of  the  questions  we  will
explore in this article as we talk about the book Faith of the
Fatherless by Paul Vitz.

Vitz is a psychologist who was an atheist himself until his
late thirties. He began to wonder if psychology played a role
in one’s belief about God. After all, secular psychologists
have been saying that a belief in God is really nothing more
than infantile wish fulfillment. Dr. Vitz wondered if the shoe
was on the other foot. Could it be that atheists are engaged
in unconscious wish fulfillment?

After studying the lives of more than a dozen of the world’s
most influential atheists, Dr. Vitz discovered that they all
had one thing in common: defective relationships with their
fathers. The relationship was defective because the father was
either dead, abusive, weak, or had abandoned the children.
When he studied the lives of influential theists during those
same historical time periods, he found they enjoyed a strong,
loving relationship with a father (or a father substitute if
the father was dead).

For example, Friedrich Nietzche lost his father (who was a
pastor) before his fifth birthday. One biographer wrote that
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Nietzche was “passionately attached to his father, and the
shock  of  losing  him  was  profound.”  Dr.  Vitz  writes  that
Nietzche had a “strong, intellectually macho reaction against
a dead, very Christian father.” Friedrich Nietzche is best
known as the philosopher who said, “God is dead.” It certainly
seems possible that his rejection of God and Christianity was
a “rejection of the weakness of his father.”

Contrast Nietzche with the life of Blaise Pascal. This famous
mathematician and religious writer lived at a time in Paris
when  there  was  considerable  skepticism  about  religion.  He
nevertheless  wrote  Les  pensées  (Thoughts),  a  powerful  and
imaginative  defense  of  Christianity,  which  also  attacked
skepticism. Pascal’s father, Etienne, was a wealthy judge and
also an able mathematician. He was known as a good man with
religious convictions. Pascal’s mother died when he was three,
so  his  father  gave  up  his  law  practice  and  home-schooled
Blaise and his sisters.

Here we are going to look at the correlation between our
relationship with our earthly father and our heavenly Father.
No matter what our family background, we are still responsible
for the choices we make. Growing up in an unloving home does
not excuse us from rejecting God, but it does explain why some
people reject God. There may be a psychological component to
their commitment to atheism.

Nietzche and Freud
Friedrich  Nietzche  is  a  philosopher  who  has  influenced
everyone from Adolph Hitler to the Columbine killers. His
father was a Lutheran pastor who died of a brain disease
before Nietzche’s fifth birthday. He often spoke positively of
his father and said his death was a great loss, which he never
forgot. One biographer wrote that Nietzche was “passionately
attached  to  his  father,  and  the  shock  of  losing  him  was
profound.”



It seems he associated the general weakness and sickness of
his father with his father’s Christianity. Nietzche’s major
criticism of Christianity was that it suffers from an absence,
even a rejection, of “life force.” The God Nietzche chose was
Dionysius,  a  strong  pagan  expression  of  life  force.  It
certainly  seems  possible  that  his  rejection  of  God  and
Christianity was a “rejection of the weakness of his father.”

Nietzche’s own philosophy placed an emphasis on the “superman”
along with a denigration of women. Yet his own search for
masculinity was undermined by the domination of his childhood
by his mother and female relatives in a Christian household.
Dr. Vitz says, “It is not surprising, then, that for Nietzche
Christian morality was something for women.” He concludes that
Nietzche had a “strong, intellectually macho reaction against
a dead, very Christian father who was loved and admired but
perceived as sickly and weak.”

Sigmund Freud despised his Jewish father, who was a weak man
unable to support his family. Freud later wrote in two letters
that his father was a sexual pervert, and that the children
suffered as a result. Dr. Vitz believes that Freud’s Oedipus
Complex (which placed hatred of the father at the center of
his psychology) was an expression of “his strong unconscious
hostility to and rejection of his own father.” His father was
involved in a form of reformed Judaism but was also a weak,
passive man with sexual perversions. Freud’s rejection of God
and Judaism seems connected to his rejection of his father.

Both Nietzche and Freud demonstrate the relationship between
our  attitudes  toward  our  earthly  father  and  our  heavenly
Father.  In  both  cases,  there  seems  to  be  a  psychological
component to their commitment to atheism.

Russell and Hume
Bertrand Russell was one of the most famous atheists of the
last century. Both of Russell’s parents lived on the margin of



radical politics. His father died when Bertrand Russell was
four years old, and his mother died two years earlier. He was
subsequently cared for by his rigidly puritanical grandmother,
who was known as “Deadly Nightshade.” She was by birth a
Scottish Presbyterian, and by temperament a puritan.

Russell’s  daughter  Katherine  noted  that  his  grandmother’s
joyless faith was “the only form of Christianity my father
knew well.” This ascetic faith taught that “the life of this
world was no more than a gloomy testing ground for future
bliss.” She concluded, “My father threw this morbid belief out
the window.”

Dr. Vitz points out that Russell’s only other parent figures
were a string of nannies to whom he often grew quite attached.
When one of the nannies left, the eleven-year-old Bertrand was
“inconsolable.” He soon discovered that the way out of his
sadness was to retreat into the world of books.

After  his  early  years  of  lost  loves  and  later  years  of
solitary living at home with tutors, Russell described himself
in this way: “My most profound feelings have remained always
solitary and have found in human things no companionship . . .
. The sea, the stars, the night wind in waste places, mean
more to me than even the human beings I love best, and I am
conscious that human affection is to me at bottom an attempt
to escape from the vain search for God.”

Another famous atheist was David Hume. He was born into a
prominent and affluent family. He seems to have been on good
terms with his mother as well as his brother and sister. He
was raised as a Scottish Presbyterian but gave up his faith
and devoted most of his writing to the topic of religion.

Like the other atheists we have discussed, David Hume fits the
pattern.  His  father  died  when  he  was  two  years  old.
Biographies of his life mention no relatives or family friends
who could serve as father-figures. And David Hume is known as



a man who had no religious beliefs and spent his life raising
skeptical arguments against religion in any form.

Both Russell and Hume demonstrate the relationship between our
attitudes toward our earthly father and our heavenly Father.
In each case, there is a psychological component to their
commitment to atheism.

Sartre, Voltaire, and Feuerbach
Jean-Paul Sartre was one of the most famous atheists of the
last century. His father died when he was fifteen months old.
He and his mother lived with his maternal grandparents as his
mother cultivated a very intimate relationship with him. She
concentrated  her  emotional  energy  on  her  son  until  she
remarried when Sartre was twelve. This idyllic and Oedipal
involvement came to an end, and Sartre strongly rejected his
stepfather.

In  those  formative  years,  Sartre’s  real  father  died,  his
grandfather was cool and distant, and his stepfather took his
beloved mother away from him. The adolescent Sartre concluded
to himself, “You know what? God doesn’t exist.” Commentators
note that Sartre obsessed with fatherhood all his life and
never got over his fatherlessness. Dr. Vitz concludes that
“his father’s absence was such a painful reality that Jean-
Paul spent a lifetime trying to deny the loss and build a
philosophy in which the absence of a father and of God is the
very starting place for the good or authentic life.”

Another philosopher during the French Enlightenment disliked
his father so much that he changed his name from Arouet to
Voltaire. The two fought constantly. At one point Voltaire’s
father was so angry with his son for his interest in the world
of letters rather than taking up a career in law that he
“authorized having his son sent to prison or into exile in the
West Indies.” Voltaire was not a true atheist, but rather a
deist who believed in an impersonal God. He was a strident



critic  of  religion,  especially  Christianity  with  its
understanding  of  a  personal  God.

Ludwig Feuerbach was a prominent German atheist who was born
into a distinguished and gifted German family. His father was
a prominent jurist who was difficult and undiplomatic with
colleagues and family. The dramatic event in young Ludwig’s
life must have been his father’s affair with the wife of one
his father’s friends. They lived together openly in another
town, and she bore him a son. The affair began when Feuerbach
was  nine  and  lasted  for  nine  years.  His  father  publicly
rejected  his  family,  and  years  later  Feuerbach  rejected
Christianity.  One  famous  critic  of  religion  said  that
Feuerbach was so hostile to Christianity that he would have
been called the Antichrist if the world had ended then.

Each of these men once again illustrates the relationship
between atheism and their fathers.

Burke and Wilberforce
British statesman Edmund Burke is considered by many as the
founder  of  modern  conservative  political  thought.  He  was
partly  raised  by  his  grandfather  and  three  affectionate
uncles. He later wrote of his Uncle Garret, that he was “one
of the very best men, I believe that ever lived, of the
clearest integrity, the most genuine principles of religion
and virtue.”

His  writings  are  in  direct  opposition  to  the  radical
principles  of  the  French  Revolution.  One  of  his  major
criticisms  of  the  French  Revolution  was  its  hostility  to
religion: “We are not converts of Rousseau; we are not the
disciples of Voltaire; Helevetius has made no progress amongst
us.  Atheists  are  not  our  preachers.”  For  Burke,  God  and
religion were important pillars of a just and civil society.

William Wilberforce was an English statesman and abolitionist.



His father died when he was nine years old, and he was sent to
live with his aunt and uncle. He was extremely close to his
uncle and to John Newton who was a frequent visitor to their
home. Newton was a former slave trader who converted to Christ
and wrote the famous hymn “Amazing Grace.” Wilberforce first
heard  of  the  evils  of  slavery  from  Newton’s  stories  and
sermons, “even reverencing him as a parent when [he] was a
child.” Wilberforce was an evangelical Christian who went on
to serve in parliament and was instrumental in abolishing the
British slave trade.

As mentioned earlier, Blaise Pascal was a famous mathematician
and religious writer. Pascal’s father was a wealthy judge and
also an able mathematician, known as a good man with religious
convictions. Pascal’s mother died when he was three, so his
father gave up his law practice and home-schooled Blaise and
his sisters. Pascal went on to powerfully present a Christian
perspective at a time when there was considerable skepticism
about religion in France.

I believe Paul Vitz provides an important look at atheists and
theists in his book Faith of the Fatherless. The prominent
atheists  of  the  last  few  centuries  all  had  defective
relationships with their fathers while the theists enjoyed a
strong,  loving  relationship  with  a  father  or  a  father
substitute.  This  might  be  something  to  compassionately
consider the next time you witness to an atheist.
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Miracles

Miracles: What Are They?
Have you noticed how often the word miracle is used these
days?  Skin  creams  that  make  us  look  younger;  computer
technology; the transition of a nation from oppression to
freedom; what a quarterback needs to pull off for his team to
have a winning season. All these are called miracles today.
Anything that takes extreme effort or which amazes people is
now a miracle. I’m still amazed that airplanes stay in the
air. But is that a miracle?

To begin our discussion we’ll first put forth a definition. To
clarify  the  nature  of  a  miracle  will  also  require  making
distinctions  in  God’s  activities  in  creation.  Then  we’ll
respond to objections to the possibility of miracles. Finally,
we’ll consider their apologetic use.

So, what is a miracle? In his book, All the Miracles of the
Bible,  Herbert  Lockyer  said  that  a  miracle  is  “some
extraordinary work of deity transcending the ordinary powers
of  nature  and  wrought  in  connection  with  the  ends  of
revelation.”{1}  Notice  the  three  elements:  miracles  are
supernatural, or the work of deity; they transcend or override
natural law; and they are part of God’s means of revealing His
nature and purposes to us.

In Acts. 2:22, Peter speaks of the “miracles and wonders and
signs which God performed through” Jesus. This reference to
miracles can also be translated power. Miracles demonstrate
the supernatural power of God over nature and evil forces.
This power was seen in Jesus’ healing the sick; calming the
storm; and raising people from the dead. Such events occurred
in opposition to the normal course of nature; they could only
be done by a supernatural power.
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The word wonders refers to the response the miracles evoked in
the observers, a response of astonishment and fear. Observers
knew they had seen something out of the ordinary, something
that in its greatness could even be threatening to them.

Still a third word used by Peter in Acts 2:22 points to the
revelatory purpose of miracles. There, Peter referred to the
signs of Jesus. This word stresses that aspect of miracles
which draws attention to the significance of the event. Signs
point to or reveal something else.

First,  they  indicated  a  relationship  between  the  miracle
worker and God. In John 5:36 Jesus said that his works were
evidence that he had been sent by God. Second, they pointed to
a fuller activity of God still to come. As one writer said:
“The power Jesus exhibited was a foretaste of the power to be
revealed at the end of the age.”{2}

Also, miracles are revelatory themselves in that they reveal
the nature of God. Jesus came to reveal the Father to us. He
said he was the Savior, and he showed he was the Savior by
doing saving things. He healed diseases; he delivered the
demon-possessed; he saved from the fury of the storm.

So, miracles are from God; they override nature; and they
reveal God. They aren’t simply amazing events. When just about
anything  amazing  is  called  a  miracle  simply  because  it’s
amazing, real miracles lose their significance.

Miracles and Providence
The word miracle is used so often and to describe so many
things that it’s lost its power. One of the reasons events are
called miracles which shouldn’t be–at least by Christians–is
that we want to give due honor to God for His work in our
lives. This is how it should be. However, in order to give
miracles their due, we should distinguish the different kinds
of activity of God in this world.



We can think of God’s involvement in three categories. First,
what  we  call  providence,  which  is  God’s  ongoing  work  in
sustaining the universe He created and the people in it. He
keeps the stars in place; He provides for our physical needs;
and He is active in the governing of societies. People have
come to learn that things work a certain way, whether they are
believers  in  God  or  not.  No  explicit  belief  in  God  is
necessary to explain such things. Events on this level are not
miracles.

Second,  God  is  active  in  what  we  might  call  special
providence.  “Special  providences,”  said  theologian  Louis
Berkhof, “are special combinations in the order of events, as
in the answer to prayer, in deliverance out of trouble, and in
all  instances  in  which  grace  and  help  come  in  critical
circumstances.”{3}  God’s  hand  is  “visible”  in  a  sense  to
Christians who have watched all the pieces to one or more of
life’s puzzles fall into place in a very special way.

Our move to Texas to work with Probe is an example. When we
survey all the events that led up to our move, we recognize
that God had to have been involved. But that’s because we set
these events in the context of the thinking, the decisions,
and the prayers of people who sought God’s will. However,
people who aren’t inclined to see God working in our lives
would see nothing supernatural about such events. They might
simply see that we made a decision to move, the leadership of
Probe and our church concurred, and a bunch of other people
who support us agreed. Is this type of occurrence a miracle?
In my opinion it isn’t. Although God was involved in a special
way, the laws of nature weren’t transcended.

The third category of God’s involvement is miracles that we
defined earlier as events, which are supernatural in origin,
transcend or violate natural laws, and serve a revelatory
function in God’s redemptive work. Here the hand of God is
clearly visible to anyone who doesn’t deliberately refuse to
believe. The event is contrary to the normal course of nature;



no scientific explanation is possible. Of a purported miracle,
we might ask this question: Is it impossible that the event
could have taken place without God’s special intervention to
alter the inevitable course of nature?

These three categories are not rigidly divided. They form more
of a continuum. The distinguishing mark is the visibility of
God’s hand in a given event. Is He in the background, simply
maintaining His created order? Or has He manipulated certain
events to a certain end without making His presence clearly
seen by all? Or has He acted so powerfully in the realm of
nature that there is no other reasonable explanation?

The purpose of such considerations is that we might not use
the  word  miracle  too  lightly.  To  accomplish  their  role,
miracles  must  remain  distinct  from  that  which  is  simply
amazing.

Philosophical  Attacks:  Miracles  and
Natural Law
Miracles have come under attack for centuries now. In short,
objectors  seem  to  assume  that  our  lives’  experience  is
normative. With respect to environment, it is assumed that
what we see in nature is all there is or can be. With respect
to  time,  also,  critics  say  that  our  experience  today
determines what could have happened yesterday, or that our
limitations do not allow us to know what happened in the past.
Let’s consider first the question of nature, and then at the
problem of historical knowledge with respect to miracles.

Miracles came under heavy attack during the Enlightenment by
deists and atheists, and later by liberal churchmen. In the
heady days of the rise of science, many came to see miracles
as violations of natural law. To the rationalists of that day,
such  a  violation  was  an  impossibility.  David  Hume,  the
Scottish  philosopher,  put  it  this  way:  “A  miracle  is  a
violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable



experience has established these laws, the proof against a
miracle, . . . is as entire as any argument from experience
can possibly be imagined.”{4}

This raises two questions. First, are natural laws inviolable?
Second, how do we interpret the evidence?

First,  the  question  of  natural  law.  Some  critics  believe
simply that there is no power higher than nature and thus no
power  that  could  supersede  the  laws  of  nature.  This  is
naturalism, a philosophical belief that can’t itself be proved
by what is seen in nature. This is a philosophical assumption,
and we shouldn’t be put off by it. We believe that God exists,
and being the creator of the natural laws, He is above them
Himself and able to alter them. They don’t. To undermine the
possibility of miracles, naturalists must prove there is no
God to perform them. On the other hand, if we can show that
non-natural events did or have occurred, the naturalist will
have to find some explanation in his worldview for them.

Other critics may not argue from an atheistic standpoint, but
they hold that a universe in which natural laws can be broken
is inherently unstable. If miracles occurred, all would be
chaos. We answer that if God is powerful enough to create
nature and to override its laws, He is also powerful enough to
keep the rest of nature in order.

Thus, the reality of natural law is no deterrent to miracles.

Second, how do we weigh the evidence for and against miracles?
What  about  Hume’s  objection  that  there  is  more  evidence
against miracles than for them? First, the abundant evidence
of  order  at  most  suggests  that  miracles  are  the  rare
exception.  But  this  is  what  makes  them  so  significant!
Consider, too, that the proper use of evidences includes being
open to new evidences, including those of unusual occurrences.
Second, evidences should be weighed, not just counted. So, to
illustrate, we are more likely to accept the testimony of one



person known for honesty and integrity over the evidence of
five known liars. The quality of the evidence is what counts.

As I noted earlier, arguments against miracles based upon the
workings of nature typically reveal an underlying philosophy
of  naturalism.  But  there  is  another  kind  of  objection  to
miracles.  That  is,  that  history  can’t  bear  the  weight  of
proving  miracles  occurred  in  the  past.  We’ll  turn  our
attention  to  that  objection  next.

Philosophical  Attacks:  Miracles  and
History
We  have  looked  briefly  at  David  Hume’s  argument  against
miracles based on natural law. On the surface, Hume’s argument
was against proving a miracle, not against the reality of
miracles per se. His main point was that we can’t know whether
a  miracle  occurred  because  our  knowledge  is  gleaned  from
evidences, and the preponderance of evidence is always for
natural law and against miracles. He believed that it would be
more likely, that, for example, all the witnesses lied than
that a person was raised from the dead. How was Hume so sure
of this? “Because,” he said, ‘that has never been observed in
any age or country.”{5} So, when someone said they saw a
miracle, Hume said they were deluded or were lying because no
one’s ever seen a miracle! It seems clear that Hume’s argument
against knowing whether a miracle occurred was based upon his
prior conviction that miracles don’t occur.

Of  course,  if  no  evidence  could  be  sufficient  to  prove
miracles in the present, records of miracles in history were
surely faulty. If we don’t experience miracles today, Hume
thought, there’s no reason to think others did in the past.

Anthony Flew, a contemporary philosopher, has built on Hume’s
argument. He says there must be uniformity between the present
(the time of the historian) and the past (when the event took
place) to make any reasonable interpretation of the past. This



is called the rule of analogy. The regularities of nature are
part of our present experience, and we must assume they were
the experience of people in the past.

This argument presupposes that there are no miracles occurring
now. How do critics know this? Either they must be omniscient,
or they must begin with a naturalistic worldview which by
definition precludes miracles. One also wonders how Flew could
accept any unique, singular event in history, such as the
origins  of  the  universe  and  of  life,  if  regularity  is  a
requirement for historical knowledge.

Other critics say the problem is with the study of history per
se. They argue that historical knowledge is too subjective for
us to know what really happened in the past. Our own values,
worldviews  and  prejudices  color  our  understanding  so  that
there aren’t any historically objective facts. But if this is
so, the critic’s own judgment about historical knowledge is
too colored by his own values, etc., to be taken as objective
fact. As philosopher Frances Beckwith notes, this also means
that no interpretation of history can be considered bad, and
that there is no reason to revise history (except perhaps for
the historian’s amusement).{6}

It  would  seem  that  those  who  deny  miracles  are  typically
predisposed against them. If this is the case, is there any
apologetic use for miracles? Let’s look at this next.

The Apologetic Use of Miracles
“Miracle was once the foundation of all apologetics, then it
became an apologetic crutch, and today it is not infrequently
regarded as a cross for apologetics to bear.” So said a German
theologian in the early part of this century.{7} While it’s
true that evidential apologetics emphasizes the miracle of the
resurrection of Jesus, miracles in general play little role in
apologetics today.



What’s the proper role of miracles in apologetics? First, of
course, Christians need to answer the charge that miracles
can’t  happen,  and  that  the  Bible,  therefore,  isn’t  true.
Miracles are an integral part of Christianity; to side-step
objections to them by downplaying their role is to abandon the
cause.

But what about persuasion? In Scripture, were miracles used as
evidence to persuade unbelievers?

We  see  in  the  New  Testament  that  miracles  did  serve  as
evidence and they brought some people to belief. When Jesus
raised Lazarus “many of the Jews . . . put their faith in Him”
(Jn.11:45; see also Acts 2:22-41; 5:12-16; 6:7,8; 8:6-8; Rom.
15:18,19). But note that some went to the Pharisees and ratted
on Jesus.At other times Jesus chastised the Pharisees because
they believed neither His words nor His works (Jn.10:22-32;
15:24). Not everyone believed in response to miracles (cf.
Acts 14:3,4).

Remember that Jesus didn’t do miracles for people who had no
faith-such as the people in His hometown (Matt. 13:58)–or for
those who insisted that He prove Himself to them-such as the
Jewish  leaders  (Matt.  16:1-4).  When  He  ministered  in  His
hometown,  for  instance,  people  took  offense  at  Him,  and
Matthew says, “He did not do many miracles there because of
their lack of faith”. Matthew also reports that Jesus refused
the Jewish leaders when they came to Him “and tested Him by
asking Him to show them a sign from heaven” (16:1-4)

No, Jesus’ miracles were done in response to faith. But this
wasn’t necessarily explicit faith in Jesus as Savior. It could
have  been  simply  the  openness  to  God  of  people  who  were
willing to hear. By doing miracles, Jesus identified himself
as  the  Messiah  who  had  been  prophesied.{8}  People  either
recognized the fulfillment of prophecy or simply recognized
the hand of God, or both.



Someone might ask, even if people won’t accept miracles, might
they  not  respond  to  the  simple  preaching  of  the  cross?
Remember that miracles were part of God’s revelation of His
redemptive  activity.  They  were  set  in  the  context  of  the
spoken message of Jesus. People who refused the spoken word
also refused to accept the evidence of miracles. As Abraham
said to the rich man in Jesus’ parable, “If they do not listen
to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if
someone rises from the dead.” (Lk.16:31)

Thus, in answer to the question whether miracles can bring
people  to  belief  in  Christ,  they  can  if  the  deep-down
knowledge of God that Paul said we all have (Rom.1:20) is
first awakened. But for those who have deliberately shut God
out of their lives and their worldview, miracles won’t do any
more to convince them than hearing Scripture will.

Miracles, then, provide evidence for the identity of Jesus and
for the truth of the message He proclaimed especially when
paired  with  prophecy.  They  should  thus  be  a  part  of  the
package of evidences we employ. We will not convince everyone
of the truth of Jesus Christ. But if God chose miracles as
confirming evidence, we should not shun them.
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