7 Questions Skeptics Ask -
Radio Transcript

Rusty Wright considers some common questions skeptics ask
about our belief in Christianity. He shows us how to answer
these questions from an informed biblical worldview.

Questions of Faith

Picture the scene. You're discussing your faith with a
coworker or neighbor, perhaps over lunch or coffee. You
explain your beliefs but your friend has questions:

How could a loving God allow evil and suffering? The Bible 1is
full of contradictions. What about people who’ve never heard
of Jesus?

How do you feel about these questions and objections? Anxious?
Confused? Defensive? Combative?

Sensitively and appropriately answering questions that
skeptics ask you can be an important part of helping them to
consider Jesus. Peter told us, “In your hearts set apart
Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to
everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you
have. But do this with gentleness and respect.”{1l} This series
looks at seven common questions skeptics ask and gives you
some pointers on how to respond. Consider first a story.

As the flight from Chicago to Dallas climbed in the sky, I
became engrossed in conversation with the passenger to my
left. “Aimee,” a French businesswoman, asked me about my work.
On learning I was a Christian communicator, she related that a
professing Christian had signed a contract with her, attempted
to lead her to Christ, then later deceitfully undercut her.
“How could a Christian do such a thing?” she asked.
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I told her that Christians weren’t perfect, that some fail
miserably, that many are honest and caring, but that it is
Jesus we ultimately trust. Aimee asked question after
question: How can you believe the Bible? Why do Christians say
there is only one way to God? How does one become a Christian?

I tried to answer her concerns tactfully and explained the
message of grace as clearly as I could. Stories I told of
personal pain seemed to open her up to consider God's love for
her. She did not come to Christ in that encounter, but she
seemed to leave it with a new understanding.

Hurting people everywhere need God. Many are open to
considering Him, but they often have questions they want
answered before they are willing to accept Christ. As
Christian communicators seek to blend grace with truth, {2} an
increasing number of skeptics may give an ear and become
seekers or believers.

As you interact with skeptics, compliment them where you can.
Jesus complimented the skeptical Nathanael for his pursuit of
truth.{3} Listen to their concerns. Your listening ear speaks
volumes. It may surprise you to learn that your attitude can
be just as important as what you know.

Dealing with Objections

How do you deal with questions and objections to faith that
your friends may pose?

When I was a skeptical student, my sometimes-relentless
questions gave my Campus Crusade for Christ friends at Duke
University plenty of practice! I wanted to know if
Christianity was true. After trusting Christ as Savior, I
still had questions.

Bob Prall, the local Campus Crusade director, took interest in
me. At first his answers irritated me, but as I thought them
through they began to make sense. For two years I followed him



around campus, watching him interact. Today, as I am
privileged to encounter inquisitive people around the globe,
much of my speech and manner derive from my mentor.

Consider some guidelines. Pray for wisdom, for His love for
inquirers{4} and for your questioner’s heart. If appropriate,
briefly share the gospel first. The Holy Spirit may draw your
friends to Christ. Don’t push, though. It may be best to
answer their questions first.

Some questions may be intellectual smokescreens. Once a
Georgia Tech philosophy professor peppered me with questions,
which I answered as best I could.

Then I asked him, If I could answer all your questions to your
satisfaction, would you put your life in Jesus’ hands? His
reply: “[Expletive deleted] no!”

Okay. This first objection is one you might have heard:

1. It doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you are
sincere.

I once gave a speech arguing for this proposition. Later, I
reconsidered. In the 1960s, many women took the drug
thalidomide seeking easier pregnancies. Often they delivered
deformed babies. Sincerely swallowing two white pills may cure
your headache if the pills are aspirin. If they are roach
poison, results may differ.

After discussing this point, a widely respected psychologist
told me, “I guess a person could be sincere in what he or she
believed, but be sincerely wrong.” Ultimately faith is only as
valid as its object. Jesus demonstrated by His life, death and
resurrection that He is a worthy object for faith.{5}

Focus on Jesus. Bob Prall taught me to say, “I don’t have
answers to every question. But if my conclusion about Jesus is
wrong, I have a bigger problem. What do I do with the evidence



for His resurrection, His deity and the prophecies He
fulfilled? And what do I do with changed lives, including my
own?”

I don’t have complete answers to every concern you will
encounter, but in what follows I’'ll outline some short
responses that might be useful.

The second question is:
2. Why is there evil and suffering?

Sigmund Freud called religion an illusion that humans invent
to satisfy their security needs. To him, a benevolent, all-
powerful God seemed incongruent with natural disasters and
human evil.

God, though sovereign, gave us freedom to follow Him or to
disobey Him. Oxford scholar C.S. Lewis estimated that eighty
percent of human suffering stems from human choice. Lewis
called pain “God’s megaphone” that alerts us to our need for
Him.{6} This response does not answer all concerns (because
God sometimes does intervene to thwart evil) but it suggests
that the problem of evil is not as great an intellectual
obstacle to belief as some imagine.

Pain’s emotional barrier to belief, however, remains
formidable. When I see God, items on my long list of questions
for Him will include a painful and unwanted divorce, betrayal
by trusted coworkers, and all sorts of disappointing human
behavior and natural disasters. Yet in Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection{7} I have seen enough to trust Him when He says
He “causes all things to work together for good to those who
love God."”{8}

3. What about those who never hear of Jesus?

Moses said, “The secret things belong to the Lorp.{9} Some
issues may remain mysteries. Gods perfect love and justice far



exceed our own. Whatever He decides will be loving and fair.
One can make a case that God will make the necessary
information available to someone who wants to know Him. An
example: Cornelius, a devout military official. The New
Testament records that God assigned Peter to tell him about

Jesus.{10}

A friend once told me that many asking this question seek a
personal loophole, a way so they wont need to believe 1in
Christ. That statement angered me, but it also described me.
C.S. Lewis in Mere Christianity wrote, “If you are worried
about the people outside [of faith in Christ], the most
unreasonable thing you can do 1s to remain outside
yourself.”{11} If Christianity is true, the most logical
behavior for someone concerned about those without Christ’s
message would be to trust Christ and go tell them about Him.

Here's a tip: When someone asks you a difficult question, if
you don’t know the answer, admit it. Many skeptics appreciate
honesty. Don’t bluff. It's dishonest and often detectable.

4. What about all the contradictions in the Bible?

Ask your questioner for specific examples of contradictions.
Often people have none, but rely on hearsay. If there is a
specific example, consider these guidelines as you respond.

Omission does not necessarily create contradiction. Luke, for
example, writes of two angels at Jesus’ tomb after the
Resurrection.{12} Matthew mentions “an angel.”{13} Is this a
contradiction? If Matthew stated that only one angel was
present, the accounts would be dissonant. As it stands, they
can be harmonized.

Differing accounts aren’t necessarily contradictory. Matthew
and Luke, for example, differ in their accounts of Jesus’
birth. Luke records Joseph and Mary starting in Nazareth,
traveling to Bethlehem (Jesus’ birthplace), and returning to
Nazareth.{14} Matthew starts with Jesus’ birth in Bethlehenm,



relates the family’s journey to Egypt to escape King Herod’s
rage, and recounts their travel to Nazareth after Herod’s
death.{15} The Gospels never claim to be exhaustive records.
Biographers must be selective. The accounts seem
complementary, not contradictory.

Time precludes more complex examples here. But time and again,
supposed biblical problems fade in light of logic, history,
and archaeology. The Bible’'s track record under scrutiny
argues for 1its trustworthiness.

5. Isn’t Christianity just a psychological crutch?

My mentor Bob Prall has often said, “If Christianity is a
psychological crutch, then Jesus Christ came because there was
an epidemic of broken legs.” Christianity claims to meet real
human needs such as those for forgiveness, love, identity and
self-acceptance. We might describe Jesus not as a crutch but
an iron lung, essential for life itself.

Christian faith and 1its benefits can be described 1in
psychological terms but that does not negate its validity.
“Does it work?” 1is not the same question as, “Is it true?”
Evidence supports Christianity’s truthfulness, so we would
expect it to work in individual lives, as millions attest.

A caution as you answer questions: Don’t offer “proof” but
rather evidences for faith. “Proof” can imply an airtight
case, which you don’t have. Aim for certainty “beyond a
reasonable doubt,” just as an attorney might in court.

Don’t quarrel. Lovingly and intelligently present evidence to
willing listeners, not to win arguments but to share good
news. Be kind and gentle.{16} Your life and friendship can
communicate powerfully.

6. How can Jesus be the only way to God?

When I was in secondary school, a recent alumnus visited,



saying he had found Christ at Harvard. I respected his
character and tact and listened intently. But I could not
stomach Jesus’ claim that “I am the way, and the truth, and
the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.”{17} That
seemed way too narrow.

Two years later, my spiritual and intellectual journey had
changed my view. The logic that drew me (reluctantly) to his
position involves three questions:

e If God exists, could there be only one way to reach Him? To
be open-minded, I had to admit this possibility.

* Why consider Jesus as a candidate for that possible one
way? He claimed 1it. His plan of rescuing humans “by
grace..through faith.. not..works”{18} was distinct from those
requiring works, as many other religions do. These two kinds
of systems were mutually exclusive. Both could be false or
either could be true, but both could not be true.

 Was Jesus’ plan true? Historical evidence for His
resurrection, fulfilled prophecy{19} and deity, and for the
reliability of the New Testament{20} convinced me I could
trust His words.

One more common objection:

7. I could never take the blind leap of faith that believing
in Christ requires.

We exercise faith every day. Few of us comprehend everything
about electricity or aerodynamics, but we have evidence of
their validity. Whenever we use electric lights or airplanes,
we exercise faith not blind faith, but faith based on
evidence. Christians act similarly. The evidence for Jesus 1is
compelling, so one can trust Him on that basis.

As you respond to inquirers, realize that many barriers to
faith are emotional rather than merely intellectual.



As a teenager, I nearly was expelled from secondary school for
some problems I helped create. In my pain and anger I
wondered, “Why would God allow this to happen?” I was mad at
God! In retrospect, I realize I was blaming Him for my own bad
choices. My personal anguish at the time kept me from seeing
that.

Your questioners may be turned off because Christians haven’t
acted like Jesus. Maybe they’re angry at God because of
personal illness, a broken relationship, a loved one’s death,
or personal pain. Ask God for patience and love as you seek to
blend grace with truth. He may use you to help skeptics become
seekers and seekers become His children. I hope He does.
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7 Questions Skeptics Ask
About the Validity of
Christianity

Rusty Wright considers some common questions skeptics ask
about our belief in Christianity. He shows us how to answer
these questions from an informed biblical worldview.

Questions of Faith

Picture the scene. You're discussing your faith with a
coworker or neighbor, perhaps over lunch or coffee. You
explain your beliefs but your friend questions:

How could a loving God allow evil and suffering? The Bible
i1s full of contradictions. What about people who’ve never
heard of Jesus?

How do you feel about these questions and objections? Anxious?
Confused? Defensive? Combative?

Sensitively and appropriately answering questions that
skeptics ask you can be an important part of helping them to
consider Jesus. Peter told us, “In your hearts set apart
Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to
everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you
have. But do this with gentleness and respect.”{1l} This series
looks at seven common questions skeptics ask and gives you
some pointers on how to respond. Consider first a story.

As the flight from Chicago to Dallas climbed in the sky, I
became engrossed in conversation with the passenger to my
left. “Aimee,” a French businesswoman, asked me about my work.
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On learning I was a Christian communicator, she related that a
professing Christian had signed a contract with her, attempted
to lead her to Christ, then later deceitfully undercut her.
“How could a Christian do such a thing?” she asked.

I told her that Christians weren’t perfect, that some fail
miserably, that many are honest and caring, but that it is
Jesus we ultimately trust. Aimee asked question after
question: “How can you believe the Bible?” “Why do Christians
say there is only one way to God?” “How does one become a
Christian?”

I tried to answer her concerns tactfully and explained the
message of grace as clearly as I could. Stories I told of
personal pain seemed to open her up to consider God’s love for
her. She did not come to Christ in that encounter, but she
seemed to leave it with a new understanding.

Hurting people everywhere need God. Many are open to
considering Him, but they often have questions they want
answered before they are willing to accept Christ. As
Christian communicators seek to blend grace with truth, {2} an
increasing number of skeptics may give an ear and become
seekers or believers.

As you interact with skeptics, compliment them where you can.
Jesus complimented the skeptical Nathanael for his pursuit of
truth.{3} Listen to their concerns. Your listening ear speaks
volumes. It may surprise you to learn that your attitude can
be just as important as what you know.

Dealing with Objections

How do you deal with questions and objections to faith that
your friends may pose?

When I was a skeptical student, my sometimes-relentless
questions gave my Campus Crusade for Christ friends at Duke
University plenty of practice! I wanted to know if



Christianity was true. After trusting Christ as Savior, I
still had questions.

Bob Prall, the local Campus Crusade director, took interest in
me. At first his answers irritated me, but as I thought them
through they began to make sense. For two years I followed him
around campus, watching him interact. Today, as I am
privileged to encounter inquisitive people around the globe,
much of my speech and manner derive from my mentor.

Consider some guidelines. Pray for wisdom, for His love for
inquirers{4} and for your questioner’s heart. If appropriate,
briefly share the gospel first. The Holy Spirit may draw your
friends to Christ. Don’t push, though. It may be best to
answer their questions first.

Some questions may be intellectual smokescreens. Once a
Georgia Tech philosophy professor peppered me with questions,
which I answered as best I could.

Then I asked him, “If I could answer all your questions to
your satisfaction, would you put your life in Jesus’ hands?”
His reply: “[Expletive deleted] no!”

Okay. This first objection is one you might have heard:

1. It doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you are
sincere.

I once gave a speech arguing for this proposition. Later, I
reconsidered. In the 1960s, many women took the drug
thalidomide seeking easier pregnancies. Often they delivered
deformed babies. Sincerely swallowing two white pills may cure
your headache if the pills are aspirin. If they are roach
poison, results may differ.

After discussing this point, a widely respected psychologist
told me, “I guess a person could be sincere in what he or she
believed, but be sincerely wrong.” Ultimately faith is only as



valid as its object. Jesus demonstrated by His life, death and
resurrection that He is a worthy object for faith.{5}

Focus on Jesus. Bob Prall taught me to say, “I don’t have
answers to every question. But if my conclusion about Jesus 1is
wrong, I have a bigger problem. What do I do with the evidence
for His resurrection, His deity and the prophecies He
fulfilled? And what do I do with changed lives, including my
own?”

I don’t have complete answers to every concern you will
encounter, but in what follows I’'ll outline some short
responses that might be useful.

The second question is:
2. Why is there evil and suffering?

Sigmund Freud called religion an illusion that humans invent
to satisfy their security needs. To him, a benevolent, all-
powerful God seemed incongruent with natural disasters and
human evil.

God, though sovereign, gave us freedom to follow Him or to
disobey Him. Oxford scholar C.S. Lewis estimated that eighty
percent of human suffering stems from human choice. Lewis
called pain “God’s megaphone” that alerts us to our need for
Him.{6} This response does not answer all concerns (because
God sometimes does intervene to thwart evil) but it suggests
that the problem of evil is not as great an intellectual
obstacle to belief as some imagine.

Pain’s emotional barrier to belief, however, remains
formidable. When I see God, items on my long list of questions
for Him will include a painful and unwanted divorce, betrayal
by trusted coworkers, and all sorts of disappointing human
behavior and natural disasters. Yet in Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection{7} I have seen enough to trust Him when He says
He “causes all things to work together for good to those who



love God."”{8}
3. What about those who never hear of Jesus?

Moses said, “The secret things belong to the Loro.”{9} Some
issues may remain mysteries. God’'s perfect love and justice
far exceed our own. Whatever He decides will be loving and
fair. One can make a case that God will make the necessary
information available to someone who wants to know Him. An
example: Cornelius, a devout military official. The New
Testament records that God assigned Peter to tell him about

Jesus.{10}

A friend once told me that many asking this question seek a
personal loophole, a way so they won’t need to believe in
Christ. That statement angered me, but it also described me.
C.S. Lewis in Mere Christianity wrote, “If you are worried
about the people outside [of faith in Christ], the most
unreasonable thing you can do 1s to remain outside
yourself.”{11} If Christianity is true, the most logical
behavior for someone concerned about those without Christ’s
message would be to trust Christ and go tell them about Him.

Here's a tip: When someone asks you a difficult question, if
you don’t know the answer, admit it. Many skeptics appreciate
honesty. Don’t bluff. It's dishonest and often detectable.

4. What about all the contradictions in the Bible?

Ask your questioner for specific examples of contradictions.
Often people have none, but rely on hearsay. If there is a
specific example, consider these guidelines as you respond.

Omission does not necessarily create contradiction. Luke, for
example, writes of two angels at Jesus’ tomb after the
Resurrection.{12} Matthew mentions “an angel.”{13} Is this a
contradiction? If Matthew stated that only one angel was
present, the accounts would be dissonant. As it stands, they
can be harmonized.



Differing accounts aren’t necessarily contradictory. Matthew
and Luke, for example, differ in their accounts of Jesus’
birth. Luke records Joseph and Mary starting in Nazareth,
traveling to Bethlehem (Jesus’ birthplace), and returning to
Nazareth.{14} Matthew starts with Jesus’ birth in Bethlehenm,
relates the family’s journey to Egypt to escape King Herod's
rage, and recounts their travel to Nazareth after Herod’s
death.{15} The Gospels never claim to be exhaustive records.
Biographers must be selective. The accounts seem
complementary, not contradictory.

Time precludes more complex examples here. But time and again,
supposed biblical problems fade in light of logic, history,
and archaeology. The Bible’'s track record under scrutiny
argues for 1its trustworthiness.

5. Isn't Christianity just a psychological crutch?

My mentor Bob Prall has often said, “If Christianity 1is a
psychological crutch, then Jesus Christ came because there was
an epidemic of broken legs.” Christianity claims to meet real
human needs such as those for forgiveness, love, identity and
self-acceptance. We might describe Jesus not as a crutch but
an iron lung, essential for life itself.

Christian faith and its benefits can be described 1in
psychological terms but that does not negate its validity.
“Does it work?” is not the same question as, “Is it true?”
Evidence supports Christianity’s truthfulness, so we would
expect it to work in individual lives, as millions attest.

A caution as you answer questions: Don’t offer “proof” but
rather evidences for faith. “Proof” can imply an airtight
case, which you don’t have. Aim for certainty “beyond a
reasonable doubt,” just as an attorney might in court.

Don’t quarrel. Lovingly and intelligently present evidence to
willing listeners, not to win arguments but to share good
news. Be kind and gentle.{16} Your life and friendship can



communicate powerfully.
6. How can Jesus be the only way to God?

When I was in secondary school, a recent alumnus visited,
saying he had found Christ at Harvard. I respected his
character and tact and listened intently. But I could not
stomach Jesus’ claim that “I am the way, and the truth, and
the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.”{17} That
seemed way too narrow.

Two years later, my spiritual and intellectual journey had
changed my view. The logic that drew me (reluctantly) to his
position involves three questions:

e If God exists, could there be only one way to reach Him?
To be open-minded, I had to admit this possibility.

» Why consider Jesus as a candidate for that possible one
way? He claimed it. His plan of rescuing humans — “by
grace..through faith..not..works”{18} was distinct from those
requiring works, as many other religions do. These two kinds
of systems were mutually exclusive. Both could be false or
either could be true, but both could not be true.

e Was Jesus’ plan true? Historical evidence for His
resurrection, fulfilled prophecy{19} and deity, and for the
reliability of the New Testament{20} convinced me I could
trust His words.

One more common objection:

7. I could never take the blind leap of faith that believing
in Christ requires.

We exercise faith every day. Few of us comprehend everything
about electricity or aerodynamics, but we have evidence of
their validity. Whenever we use electric lights or airplanes,
we exercise faith — not blind faith, but faith based on
evidence. Christians act similarly. The evidence for Jesus 1is



compelling, so one can trust Him on that basis.

As you respond to inquirers, realize that many barriers to
faith are emotional rather than merely intellectual.

As a teenager, I nearly was expelled from secondary school for
some problems I helped create. In my pain and anger I
wondered, “Why would God allow this to happen?” I was mad at
God! In retrospect, I realize I was blaming Him for my own bad
choices. My personal anguish at the time kept me from seeing
that.

Your questioners may be turned off because Christians haven’t
acted like Jesus. Maybe they’re angry at God because of
personal illness, a broken relationship, a loved one’s death,
or personal pain. Ask God for patience and love as you seek to
blend grace with truth. He may use you to help skeptics become
seekers and seekers become His children. I hope He does.
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“Is God the Creator of Evil?”

I would like to get some help with Isaiah 45:7, which says, “I
form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create
evil: I the LORD do all these things.” (KJV) Is God the
creator of evil? Can you recommend a good book on this?
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God is not the creator of evil. Indeed, strictly speaking,
evil is not a thing. It doesn’t exist in its own right, but
only as a corruption or perversion of some good thing that God
did create.

A better translation of this verse, given the context, is what
you find at www.netbible.org:

I am the one who forms light and creates darkness;
the one who brings about peace and creates calamity.
I am the Lord, who accomplishes all these things.

God 1is sovereign and nothing happens apart from His will
(Ephesians 1:11; etc.). This includes calamities and disasters
of every kind. Although God is not always the efficient cause
of such calamities, He nonetheless allows them to occur in
accordance with His sovereign purposes for the world. Almost
any good exegetical or expositional commentary on this verse
will deal with the difficulty you’ve noticed.

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

“Why Did God Create a Flawed
World Where Eve Could Eat the
Forbidden Fruit?”

I found Rick Rood’s article on The Problem of Evil helpful in
some way, but I was hoping to find some additional
information. No where in my search have I seen anyone address
the issue of why God allowed Eve to eat from the tree of
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knowledge. Surely God knew Eve would be tempted by Satan (the
serpent). Why did he allow this? Surely he must have known
this would be the downfall of his creation, Earth? And
subsequently the root of all pain, hate, and evil to come in
the world, both behind and ahead of us. If God had intended
for us to live in a Paradise here on Earth, he never would
have permitted this event to occur, indeed the event that
destroyed what civilization could have been. Instead, God MADE
it necessary to save us from ourselves through Jesus. WHY WAS
THIS NECESSARY? WHY THE DRAMA? IS GOD SO LONELY AND SELFISH HE
CONCOCTED THIS FANTASTIC REALITY SO THAT MANKIND WOULD LOVE
AND REVERE HIM? TO THINK THAT WE COULD ALL BE HAPPY AND LOVING
AND TOGETHER AS A PEOPLE HERE ON EARTH, RATHER THAN THE
CESSPOOL WE HAVE TODAY, MAKES ME SCREAM OUT IN ANGER AT THE
GOD WHO SAYS HE LOVES US.

THE EVIDENCE THAT GOD IS NOT ALL POWERFUL AND ALL LOVING IS ON
TV. DOES GOD LIKE THE ATTENTION? IS ANY ADVERTISING GOOD
ADVERTISING FOR HIM?

It seems to me God wanted this to happen-he made it happen. He
WANTS us to suffer, in order to be driven TO Him. That must be
the only way he figured we would love and come to Him? I’ve
heard that God does not need us. But surely he does, or he
would not have introduced pain and suffering to the world to
drive us to him. Without it, why would we need him, goes the
argument.

We have the perfect Villain-Satan-to blame everything bad on.
But Satan did not create Adam and Eve. Satan did not make the
Tree. And where was God when the Serpent came sliding in in?
Did God not know Eve would eat it? TO ME, THIS IS THE MOST
CRUCIAL QUESTION IN ALL OF HUMANITY. Assuming God is all
knowing, he knew what would happen, the chaos for all time it
would bring, and chose to do nothing. Or rather, let it
happen. Had God stepped up at the crucial moment, we would all
be loving and happy and together here on Earth, JUST AS IT WAS
INTENDED. GOD MADE THE WORLD WHAT IT IS TODAY. GOD CREATED



MAN’'S HEARTS, GOD IS RESPONSIBLE FOR ALL THAT HAPPENS. UNLESS
YOU BELIEVE SATAN IS ON PAR AT EQUAL STRENGTH WITH GOD, THEN
GOD HAS TO BE ACCOUNTABLE. IT’S TIME RESPONSIBILTY WAS PLACED
WITH THE RIGHTFUL OWNER.

Hi ,

I will be happy to talk to you about this, but first I have a
guestion: do you have any children?

Sue Bohlin

Thank you for your response, I really do appreciate it. No, I
don’t have any children. I smell an analogy using children
coming...Something like “As a parent, we do things in the best
interest of our children, and it is only until later in life
that those same children understand the actions that were
taken..”. One analogy I have heard puts God in the example as
the parent and us as the children. I would never have children
until I was able to resolve these questions in my own mind and
heart. Otherwise I am sure I would pass on the same
frustration about God to my family.

After even more thought, I guess the Root of my
problem/question is creation, and specifically why God created
a flawed world intentionally. I use the word “flawed” in the
sense that he

* Knowingly created an access point for evil for all the
world (apple tree)

e Had foreknowledge Eve would eat from it

* Knew that eating from it would result in Sin throughout
mankind

e That the sin would cause great suffering to all of God’s
People

e That it would be necessary for God to “save” the world



through his Son

Is God so selfish he would intentionally and knowingly cause
all this so we would “choose” him through the salvation in
Jesus and 2) He must have known it would turn out like this
(the hell that is our world today).

I must sound like a maniac, but I'm 29, well educated,
catholic raised and partially practicing, with a good heart. I
want to love God, but when I am honest with myself I realize I
don’t. In fact I hate the person I have concluded God to be. I
love Jesus, and of course do believe he died for my sins. My
problem is with the Father, and why this grand scheme to make
everyone love him was necessary. He could have designed us
that way. I finally stopped prayer almost entirely 3 years
ago, because I would get so mad and angry at God during
prayer-because I would find myself 1) praying for the same
stuff with no result 2) many of the things I was praying about
were caused by God (natural disasters, human suffering, etc.)
When I say human suffering is caused by God, of course I
understand free will and that people cause suffering. I hold
God accountable for allowing evil and pain and suffering to
exist.

Hope this provides you with a little more insight into my
problem. If you are able to assist or offer a new perspective
that would be great. Thank You.

Dear ,

I believe the answer to your question is the fact that God has
a very big plan for creation that we cannot see from our
vantage point in space and time. He knew before He created
anything, what would be the best way to get to His final
desire, which is to provide a Bride for His Son. Just as any
man wants a woman to marry him freely and out of love and
commitment and support, the Lord Jesus wanted a Bride who
chose Him freely. The only way to have a Bride who chose Him



freely was to create people who could also choose freely to
reject Him.

Could God have made people who couldn’t have chosen NOT to
love Him? No. Love means choice, and the other alternative
would have been to create automatons who were programmed to
behave in a certain way. If I read your e-mail correctly, you
believe God could have made a world in which we were “happy
and loving and together as a people here on earth,” but He
didn’t and you’'re mad at Him for that. People without choice
cannot be happy and loving. (Have you ever used a word-
processing program that automatically changes what it thinks
are misspellings and punctuation errors? No matter what you
type, the program rearranges your letters, removing your
choice. I don’t know about you, but “happy and loving” doesn’t
describe me when I growl, “That’s not what I meant! Let me
type things MY way!”<smile>)

I would suggest that an ant colony is busy and productive,
ant-wise, but they are not happy and loving. They ARE
together, but in the scope of eternity, what does it matter?
Their behavior is programmed, but there is no depth to any of
it.

God created a world in which the people WERE happy and loving
and together, and they chose to trash it. I guess you don’t
have any trouble accepting that reality; if I'm not mistaken,
what you want is all the benefits of Eden without the choice
to trash it. I can certainly understand that! [J But you also
haven’t seen the end of the story, either, when everything is
made right again, and that'’s exactly what we will have. I
respectfully suggest that that’s the part you’'re missing. The
big picture where God restores creation to its original
perfect state. I also respectfully suggest that the evidence
of the world today that God is not all-powerful and all-
loving, is actually evidence that God is very patient. He's
not finished yet. He’s allowing a certain amount of pain and
suffering—which He will redeem, every bit of it-because there



is a larger purpose behind it. Our inability to see it doesn’t
mean it’s not there.

I asked if you if you had children because this is one of the
things we can learn about God as parent when we have children.
I passionately love my children, but I allowed them to
experience pain of immunizations and school tests and other
things they hated because I had a larger purpose for them
besides preventing discomfort and pain in their lives. For
instance, now that my son is in college, he’'s glad I made him
do his homework in 5th grade although he sure didn’'t at the
time. I never lost sight of the big goal, of maturity, because
I am his mother who loves him and wants the best for him. God
never loses sight of His big goal either.

You have a lot of company in being angry with God for allowing
pain and suffering to exist. In fact, many wise people have
said that pain and suffering is the single biggest evidence
that God is not good. Or that He doesn’t exist. (But then, if
there were no God, and we evolved by chance, then where did we
get this idea that life is unfair and broken? Life just IS,
according to that worldview. But we are haunted by the sense
that things should be much better than they are. And sure
enough, God has revealed that we live in a fallen and broken
world that is so much less than what He originally created for
us. We’'re the ones who blew it.)

But you’re not there; you know God exists, and you apparently
resent Him for being a bad God for allowing life as we know
it.

I'm afraid all I have to offer you is what God has revealed to
us: that there IS a bigger plan, than He will make all the
pain and suffering worth it some day. If you insist that there
was a way for God to create people who could freely choose to
either love Him or ignore/hate Him AND there be no chance for
pain and suffering in the exercise of that choice, then I
guess you will continue to be irreconcilably angry. You may as



well fume over God not making a “square circle” or “light-
filled darkness.” God is a powerful God, but He is not able to
create nonsense.

You know that Jesus came to earth and was tortured and died to
pay the penalty for our sin. And bless you, you love Him for
it. Jesus coming into the midst of our suffering and pain 1is
the clearest indication of the Father’s heart there is. He
didn’'t do or say a single thing that was not the Father'’s
will, and to see Jesus is to see the Father. So to hate the
Father and love the Son is inconsistent. They are one God with
one heart. It cost the Father everything to let the Son pay
for our sins, and it cost the Son His life. That’'s how
valuable we are to Them.

The bottom line here, , 1s that what you want God to
have done is something He couldn’t do. He couldn’t make a
world for Him to lavish with His love that didn’t include the
ability to reject that love. Otherwise creation would have

been pointless, and God never does anything pointlessly.

May I suggest, humbly, that you try a prayer again, even
though it’s been three years, and ask God to show you what
you're not getting? Ask Him to open your eyes to see the truth
about Him and His ways? And ask Him to help you deal with your
anger? He’s not intimidated by it; He fully understands your
frustration. And He’'d love to relieve you of the burden of
that anger and replace it with His peace.

I hope this helps, even a little.
Sue Bohlin
Posted July 2002

© 2002 Probe Ministries



Where Was God on Sept. 117
The Problem of Evil

Dr. Ray Bohlin explores the problem of evil in light of the
terrorist attacks on the U.S. on Sept. 11, 2001.

Why Didn’t God Prevent the Terrible
Attacks?

The events of September 11th are indelibly etched in our
hearts and minds. The horrible memories of personal tragedy
and suffering will never really go away. As well they
shouldn’t. As Christians we were all gratified to see so many
of our national, state, and local leaders openly participate
in prayer services and calling upon people of faith to pray
for victims’' families and injured survivors.

What was lost underneath the appearance of a religious revival
was the clear cry of many that wondered if our prayers were
justified. After all, if we pray to God in the aftermath and
expect God to answer, where was He as countless individuals
cried out to Him from the planes, the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon? The skeptical voices were drowned out because of
the fervent religious outcry seeking comfort and relief. But
make no mistake; the question was there all the time. Where
was God on September 11th? Surely He could have diverted those
planes from their appointed destinations. Why couldn’t the
hijackers have been intercepted at the airports or their plots
discovered long before their designed execution?

Why so many innocent people? Why should so many suffer so
much? It all seems so senseless. How could a loving God allow
it?
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It is important to realize also that the suffering of those
initial weeks is only the tip of the iceberg. There will be
military deaths and casualties. The war on terrorism will be a
long one with mounting personal and economic costs. The clean
up will also continue to take its ever-mounting toll in
dollars, lives, and emotional breakdowns.

Former pastor Gordon MacDonald spent time with the Salvation
Army in caring for people and removing debris and bodies from
the rubble of the World Trade Center. He relates this
encounter from his journal of September 21 in Christianity

Today: {1}

“Later in the night, I wandered over to the first-line
medical tent, which is staffed by military personnel who are
schooled in battlefield casualties. The head of the team, a
physician, and I got into a conversation.

“He was scared for the men in the pit, he said, because he
knew what was coming ‘downstream.’ He predicted an unusual
spike in the suicide rate and a serious outbreak of manic
depression. . . . Many of the men will be unable to live
with these losses at the WTC. It’'s going to take an
unspeakable toll on them.”

So why would God allow so much suffering? This is an ancient
question. The problem of reconciling an all-powerful, all-
loving God with evil is the number one reason that people
reject God. I will try to clarify the question, provide some
understanding, and make some comparisons of other
explanations.

Psalm 73 and Asaph’s Answer

The Bible answers the question of where God was on September
11 in many passages, but I would like to begin with the answer
from Asaph in Psalm 73. My discussion will flow from the
excellent discussion of the problem of evil found in Dr Robert



Pyne’s 1999 book, Humanity and Sin: The Creation, Fall and
Redemption of Humanity.{2}

In Psalm 73, Asaph begins by declaring that God is good.
Without that assumption, nothing more need be said. He goes on
in verses 2-12 to lament the excess and success of the wicked.
In verses six and seven he says, “Therefore pride is their
necklace; they clothe themselves with violence. From their
callous hearts comes iniquity; the evil conceits of their
minds know no limits.” (Psalm 73:6-7). From this point Asaph
lets his feelings be known by crying out that this isn’t fair
when he says in verse 13, “Surely in vain have I kept my heart
pure; in vain have I washed my hands in innocence.”

The wicked seem to snub their noses at God with no apparent
judgment, while Asaph strives to follow the Lord to no
benefit. We have all experienced this in one form or another.
Some things in this world simply aren’t fair. In the last ten
verses of the psalm, Asaph recognizes that the wicked will
indeed realize their punishment in the future. God’'s judgment
will come. He also realizes that God is always with him and
that is sufficient.

18th century philosopher David Hume stated the classical
problem of evil by saying that if God were indeed all powerful
He would do something about evil, and that if He were all-
loving He would want to do something about evil. Since evil
exists, God must either not be able or not want to do anything
about it. This makes God either malevolent or impotent or
both. But Hume chooses to leave out the option, as Asaph
resolves, that God is patient. Hume, like many before him and
after him, grows weary with a God who is patient towards evil.

We long for immediate justice. But before we pray too
earnestly for immediate justice, we’d better reflect on what
that would be like. What would instant justice look like?
Immediate justice would have to be applied across the board.
That means that every sin would be proportionately and



immediately punished. We soon realize that immediate justice
is fine if applied to everybody else. Dr. Pyne quotes D. A.
Carson as saying, “The world would become a searing pain; the
world would become hell. Do you really want nothing but
totally effective, instantaneous justice? Then go to hell.”{3}
I think we’'re all quite comfortable with a God that does not
apply immediate justice.

Evil and the Sovereignty of God

Next, I want to focus on God’s sovereignty. We understand that
God knew what He was doing in creating people with the ability
to choose to love Him or hate Him. In order for our love for
Him to be real, our choice needed to be real and that means
creating creatures that could turn from Him as well as love
Him. In order to have creatures with moral freedom, God risked
evil choices.

Some would go so far as to say that God couldn’t intervene in
our evil choices. But in Psalm 155:3, Psalm 135:6, and in
Nebuchadnezzar’'s words of praise in Daniel 4:34-37 we're told
it is God who does whatever He pleases. However, God does
perform acts of deliverance and sometimes He chooses not to.
We are still left with the question “Why?” In the book of Job,
Job basically proclaims his innocence and essentially asks
why? God doesn’t really give Job an answer, but simply reminds
him who is in charge. (Job 38:2-4) “Who is this that darkens
counsel by words without knowledge?” the Lord asks Job.

The parameters are clearly set. God in His power 1is always
capable of intervening in human affairs, but sometimes He
doesn’t and we aren’t always given a reason why. There 1is
tension here that we must learn to accept, because the
alternative 1is to blaspheme by assigning to God evil or
malevolent actions. As Asaph declared, God is good!

This brings us to the hidden purposes of God. For although we
can’'t always see God’'s purpose, we believe He has one 1in



everything that occurs, even seemingly senseless acts of
cruelty and evil. Here is where Jesus’ sufferings serve as a
model. The writer of Hebrews tells us that Jesus endured the
cross for the joy set before Him. (Hebrews 12:1-3) So then, we
should bear our cross for the eternal joy set before us.
(Hebrews 12:11, 2 Corinthians 4:16-18) But knowing this
doesn’t always make us feel better.

When Jesus was dying on the cross all His disciples but John
deserted Him. From their perspective, all that they had
learned and prepared for over the last three years was over,
finished. How could Jesus let them crucify Him? It didn’t make
any sense at all. Yet as we well know now, the most important
work in history was being accomplished and the disciples
thought God was absent. How shortsighted our perspective can
be.

The Danger of a Nice Explanation

But with this truth comes the danger of a nice explanation.
Even though we know and trust that there is a purpose to God'’s
discipline and His patience towards ultimate judgment, that
doesn’t mean we should somehow regard evil as an expression of
God’s goodness. In addition, we can be tempted to think that
if God has a purpose to evil and suffering, then my own sin
can be assigned not to me but to someone else, namely God
Himself because He had a purpose in 1it.

Dr. Robert Pyne puts it this way.

We may not be able to fully resolve the problem of evil, and
we may not be able to explain the origin of sin, but we can
see the boundaries that must be maintained when addressing
these issues. We share in Adam’s guilt, but we cannot blame
Him for our sin. God 1is sovereign, and He exercises His
providential control over all things, but we cannot blame
Him either. God permits injustice to continue, but He
neither causes it nor delights in 1it.{4}



Another danger lies in becoming too comfortable with evil.
When we trust in God’s ultimate purpose and patience with evil
we shouldn’t think that we have somehow solved the problem and
therefore grow comfortable in its presence. We should never be
at peace with sin, suffering, and evil.

The prophet Habakkuk sparred with God in the first few verses
of chapter 1 of the book bearing his name by recounting all
the evil in Israel. The Lord responds in verses 6-11 that
indeed the Babylonians are coming and sin will be judged.
Habakkuk further complains about God’s choice of the godless
Babylonians, to which God reminds him that they too will
receive judgment. Yet the coming judgment still left Habakkuk
with fear and dread. “I heard and my inward parts trembled: at
the sound my lips quivered. Decay enters my bones, and in my
place I tremble. . . . Yet, I will exult in the Lord.”
(Habakkuk 3:16-19.) Habakkuk believes that God knows what He
is doing. That does not bring a smile to his face. But he can
face the day.

“We are not supposed to live at peace with evil and sin, but
we are supposed to live at peace with God. We continue to
trust in His goodness, His sovereignty, His mercy, and we
continue to confess our own responsibility for sin.”{5}

He Was There!

Though we have come to a better understanding of the problem
of evil, we are still left with our original question. Where
was God on September 11th?

While the Christian answer may not seem a perfect answer, it
is the only one which offers truth, hope, and comfort.
Naturalism or deism offers no real answers. Things just
happen. There is no good and no evil. Make the best of it!
Pantheism says the physical world is irrelevant or an
illusion. It doesn’t really matter. Good and evil are the
same.



To answer the question we need to understand that God does, in
fact, notice when every sparrow falls and grieve over every
evil and every suffering. Jesus is with us in all of our
suffering, feeling all of our pain. That’s what compassion
means, to suffer with another. So the suffering that Christ
endured on the cross is literally unimaginable.

“The answer is, how could you not love this being who went
the extra mile, who practiced more than He preached, who
entered into our world, who suffered our pains, who offers
Himself to us in the midst of our sorrows?”{6}

We must remember that Jesus’ entire time on earth was a time
of sacrifice and suffering, not just His trial and
crucifixion. Jesus was tempted in the manner of all men and He
bore upon Himself all our sin and suffering. So the answer is
quite simple. He was there!

He was on the 110th floor as one called home. He was at the
other end of the line as his wife realized her husband was not
coming home. He was on the planes, at the Pentagon, in the
stairwells answering those who called out to Him and calling
to those who didn’t.

He saw every face, knew every name, even though some did not
know Him. Some met Him for the first time, some ignored Him
for the last time. He is there now.

Let me share with you one more story from Gordon MacDonald’s
experience with the Salvation Army during the initial clean up
at the World Trade Center.

“There is a man whose job it is to record the trucks as they
leave the pit with their load of rubble. He is from Jamaica,
and he has one of the most radiant smiles I’'ve ever seen. He
brings a kind of spiritual sunshine to the entire
intersection. “I watch him-with his red, white, and blue
hard hat—-talking to each truck driver as they wait their
turn to go in and get a load. He brightens men up. In the



midst of those smells, the dust, the clashing sounds, he
brings a civilizing influence to the moment.

“Occasionally I go out to where he stands and bring him some
water. At other times, he comes over and chats with us. We
always laugh when we engage. “I said to him last night,
‘You're a follower of the Lord, aren’t you?’ He gave me an
enthusiastic ‘Yes! Jesus is with me all the time!’ “Somehow
this guy represents to me the quintessential picture of the
ideal follower of Christ: out in the middle of the chaos,
doing his job, pressing a bit of joy into a wild situation.”

{7}
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“How Can an Omnipresent God
be Around Sin and Evil?”

If God is a perfect God who cannot be in the presence of sin
because He is so holy, then how can He be an omnipresent God
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if there is all kinds of sin going on in the world and if
there 1is a hell?

Good question! God cannot look WITH FAVOR upon sin and evil,
but He can certainly be in the presence of sinners. This 1is
proven by God’s omnipresence (as you noted), the incarnation
of God the Son, and even God’s continued (if temporary)
interaction with some of the fallen angels (including Satan -
e.g. Job 1-2, etc.).

The limitation is not on God. Sometimes we have this image of
God as needing to back off from sin and evil because He can’t
allow Himself to be in its presence (rather like Superman
avoiding Kryptonite because it weakens him?!). But we would
suggest it’s more like the reaction of mold in the presence of
bleach, or of anything combustible in the presence of fire:
God’'s holiness is so consuming and so purifying that unless He
restrains Himself (and that only for a time), nothing impure
and unholy can remain in HIS presence. It affects the
creature, not God.

Hope this clears things up a bit.
Shalom,
Michael Gleghorn

Probe Ministries

Harry Potter

How should wise Christian parents look at the Harry Potter
phenomenon? Chances are your kids or grandkids are clamoring
to read these incredibly best-selling books. And since only
the first of the four books (out of a planned total of seven)
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i1s out in paperback, buying these thick hardback books
requires a considerable cash outlay as well.

There 1s a lot to be said in favor of these books:

e They are very well-written fantasy, and a pleasure to
read. Even adults enjoy reading them to children—-and to
themselves. (In England, there is an edition produced
especially for adults who are embarrassed to be seen reading
a children’s book!)

e Because they are written for young boys, they captivate
the imagination of almost all children.

e They tap into the poignancy of the powerlessness of
children, which is a painful part of being young.

e They are full of real-life situations, ranging from the
embarrassing to the hurtful to the scary to the satisfying,
that real-life kids experience.

e They pit good against evil, with the good guys really
being the good guys.

e They are getting hundreds of thousands of kids excited
about reading.

But there’s one substantial difficulty with the Harry Potter
series. They make sorcery and witchcraft enticing to the
reader. And that is not consistent with a Christian worldview,
where we are called to “take every thought captive to the
obedience of Christ”{1}. God gives us very strong and clear
commands about witchcraft: it is a sin,{2} it 1is an
abomination before God,{3} and the 0ld Testament penalty for
sorcery or witchcraft was death.{4} The proscription against
the practice of magic is continued in the New Testament.{5}

When Christians and other conservative people make this
complaint against the Harry Potter books, one often hears a
condescending dismissal about the evils of censorship. No



mention 1is made of the substance of the concern with
witchcraft itself, which is a reasonable one.

Fantasy vs. Real-World

Many people impatiently respond, “But it's fantasy! It's only
make-believe! Nobody’s going to really believe that this stuff
is true!” But the author J.K. Rowling revealed in Newsweek
that she gets “letters from children addressed to Professor
Dumbledore [headmaster at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and
Wizardry, the books’' setting], and it’s not a joke, begging to
be let into Hogwarts, and some of them are really sad. Because
they want it to be true so badly they’ve convinced themselves
it’'s true.”{6} She answers those letters herself.

I think it’s important to point out that there is an important
difference between the fantasy magic of the world of Harry
Potter, and the real-world magic that is condemned in the
Bible. The fact that J.K. Rowling doesn’t believe 1in
witchcraft except as presented in the centuries-old British
myths is important; she honestly isn’t hoping to draw children
into the world of the occult (from everything I have read
about her). Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean it won’'t happen.
Some people are going to be more sensitive to the draw of the
occult, just as some people’s bodies are going to be more
sensitive to alcohol. The only responsible choice for both
kinds of people is complete abstinence.

Connie Neal has written a book, What’s a Christian To Do with
Harry Potter?. I really liked the way she explains the
distinction between fantasy magic and occult (real-world)
magic to kids: The magic in Harry Potter is make-believe, but
the real-world magic in our world ALL falls in the category of
“Dark Arts” magic, and those who play with it or pursue it are
making themselves vulnerable to a very real evil spirit like
Lord Voldemort. There is no such thing as everyday or good
magic. Supernatural power that doesn’t come from God is all
evil. Kids can understand those kinds of boundaries.
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Some people have likened the Harry Potter books to C.S. Lewis’
The Chronicles of Narnia. While they are both fantasy
literature, one is designed to create a thirst for Jesus and
for heaven, and the other may create a thirst for power and
manipulation. C.S. Lewis writes from a strong Christian
worldview; J.K. Rowling writes from a naturalistic worldview
that includes magic as a fact of life but excludes God. And by
making witchcraft and wizardry so appealing, Harry Potter may
be an alarmingly attractive door to the occult for some
readers.

Can Harry Potter Be OK?

Is it possible to read the Harry Potter books without
stumbling? If one’s discernment filter is well-exercised and
in place, yes. But 1is it wise? That depends on the
individual-and it should definitely be a decision each parent
makes for his or her own children. If we can watch The Wizard
of 0z with our kids and not conclude that the presence of a
couple of witches will send our kids into the occult, then we
can practice the same discernment about Harry Potter.

Hoping the Harry Potter phenomenon will just go away is about
as practical as wishing away Christmas. You know your child;
for some children, trying to keep them away from the books
will only tempt them to read the books on the sly. In some
cases, I believe it would be wiser for a parent or teacher to
intentionally use them as a teaching tool to help develop
children’s “discernment muscles.”

Just as we would never send children out to play in the street
alone, it's a different story when we take their hands to walk
them across the street, teaching them about safety in the
process. In the same way, I would suggest that handing a Harry
Potter book to a child to read on his own is the spiritual
equivalent of sending a child out to play in the street. Or
worse, sending her out into a minefield. However, it can be an
invaluable experience for a parent to read the book out loud,



stopping to ask questions that will help a child recognize the
spiritual counterfeits that comprise witchcraft.

For example, there are several incidents of conjuring, where
witches and wizards wave a magic wand and instantly produce
things like food for a banquet. Conjuring is a counterfeit of
the way God creates ex nihilo, out of nothing. Casting spells,
such as speaking the word “Lumos!” to make one’s magic wand
become a light source, is a counterfeit of God’'s ability to
speak things into existence.{7} Bewitching cars to make them
fly and ceilings to twinkle like the night sky 1is a
counterfeit of Christ’s ability to do miracles like walking on
water and feeding the 5,000 with five loaves and two fishes.
Harry’'s invisibility cloak should be pointed out as make-
believe, but God is always and true-ly with us even though
He’'s invisible.

Despite the witchcraft in the Harry Potter books, there are
clear moral lessons that can be discussed. Children can
understand the painfulness of discrimination as they are
encouraged to think through the emotions of being despised
simply because one’s parents are non-magical Muggles. They can
identify the ugliness of arrogance and pride displayed by
Harry’s Muggle family and his school tormentor, Draco Malfoy.
The author has done a magnificent job of portraying the evil
of Harry’s arch-nemesis, Lord Voldemort, and children can be
encouraged to talk about what makes evil, evil. This would
provide an excellent opportunity to teach them that God has a
plan to put an end to evil forever, and He proved it by
disarming Satan at the cross.

A Final Warning

The Harry Potter books have a lot going for them, but there is
potential spiritual danger in the way they make witchcraft so
appealing to some people. There is not a clear-cut answer to
this question because it is a modern-day “disputable matter.”
(See 1 Cor. 8 and Romans 14.) Some people will have freedom to



read the books and see the movie without it violating their
conscience; others cannot do that. I think it’s important for
those with freedom not to boast about their freedom or look
down their noses at those who choose not to get into Harry
Potter, and it’s equally important for those who have been led
to avoid Harry Potter not to judge those who haven’t been led
that way.

Notes

1. 2 Corinthians 10:5

2. 1 Samuel 15:23

3. Deuteronomy 18:10-11

4. Exodus 22:18

5. Galatians 5:20

6. “The Return of Harry Potter!” Newsweek, July 10, 2000, p.
58.
7. Genesis 1:3
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“Help! I Opened Myself Up to
the Devil!”

I am in need of help! When I was about fifteen years old, I
was friends with a man who at that time I did not know was a
Satan worshipper. He cut the palm of his hand, I cannot
remember if he cut mine or not but, he then rubbed our palms
together and he licked the blood from his hand. I really
didn’t think much of it at that time. Now, I am thirty-seven
years old. For the past three years I have been having a lot
of trouble with people following me, putting devil symbols in
my house and just a lot of different things pertaining to the
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devil.

I recently remembered this blood act with this man and now
recall who he is. I recently found out that his daughter works
with me and I really believe she knows what’s going on.
Although she acts totally innocent. I need to know if there is
anything I can do to stop all this evilness around me. If you
have any suggestions, please let me know.

Wow. You really do have a stronghold in your life for the evil
one to exploit, don’t you?

There is a powerful and wonderful resource that has freed
thousands of people from exactly this kind of stronghold. Neil
Anderson’s book The Bondage Breaker is excellent, and you
should read the whole book, but especially Chapter 12, called
“Steps to Freedom in Christ.” It is a series of prayers that
walk you through all the places where you allowed Satan to
gain a foothold in your life, and it helps you renounce them
and stop the demonic harrassment.

I hope this helps. I know it has helped SO many people in your
shoes.

Let me pray for you before I send this.

Father God, I lift up to you and ask that You bring
complete freedom to her through the ministry of people in the
body of Christ like Neil Anderson. I pray that You would show
her exactly what she needs to do to revisit the time when
Satan gained an entrance into her heart and mind and life, and
that You would protect her from the evil one. Lord God, I pray
the holy and precious Blood of Jesus over her and ask that You
do whatever it takes to allow that powerful Blood to cleanse
________ and make her holy and pure and freed from the traps
of the enemy. In Jesus’ Name, Amen.

Let me know what happens, O0K?



Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

A Conversation with an
Atheilist

Rick Wade distills an in-depth e-mail dialog with an atheist
in which he addresses her doubts and arguments concerning the
existence of God.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

About Our Dialogue

The Conversation Begins

In the fall of 1999 I became involved in an e-mail
conversation with an atheist who wrote in response to a
program I’'d written titled The Relevance of Christianity. In
this program [Ed. note: The transcripts for our radio programs
become the online articles such as the one you are reading.] I
contrast Christianity and naturalism on the matters of
meaning, morality, and hope.{1l} She wrote to say that she was
able to find these things in her own philosophy of life
without God. If such things can be had without God, why bother
bringing Him in, especially given all the trouble religion
causes?

Stephanie has an undergraduate degree in philosophy, and 1is
pursuing her doctorate in physics.{2} Our conversation has
been quite cordial, and in our over two-month long
conversation I’'ve grown to respect her. She isn’t just out to
pick a fight. I try to keep in mind that, if her ideas seem
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grating on me, mine are just as grating on her.

Stephanie seems genuinely baffled by theistic belief. If God
is there, He 1is outside the bounds of what we can know. While
someone like Kierkegaard saw good reason to take a “leap of
faith” into that which can’t be proved, she sees no reason to
do that. “I think that if I had faith it would be like his,”
she says, “but the leap seems, at this point, both futile and
risky.”

Stephanie has three general objections to belief in God.
First, she believes that the evidence is insufficient. The
evidence of nature is all she has, and God is said to have
attributes beyond the natural. There’s no way to know about
such things. Second, she believes that theistic belief adds
nothing of importance to our lives or to what we can know
through science. I asked her, “What is it about Christianity
that turns you off to it?” And she replied, “I imagine
believing, and I am no more fulfilled and no less worried than
I am when I am not believing. God just does not seem to be a
useful, beneficial, or tenable idea.” Third, she believes that
religion is morally bad for people. It grounds morality in
fear, she believes, and it produces a dogmatism in adherents
that prompts such behavior as killing abortion providers.

Stephanie began our correspondence not to be given proofs for
the existence of God, but for me “to explain more personally
His relevance.” What is called for, then, is defense and
explication rather than persuasion.

Basic Elements of Stephanie’s Atheism

There are three main elements underlying Stephanie’s atheism.
The first is reason, which she believes is sufficient for
understanding our world, for morality, and for understanding
and cultivating human qualities such as “aesthetic
appreciation, compassion, and love.” It is, of course, the
final authority on religion as well. Reason does not admit



faith. Insofar as one has admitted faith into the equation,
one has moved toward irrationalism. As George Smith wrote, “I
will not accept the existence of God, or any doctrine, on
faith because I reject faith as a valid cognitive procedure.

If theistic doctrines must be accepted on faith, theism is
necessarily excluded.”{3}

The second element, nature, 1is reason’s best source for
information. Stephanie says, “I have no access to anything
outside of the natural universe and my own mind.”

The package is complete with Stephanie’s commitment to
science, which is the tool reason uses to understand nature.
It alone is capable of giving us “objective, investigable
knowledge,” she says. In fact, I think it is fair to label
Stephanie’s approach to knowledge “scientistic.” There seems
to be no area of life which need not be submitted to science
to be considered rational, and for which scientific
investigation isn’t sufficient.

The reason/nature/science triumvirate provides the structure
for acquiring knowledge. To go beyond it is to move into
irrationalism, Stephanie believes. There’s certainly no reason
to add God. She says, “As I understand it, the idea of God as
a creator or guarantor adds nothing but unjustified mysticism
to my knowledge.”{4}

Theists have no problem with using reason to understand our
world, or with the study of nature, or with using the tools of
science. The problem comes when Stephanie concludes that
nothing can be known beyond nature analyzed scientifically.
She believes that nature is all that is there or at least all
that is knowable. Stephanie says she doesn’t consciously start
with naturalism; she has no desire to “champion naturalism as
a dogma,” she says. However, since science “only permits
investigation of natural, repeatable phenomena,” and she 1is
satisfied with that, her view is restricted to the scope of
nature. She even goes so far as to say, “I equate rationality



and naturalism.”

It seems, then, that the deck is stacked from the beginning.
Stephanie’s emphasis on science doesn’t necessarily prevent
her from finding God, but her naturalism does.

Insufficient Evidences

The Evidentialist Objection

Let’s look at Stephanie’s three basic objections to theistic
belief, beginning with the charge that there is insufficient
evidence to believe. Rather than offer a defense for theistic
belief, let’'s look at the objection itself.

Stephanie’s argument is called the “evidentialist objection.”

She quotes W. K. Clifford, a 19 century scholar who wrote,
“It is wrong always, everywhere, and for everyone, to believe
anything upon insufficient evidence.”{5} Stephanie’s objection
is that there isn’t enough evidence to believe in God. The
first question, of course, is what constitutes good evidence.
Another question is whether we should accept Clifford’s maxim
in the first place.

Some atheists believe they don’t bear the same burden of
adducing evidences for their beliefs as theists do. They say
atheism is the “default” position. To believe in God is to add
a belief; to not add that belief is to remain in atheism or
perhaps agnosticism.{6} But atheism isn’t a “zero belief”
system. Western atheism is typically naturalistic. Atheists
hold definite views about the nature of the universe; there’s
no reason to think that atheism is where we all automatically
begin in our thinking, such that to move to theism is to add a
belief while to not believe in God is to remain in atheism.
It’s hard not to agree with Alvin Plantinga that the
presumption of atheism “looks like a piece of merely arbitrary
intellectual imperialism.”{7} If theists have to give
evidences, so do atheists.



Stephanie, however, doesn’t defend her atheism or naturalism
this way. She believes that reason using the tools of science
is the only reliable means of attaining knowledge. The result
of her observations, she says, 1is naturalism. There simply
aren’t sufficient evidences for believing in God, at least the
kinds of evidences that are trustworthy. Which kind are
trustworthy? Stephanie wants evidences in nature, because in
nature one finds “objective, investigable knowledge.” However,
she doesn’t believe evidences for God can be found there. God
must be outside of nature if He exists. She said, “You may
rightly ask what kind of naturalistic evidence I would ever
accept for God, and I would have to answer, none.’ Because
once a naturalistic investigation turns to God with its hands
up, it ceases to be naturalistic, and so it ceases to refer to
anything that I can hope to investigate. I lack a sense for
God and I have no access to anything outside of the natural
universe and my own mind.” She said in a later letter that the
cause of the universe may have had an agent. But when we begin
adding other attributes to this agent, attributes which can’t
be studied scientifically, we get into trouble. “As soon as
you talk about God as having infinite attributes, those
attributes actually begin to lose meaning,” she says. “My
view,” she says, “is that it’'s just as well to call the
unknown cause what it is—an unknown cause—until the means to
investigate it are developed.” And by this she means natural
means. A Naturalistic Twist

The first problem here is obvious: Stephanie has biased the
argument in her favor by her restrictions on knowledge to the
realm of nature. She reduces our resources for knowledge to
the scientifically verifiable. Such reductionism is arbitrary.
By reducing all knowledge to that which can be discovered
scientifically, Stephanie has cut out significant portions of
our knowledge. Philosopher Huston Smith said this: “It is as
if the scientist were inside a large plastic balloon; he can
shine his torch anywhere on the balloon’s interior but cannot
climb outside the balloon to view it as a whole, see where it



is situated, or determine why it was fabricated.”{8} Science
can’'t tell us what the final cause (or purpose or goal) of a
thing is; in fact it can’'t tell whether there are ultimate
purposes. It cannot determine ultimate or existential meaning.
While it can describe the artist’s paintbrush and pigments and
canvas, it can’t measure beauty. Clifford’s Folly

Beyond this difficulty is the fact that Clifford’s maxim
itself has problems.

First, the evidentialist approach is unreasonably restrictive.
If we have to be able construct an argument for everything we
believe3and upon which we act-we will believe little and act
little.

Second, this approach might have validity in science, but it
leaves out other significant kinds of beliefs. Kelly Clark
lists perceptual beliefs, memory beliefs, belief in other
minds, and truths of logic as other kinds of “properly basic”
beliefs that we hold without inferring them from other
beliefs.{9} Beliefs involved in personal relationships are
another example. Relationships often require a willingness to
believe in a friend apart from sufficient evidences. In fact,
the willingness to do so can have a positive effect on
developing a good relationship. Beliefs about persons are
still another example. I accept without proof that my wife 1is
a person, that she isn’t an automaton, that she has intrinsic
value, etc. These kinds of beliefs don’t require amassing
evidences to formulate an inductive or deductive proof.
Clifford’s maxim works well in scientific study, but not for
beliefs about persons.

More to the point, religious beliefs don’t fit so neatly
within evidentialist restrictions. They are more 1like
relational beliefs since, in confronting a Supreme Being, one
is not confronting a hypothesis but a Person.

Fourth, Stephanie’s use of Clifford’s evidentialism is biased



in her favor because, as we discussed above, her satisfaction
with the deliverances of scientific investigation means she
will only accept evidences in the natural order. Do We Have
Good Reasons for Believing?

Some Christian scholars are saying that we don’t have to have
evidences for belief, meaning that we don’t have to be able to
put together an argument whereby God’s existence is inferred
from other beliefs. Our direct experience of God is sufficient
for rational belief (using “experience” in a broader sense
than emotional experience).{10} Belief in God is therefore
properly basic.

This 1is not to say there are no grounds for believing,
however. Drawing from John Calvin, Alvin Plantinga says that
we have an 1ingrained tendency to recognize God under
appropriate circumstances. Of course, there are a number of
reasons or grounds for believing. These include direct
experience of God, the testimony of a people who claim to have
known God, written revelation which makes sense (if one 1is
open to the supernatural), philosophical and scientific
corroboration, the historical reality of a man named Jesus who
fulfilled prophecies and did miracles, etc. Am I reversing
myself here? Do we need reasons or not? The point is this:
while there are valid reasons for believing in God, what we do
not need to do is submit our belief in God ultimately to
Clifford’s maxim, especially a version of it already committed
to naturalism. We can recognize God in our experience, and
this belief can be confirmed by various reasons or evidences.
Rather than view our belief as guilty until proven innocent,
as the evidentialist objection would have it, we can view it
as innocent until proven guilty. Let the atheists prove we’re
wrong.

Theism Adds Nothing

The second general objection to belief in God Stephanie offers
is that it adds nothing of value to life and to what we can



know by reason alone. Is this true? Meaning

Consider the subject of meaning. Stephanie said she finds
meaning in the everyday affairs of life without worrying about
God. Let me quote an extended passage from Stephanie’s first
letter on the subject of meaning. Her reference in the first
line is to a quotation from a book by Albert Camus.

Your quote from The Stranger (“I laid my heart open to the
benign indifference of the universe”) expresses well a
feeling that I have had often. The universe is not concerned
with me, so I do not need to bow and cater to anything in
it; I can merely be grateful (yes, actually grateful to
nothing in particular) that I can walk along a path with
trees and breathe in the crisp late autumn, that I can watch
cotton motes fly into my face, facing the sun, that I can
struggle and wrangle my way into knowing that Heisenberg'’s
uncertainty principle is that which keeps atoms from
collapsing (in nanoseconds!!). I find meaning in my
relationship with my parents, brothers, and in my marriage;
my husband is the most kind, capable, ethical, and wise
person I've ever met. These things are sufficiently
meaningful for me; I do not think that true meaning 1is
necessarily eternal and I do not demand recognition from the
universe or the human notion of its maker. I am convinced
that belief in a personal god could do nothing but dilute
these things by subordinating them to something as slippery
as God.

Thus, Stephanie believes that God isn’t necessary for her to
find meaning in life.

I replied that her naturalism provides no meaning beyond what
we impose on the universe. We can pretend there 1is purpose
behind it all, but a universe that doesn’t care about us
doesn’t care about our superimposed meanings either. What does
she do when the meaning she has given the universe doesn’t
find support in the universe itself? I wrote:



You might see this earth as a beautiful ‘mother’ of sorts
which nourishes and sustains its inhabitants. Do people who
suffer through hurricanes or earthquakes or tornadoes see it
as such? Do people who live in almost lifeless deserts who
have to spend their days walking many miles to get water and
who struggle to eke out a meager existence from the land
find beauty and meaning in it? Often people who live close
to the land do indeed find a special meaning in nature
itself, but by and large they also believe there is a higher
power behind it who not only gives meaning to the universe
but who gives meaning to the struggle to survive and to the
effort to preserve nature.

When I said that all her efforts at accomplishing some good
could come to naught, and thus be ultimately meaningless, her
response was, “That’s OK. . . . I'm not looking for universal
or eternal meaning.”

It’s hard to know what to say to that. We might follow Francis
Schaeffer’s advice and “take the roof off;”{11} in other
words, expose the implications of her beliefs. Stephanie says
she isn’t a nihilist (one who believes that everything 1is
thoroughly meaningless and without value); perhaps she could
be called an “optimistic humanist” to use J. P. Moreland’s
term.{12} She believes there are no ultimate values; rather,
we give life whatever meaning we choose. However, this
position has no rational edge on nihilism. It simply reflects
a decision to act as if there is meaning. Such groundless
optimism is no more rationally justifiable than nihilism. It
is just intellectual make-believe designed to help us be
content with our lot%adult versions of children’s fairy tales.

Since the loss of absolute or transcendent meaning undercuts
all absolute value, each person must choose his or her own
values, moral and otherwise. As I told Stephanie, others might
not agree with her values. The Nazis thought there was valid
meaning in purifying the race. What did the Jews think?



What can be seen as meaningful for the moment is just
that—meaningful for the moment. Death comes and everything
that has gone before it comes to nothing, at least for the
individual. Sure, one can find meaning in, say, working to
discover a cure for a terrible disease knowing that it will
benefit countless people for ages to come. But those people
who benefit from it will die one day, too. And in the end, if
atheists are correct, the whole race will die out and all that
it has accomplished will come to naught.{13} Thus, while there
may be temporal significance to what we do, there is no
ultimate significance. Can the atheist really live with this?

By contrast, the eternal nature of God gives meaning beyond
the temporal. What we do has eternal significance because it
is done in the context of the creation of the eternal God who
acts with purpose and does nothing capriciously. More
specifically, belief in God locates our actions in the context
of the building of His kingdom. There is a specific end toward
which we are working that gives meaning to the specific things
we do.

Strictly speaking, then, we might agree with Stephanie that
it’s true God doesn’t add anything. Rather, He 1is the very
ground of meaning. Morality

What about morality? Although Stephanie says that naturalistic
morality is superior, when pressed to offer a standard she was
only able to offer a basic impulse to kindness. In addition,
she said, “I think that it is sufficient to have an internal
sense of the golden rule, and I think that’s a natural
development.” She used the metaphor of a child growing up to
illustrate our growth in morality. Reason is all that 1is
needed for good moral behavior. If biblical moral principles
agree with reason they are unnecessary. If they don’t, “they
are absurd.”

In response I noted that we can measure the growth of a child
by looking at an adult; the adult we might call the telos or



goal of the child. We know what the child is supposed to
become. What is the goal or end, in her view, of morality?
What is the standard of goodness to which we should attain?
Stephanie accepts the golden rule but can give me no reason
why I should. Reason by itself doesn’t direct me to. The
golden rule assumes a basic equality between us all. Where
does this idea come from? Even if it is employed only to
safeguard the survival of the race, by what standard shall we
say that’s a good thing? Maybe we need to get out of the way
for something else.

God, however, provides a standard grounded in His character
and will to which we all are subject. He doesn’t change on
fundamental issues (although God has pressed certain moral
demands on His people more at one time than another in keeping
with the progress of revelation{l14}), and His law is suited to
our nature and our needs. The universe doesn’t necessarily
stand behind Stephanie’s chosen morality, but God-and the
universe3stand behind His.

One final note. Showing the weaknesses of naturalism with
respect to morality is not to say that all atheists are evil
people. In her first letter, Stephanie wrote, “I take offense
at your statement that the relativism of a godless morality
permits things like the destruction of the weak and the
development of a master race.’” . . . I find this charge of
atheist amorality from Christians to be horribly persistent
and unfair.” I noted that I never said in the Relevance radio
program that all atheists are immoral or amoral. What I said
was that “atheism itself makes no provision for fixed moral
standards.” I asked Stephanie to show me what kind of moral
standard naturalism offers. In fact, it offers none. As I
noted earlier, Stephanie doesn’t want to “champion
naturalism.” She knows it has nothing to offer. In fact, in
one of her latest posts, she admitted that her philosophy only
leaves her with “a frail pragmatism” and even “a certain moral
relativism” because she doesn’t have “the absolute word of God



to fall back upon.” She only has her own moral standards that
have no hold on anyone else. Until she can show me what
universal standard naturalism offers, I’'ll stand behind what I
said about what naturalism allows. Hope

Let’s turn our attention now to hope. Stephanie says that when
she dies she will cease to exist. She thus has to be satisfied
with the here and now. If there is nothing else, one must make
do. Stephanie said, “I am satisfied with the time that I have
here and now to think and feel and explore. You say, ‘an
impersonal universe offers no rewards,’ but I am simply unable
to comprehend the appeal of the vagaries of the Christian
Heaven, especially with the heavy toll that they seem to of
necessity take on intellectual honesty. If your notion of true
hope requires a belief that one is promised eternal glory and
fulfillment, then I cannot claim it. I am unable to comprehend
what that could mean.” Maybe the reason she is unable to
comprehend it is her scientistic approach. Heaven 1isn’t
something one can analyze scientifically. P>In response I
noted that she stands apart from the majority of people
worldwide. There 1is something in wus that yearns for
immortality, I said. Of course, the various religions of the
world have different ways of defining what the eternal state
is and how to attain it. Christians believe we were created to
desire it; it is a part of our make-up because we were created
by an immortal God to live forever. If naturalism is true, I
asked, how do you explain the desire for immortality?

If we had no good reason to believe in “the vagaries of the
Christian Heaven,” I suppose it would be foolish to allow it
to govern one’s life. However, we do have good reasons: the
promise of God who doesn’t lie, and the resurrection of Jesus.
We also have the witness of “eternity set in our hearts.”
(Eccles. 3:11) Because of this hope—which isn’t a “cross your
fingers” kind of hope, but is justified confidence in the
future—our labors here for Christ’s kingdom will not die with
us, but will have eternal significance. They are what 1is



called “fruit that remains” (John 15:16), or the work which 1is
“revealed with fire.” (1 Cor. 3:13-14) Science

We're still thinking about what belief in God adds to our
lives and our knowledge. One area in which even some theists
don’t want to bring God is science itself. Does theistic
belief add anything to science, or is its admission a source
of trouble?

Much ink has been spilled over this question. Aside from
naturalistic evolutionists, some theistic scientists believe
that to go beyond what is called “methodological naturalism”
is risky.{15} That’'s the belief that, for the purposes of
scientific investigation, the scientist should not fall back
on God as an explanation, but should stay within the bounds of
that which science can investigate. However, not everyone 1is
of this opinion. As scholars active in the intelligent design
movement are showing today, it isn’t necessarily so that the
supernatural has no place in science.

William Dembski, a leader in the intelligent design movement,
says that, far from harming scientific inquiry, design adds to
scientific discovery. For one thing, it fosters inquiry where
a naturalistic view might see no need. Dembski names the
issues of “junk DNA” and vestigial organs as examples. Is this
DNA really “junk”? Did these vestigial organs have a purpose
or do they have a purpose still? Openness to design also
raises a new set of research questions. He says, “We will want
to know how it was produced, to what extent the design 1is
optimal, and what is its purpose.” Finally, Dembski says, “An
object that is designed functions within certain constraints.”
So, for example, “If humans are in fact designed, then we can
expect psychosocial constraints to be hardwired into us.
Transgress those constraints, and we as well as our society
will suffer.”{16}

In sum it simply isn’t true that belief in God adds nothing of
value to our lives and our knowledge. After all, whereas



Stephanie 1is restricted to explanations arising from the
natural order, we have the supernatural order in addition.

Moral Problems with Theism

It Doesn’t Live up to Its Promises

A third general objection Stephanie has to theistic belief has
to do with moral issues. Atheists say there are moral factors
that count against believing in God. To show a contradiction
between what the Bible teaches about God’s character and what
He actually does is to show either that He really doesn’t
exist or that He isn’t worthy of our trust.

One argument says that the Bible doesn’t live up to its
promises. Stephanie pointed to the matter of unanswered
prayer. She referred to a man who claimed to have been an
evangelical who lost his faith primarily because of “the
inefficacy of prayer.” She has concluded that “hoping at God
gives you the same results’ that hoping at the indifferent
universe does—none that are consistent enough to be useful!”

In response, I noted first that people often put God to the
test as if He is the one who has to prove Himself. Do we have
the right to expect Him to answer our prayers 1) just because
we pray them, or 2) when we haven’t done what He has called us
to do? People can’'t live the way they want to and then expect
God to ljump when they pray. Second, God has promised His
people that He will hear them and answer, but He doesn’t
always answer prayers the way we expect or when we expect.
Answers might be a long time coming, or they might come in
totally unexpected ways. Or it might be that over time our
understanding of the situation or of God’s desires changes so
that we realize that we need to pray differently. Evil

The problem of evil is a significant moral issue in the
atheist’s arsenal. We talk about a God of goodness, but what
we see around us 1is suffering, and a lot of it apparently



unjustifiable. Stephanie said, “Disbelief in a personal,
loving God as an explanation of the way the world works 1is
reasonable—especially when one considers natural disasters
that can’t be blamed on free will and sin.”{17}

One response to the problem of evil is that God sees our
freedom to choose as a higher value than protecting people
from harm; this is the freewill defense. Stephanie said,
however, that natural disasters can’t be blamed on free will
and sin. What about this? Is it true that natural disasters
can’t be blamed on sin? I replied that they did come into
existence because of sin (Genesis 3). We're told in Romans 8
that creation will one day “be set free from its slavery to
corruption,” that it “groans and suffers the pains of
childbirth together until now.” The Fall caused the problem,
and, in the consummation of the ages, the problem will be
fixed.

Second, I noted that on a naturalistic basis, it’s hard to
even know what evil is. But the reality of God explains it. As
theologian Henri Blocher said,

The sense of evil requires the God of the Bible. In a novel
by Joseph Heller, “While rejecting belief in God, the
characters in the story find themselves compelled to
postulate his existence in order to have an adequate object
for their moral indignation.” . . . When you raise this
standard objection against God, to whom do you say it, other
than this God? Without this God who is sovereign and good,
what is the rationale of our complaints? Can we even tell
what is evil? Perhaps the late John Lennon understood: “God
is a concept by which we measure our pain,” he sang. Might
we be coming to the point where the sense of evil is a proof
of the existence of God?{18}

So, while it’s true that no one (in my opinion) has really
nailed down an answer to the problem of evil, if there is no
God, there really is no problem of evil. Does the atheist ever



find herself shaking her fist at the sky after some
catastrophe and demanding an explanation? If there is no God,
no one is listening.

Biblical Morality

Moral Character of God

Another direction atheistic objections run with respect to
moral issues is in regard to the character of God. Is He good
like the Bible says?

The “0ld Testament God” is a favorite target of atheists for
His supposed mean spirited and angry behavior, including
stoning people for picking up sticks on Sunday, and having
prophets call down bears on children.{19} The story of Abraham
and Isaac is Stephanie’s favorite biblical enigma. She asked
if I would take a knife to my son’s throat if God told me to.
Clearly such a God isn’t worthy of being called good.

Let’s look more closely at the story of Abraham. Remember
first of all that God did not let Abraham kill Isaac. The text
says clearly that this was a test; God knew that He was going
to stop Abraham.

But why such a difficult test? Consider Abraham’s cultural
background. As one scholar noted, “It must be ever remembered
that God accommodates His instructions to the moral and
spiritual standards of the people at any given time.”{20} In
Abraham’s day, people offered their children as sacrifices to
their gods. While the idea of losing his promised son must
have shaken him deeply, the idea of sacrificing him wouldn’t
have been as unthinkable to him as to us. Think of an
equivalent today, something God might call us to do that would
stretch us almost to the breaking point. Whatever we think of
might not have been an adequate test for Abraham. God needed
to go to the extreme with Abraham and command him to do
something very difficult that wasn’t beyond his imagination



given his cultural setting.

Next, notice that Abraham said to the men with him “we will
worship and return to you.” (Gen. 22:5) The book of Hebrews
explains that “He considered that God is able to raise people
even from the dead, from which he also received [Isaac] back
as a type” (11:17-19). Abraham believed what God had told him
about building a great nation through Isaac. So, if Isaac died
by God’s command, God would raise him from the dead.

Stephanie also objected to stories that told how God commanded
the complete destruction of a town by the Israelites. The only
way to understand this is to put it in the context of the
nature of God and His opinion of sin, and the character of the
people in question. God is absolutely holy, and He is a God of
justice as well as mercy. To be true to His nature, He must
deal with sin. Read too about the people He had the Israelites
destroy. They were evil people. God drove them out because of
their wickedness (Deut. 9:5). Walter Kaiser explains why the
Canaanites were dealt with so severely.

They were cut off to prevent Israel and the rest of the
world from being corrupted (Deut. 20:16-18). When a people
starts to burn their children in honor of their gods (Lev.
18:21), practice sodomy, bestiality, and all sorts of
loathsome vices (Lev. 18:23,24; 20:3), the land itself
begins to “vomit” them out as the body heaves under the load
of internal poisons (Lev. 18:25, 27-30). . . . [William
Benton] Greene likens this action on God’s part, not to
doing evil that good may come, but doing good in spite of
certain evil consequences, just as a surgeon does not
refrain from amputating a gangrenous limb even though in so
doing he cannot help cutting off much healthy flesh.{21}

Kaiser goes on to note that when nations repent, God withholds
judgment (Jer. 18:7,8). “Thus, Canaan had, as it were, a final
forty-year countdown as they heard of the events in Egypt, at
the crossing of the Red Sea, and what happened to the kings



who opposed Israel along the way.” They knew about the
Israelites (Josh. 2:10-14). “Thus God waited for the ‘cup of
iniquity’ to fill up—and fill up it did without any signs of
change in spite of the marvelous signs given so that the
nations, along with Pharaoh and the Egyptians, ‘might know
that He was the Lord.'"{22}

One more point. Stephanie seemed to think that God still does
things today as He did in 0ld Testament times. When I told her
that God does not require all the same things of us today that
He required of the Israelites, she said that “the advantage of
the absoluteness of the biblical morality you wish to trumpet
is negated by your softening of OT law and by your making
local and relative the very commandments of God.” In other
words, we say there are absolutes, but we give ourselves a way
out. I simply noted that where it was commanded by God, for
example, to put a rebellious son to death, we do not soften
that command at all. But when in God’s own economy He brings
about change, we go with the new way. God doesn’t change, but
His requirements for His people have changed at times. This
doesn’t leave everything open, however. The question is, What
has God called us to do today?

Its Harmful Effects on Us

For Stephanie, biblical instruction on morality not only
reveals a God she can’t trust, it also is harmful for us, too.
So, for example, she says, “The desire not to harm can be
overcome by the desire to do right by [one’s] idea of God
(look at Abraham, my favorite enigma). That’s where the real
harm to society can creep in.” She believes that the certainty
of religious dogmatism regarding it own rightness encourages
“excesses,” such as “holy wars and terrorism for possession of
the holy land, and the killing of doctors and homosexuals for
their own good.” She said that Christianity permits the kind
of horrors we accuse atheists of perpetrating but with the
endorsement of God. “Hitler was a very devout Catholic, as I
understand it,” she said.



There is serious confusion here. Loaded words like “terrorism”
bias the issue unfairly, and Stephanie takes some “excesses”
to be rooted in Scripture when in fact they have nothing to do
with biblical morality. It is unfair of her and other atheists
to ignore the commands of Scripture that clearly reflect God’s
goodness while ignoring sound interpretive methods for
understanding the harder parts. It’s also wrong to let
religious fanaticism in general count against God. Just as
some atheists aren’t going to live up to Stephanie’s high
standards, some Christians don’t live up to God’'s. Gene Edward
Veith says that, while Hitler had a “perverse admiration for
Catholicism,” he “hated Christianity.”{23} What is clear 1is
that there is no biblical basis for Hitler’s atrocities. To
return to the point I tried to make earlier, if he looked,
Hitler could have found moral injunctions in Christianity to
oppose his actions. Naturalists, on the other hand, have no
such standard by which to measure anyone’s actions. Conclusion

We have attempted to respond to Stephanie’s three main
objections to believing in God: there’s not enough evidence;
it adds nothing to what we can know from science; and theism
is bad for people. These are stock objections atheists
present. I think they have good answers. The next step 1is to
try to take the atheist to the place where she or he can “see
God. Removing the reasons for rejecting God is one step in the
process. The next step is to show her God. I can think of no
better way to do that than to take her to Jesus, who “is the
radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His
nature” (Heb. 1:3). I recommended that Stephanie read one or
more of the Gospels, and she said she would read John. This is
the point of apologetics, to take people to the Lord in the
presence of whom they must make a choice. Now we'’ll wait to
see what happens.
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St. Augustine

Former Probe intern Tim Garrett explains that St. Augustine’s
The City of God and his Confessions reveal not only a
brilliant mind, but demonstrate his abiding concern to
announce God’s righteousness in His dealings with man.

Who Was St. Augustine?

One of the most remarkable things about a close reading of
Church history is that no one is beyond the reach of God’s
grace. In the New Testament we find that a man who called
himself “the chief of sinners” due to his murderous hatred
toward Christians was saved when Christ Himself appeared to
him on the road to Damascus. What is clear from the account in
the ninth chapter of the Book of Acts is that it was not Saul
who was seeking Christ: instead, it was Christ who was seeking
Paul.

In modern times we see a similar situation in the life of C.
S. Lewis. In Surprised by Joy, he recounts the night that he
knelt to admit that God was God by calling himself “the most
dejected and reluctant convert in all England.” Like the
Apostle Paul, we can see that Lewis was perfectly prepared to
be an apologist for the faith, but that preparation occurred
before he ever became a Christian! It is only after the fact
that we see how God was actively seeking the sinner.

In this article we will examine another reluctant convert, a
man whose life and ministry has been crucial to church


https://probe.org/st-augustine/

history. His name was Aurelius Augustine: we know him as St.
Augustine of Hippo. But until his conversion, Augustine was
anything but a saint! Born in the year 354 in North Africa,
Augustine was raised by a Christian mother and a pagan father.
The father’s main desire was that his son get a good
education, while his mother constantly worried about her son’s
eternal destiny. Augustine indeed received a first class
education, but his mother was tormented by his indulgent
lifestyle. Augustine became involved with a concubine at the
age of seventeen, a relationship which lasted thirteen years
and produced one son. Recognizing that sexual Llust was
competing with Christ for his affections, Augustine uttered
the famous prayer “Make me chaste Lord . . . but not yet.”

While sexual passion ruled his heart, Augustine sought wisdom
with his mind. After suffering enormous internal conflicts,
Augustine submitted himself to Christ at the age of thirty-
two, and soon thereafter became Bishop of Hippo. Augustine
became a tireless defender of the faith, diligent in his role
as a shepherd to the flock as well as one of the greatest
intellects the Church has ever known.

In this look at the life of Augustine we will focus on two of
his greatest books—the Confessions, and The City of God. As we
will see, Augustine’s life and work is a testimony to the
boundless mercy and grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Augustine’s Youth

In a gripping television interview recently broadcast on 60
Minutes, the man convicted of the Oklahoma City bombings spoke
of his grievances against the federal government. During the
interview, Timothy McVeigh revealed that his lawyers have
filed an appeal that maintains that pre-trial publicity
prevented him from getting a fair trial. Like many of us,
McVeigh seems intent on avoiding the penalty of his actions;
but rather than doing so by insisting upon his innocence, he
is attempting to have the verdict thrown out due to a



technicality.

It was truly disturbing to see an articulate young man such as
McVeigh coldly dismiss the mass murder of innocents on the
basis of a legal technicality. In many respects, his demeanor
reflects the contemporary shift in attitude toward sin and
guilt that has had devastating consequences for society. As a
nation, America has seen a shift from a worldview primarily
informed by biblical Christianity to one in which the
individual is no longer responsible for his actions. Now it is
either society or how one is raised that is given emphasis.

Against this cultural backdrop it is truly therapeutic to read
Augustine’s Confessions. Throughout this wonderful book, which
is written in the form of a prayer, Augustine freely admits
his willful disobedience to God. Augustine’s intent 1is to
reveal the perversity of the human heart, but specifically
that of his own. But Augustine was not intent on just
confessing his sinfulness: this book is also the confession of
his faith in Christ as well. Augustine, as he is moved from a
state of carnality to one of redemption, marvels at the
goodness of God.

One of the most telling incidents in the Confessions 1is
Augustine’s recollection of a decisive event in his youth. He
and an assortment of friends knew of a pear tree not far from
his house. Even though the pears on the tree didn’t appeal to
Augustine, he and his friends were intent on stealing the
pears simply for the thrill of it. They had no need of the
pears, and in fact ending up throwing them to some pigs.
Augustine’s account of this thievery reveals a penetrating
insight into our dilemma as human beings. Whereas today many
want to blame their parents or their environment for their
problems, Augustine admits that his sole motive was a love of
wickedness: he enjoyed his disobedience.

This reflects one of Augustine’s major contributions to
Christian theology: his emphasis on the perversity of the



human will. We would all do well to read Augustine’s
Confessions if only to remind us that evil isn’t simply a
sickness but a condition of the heart that only Jesus Christ
can heal.

Augustine’s Search for Wisdom

In his fascinating book entitled Degenerate Moderns, author
Michael Jones convincingly documents how many of the
intellectual gurus of the modern era have conformed truth to
their own desires. Jones research reveals how Margaret Mead,
Alfred Kinsey, and other prominent trend-setters intentionally
lied in their research in order to justify their own sexual
immorality. Sadly, contemporary culture has swallowed their
findings, leading many to conclude that sexual immorality is
both normal and legitimate.

However, when we turn to Augustine’s Confessions, we see
someone who has subordinated his own desires to the truth. The
Confessions 1is an account of how Augustine attempted to
satisfy the longings of his heart with professional ambition,
entertainment, and sex, yet remained unfulfilled. One of
Augustine’s most famous prayers is therefore the theme of the
whole book: “Our hearts are restless until they find their
rest in Thee, 0 God.” Only by submitting his own desires to
the Lordship of Christ did Augustine find the peace that he
was seeking.

But that submission did not come easy. Throughout most of his
adult life, Augustine had been seeking to discover wisdom. But
two questions were especially disturbing for him: What is the
source of evil, and How can a Being without physical
properties exist? Obviously, this second question was a
barrier to his belief in the God of the Bible. In his search
for answers, Augustine became involved with a group known as
the Manichees, who combined Christian teaching with the
philosophy of Plato. Plato’s philosophy helped convince
Augustine that existence did not require physical properties,



but he found their answer to the question of evil problematic,
and after eight years as a seeker left the Manichees.

Still, the most difficult barrier for Augustine was not
intellectual, but a matter of the heart. He eventually came to
the point where he knew he should submit himself to Christ,
but was reluctant to do so if it meant giving up his
relationship with his concubine. One day, while strolling
through a walled garden, Augustine heard from the other side
of the wall what sounded like a child’'s voice, saying “pick up
and read, pick up and read.” At first he thought it was a
children’s game. Then, acknowledging what he took to be a
command of the Lord, he picked up a nearby Bible, and upon
opening it immediately came to Romans 13:13-14, words tailor
made for Augustine: “Not in riots and drunken parties, not in
eroticisms and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, but put
on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh
in its lusts.” Augustine’s search for wisdom was complete, as
he acknowledged that wisdom is ultimately a person: Jesus
Christ. The wisdom of God had satisfied his deepest longings.

Augustine’s Philosophy of History: The
City of God

The United States is currently going through what some call a
“culture war.” On the one hand there are those who believe in
eternal truth and the importance of maintaining traditional
morality. At the other end of the spectrum are those who
believe that the individual is autonomous and should be free
to live as he pleases without anyone telling him what is right
or wrong. Until thirty years ago the first group held sway.
Today, that same group is considered divisive and extreme by
the “politically correct” mainstream culture.

But culture wars are not unique to modern America. In the year
410, mighty Rome was sacked by an invading army of Goths. Soon
thereafter, the search was on for a scapegoat. In the year 381



Christianity superceded the ancient religion of the Romans as
the state religion. This enraged those who favored the old
state religion, who claimed that Rome had gained world
supremacy due to the favor of the ancient gods. When Rome
officially accepted the Christian God and forsook the gods,
the gods were said to have withdrawn their favor and allowed
the invading armies to breach the walls of Rome in order to
demonstrate their anger at being replaced by the Christian
God. Educated Romans found such an argument silly, but an even
more serious charge was that Christians were disloyal to the
state, since their allegiance was ultimately to God.
Therefore, Christianity was blamed for a loss of patriotism
since Christians believed themselves to ultimately be citizens
of another kingdom3the Kingdom of God.

Augustine responded to these accusations by writing his
philosophy of history in a book entitled The City of God.
Augustine spent thirteen years researching and writing this
work, which takes it title from Psalm 87:3: “Glorious things
are spoken of you, 0 City of God.” Augustine’s main thesis 1is
that there are two cities that place demands on our
allegiance. The City of Man is populated by those who love
themselves and hold God in contempt, while the City of God 1is
populated by those who love God and hold themselves 1in
contempt. Augustine hoped to show that the citizens of the
City of God were more beneficial to the interests of Rome than
those who inhabit the City of Man.

For anyone 1interested in the current debate between
secularists and the “Religious Right,” Augustine’s argument is
a masterful combination of historical research and literary
eloquence. Christians in particular would be well served by
studying this important document, since believers are often
accused of being divisive and extreme, characteristics
considered by some as un-American.

In Augustine’s time, it was asserted that the values of
Christianity were not consistent with good Roman citizenship.



But Augustine’s historical investigation revealed that it 1is
sin that is at the root of all our problems: starting with
Cain’s murder of Abel, the sin of Adam has borne terrible
consequences.

Much of Augustine’s task was to demonstrate the consequences
of a society that loses its moral compass. Augustine took it
upon himself to demonstrate the falsity of the assertion that
the Christian worldview is incompatible with civic life. Those
who maintained that the acceptance of Christian virtues had
had a direct bearing on Rome’s fall did so primarily from a
very limited perspective. The clear implication was that
Christianity, a religion that asks its adherents to love their
neighbor and pray for their enemies, had fostered a society
incapable of defending itself against its more vicious
neighbors.

Augustine’s response was to demonstrate that Rome had suffered
through numerous catastrophes long before Christianity ever
became the religion of the Romans. Actually, it was due to the
respect of the Goths for Christianity that their attack wasn’t
worse than it was: they relented after only three days.
Against those who claimed that Christians could not be loyal
citizens due to their higher allegiance to God, Augustine
reminded them that the 0ld and New Testament Scriptures
actually command obedience to the civil authorities. And any
assertion that Christianity had weakened the defense of the
empire failed to acknowledge the real cause of Rome’s
collapse, namely that Rome’s moral degeneracy had created a
society where justice was no longer valued. Augustine quotes
the Roman historians as themselves recognizing the brutality
at the very root of the nation, beginning with Romulus’ murder
of his brother Remus.

Augustine’s analysis came to conclude that the virtues of
Christianity are most consistent with good citizenship, and
then went on to show the biblical distinction between the
founding of Rome and that of the City of God. Just as Rome’s



origins date back to the dispute between Romulus and Remus,
the City of God had its origin in the conflict between Cain
and Abel. The City of Man and the City of God have
intermingled ever since, and only at the final judgment of
Christ will “the tares be separated from the wheat.” For
Augustine, the ultimate meaning of history will be borne out
only when each one of us acknowledges who it was that we loved
most: ourselves, or God.
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