
How Reason Can Lead to God –
Part 2
Dr. Michael Gleghorn continues to make a compelling case for
how  reason  can  lead  us,  step  by  step,  to  the  logical
conclusion of God’s existence based on the book How Reason Can
Lead to God.

Foundation of Mind
In  this  article  we’re  continuing  our
examination of Christian philosopher Josh
Rasmussen’s book, How Reason Can Lead to
God.{1}  In  my  previous  article,  I
introduced  the  book  and  showed  how
Rasmussen began constructing a “bridge of
reason” that led to “an independent, self-
sufficient, . . .   eternally powerful
foundation of all reality.”{2}

But Rasmussen goes further, arguing that there must
also  be  “a  certain  mind-like  aspect”  to  this
foundation.{3} And that’s what we’ll explore in
this article. We’re going to follow Rasmussen’s
lead as he takes us over the “bridge of reason.” And once
we’ve taken that final step, we’ll see that it’s led us not to
some cold, calculating, “mind-like” reality, but to a very
“special treasure.”{4}

But to begin, why does Rasmussen think that the foundation of
all reality must be “mind-like”? To answer that question,
consider that one of the things the foundation has produced is
you—and you have a mind. As Rasmussen notes, “you are capable
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of thinking, feeling, and making decisions.”{5} Indeed, if
you’re awake and functioning normally, you have some awareness
of what is going on “around” you—and even of what is going on
“within” you. That’s because you possess a conscious (even
self-conscious) mind. How is this to be explained?

According to Rasmussen there are only two live options: either
minds ultimately originate from some sort of “mind-like” or
“mental” reality, or else they arise solely from a physical
process.{6} Is one of these options better than the other?
Rasmussen thinks so, and points to “a construction problem”
with the matter-to-mind option.{7} Here’s the problem. Just as
a black steel pipe cannot be constructed out of emerald green
toothpaste, so a self-conscious mind cannot be constructed
from mindless particles. Particles just aren’t the right thing
for constructing the thoughts, feelings, and purposes of a
mind. In order to construct a mind, “mental materials” are
needed. Hence, the foundation of all reality must be mind-like
in order to account for the unique features of self-conscious
human minds.{8}

But at this point, some may raise an objection. After all, if
we say there’s a construction problem going from matter to
minds, then wouldn’t there also be a problem in saying that an
immaterial mind created the material world? The answer is
“No.”

Foundation of Matter
Above,  we  argued  that  one  can’t  explain  the  thoughts  and
intentions  of  human  minds  by  appealing  only  to  material
particles.  There  must  rather  be  an  ultimate  mind  at  the
foundation of all reality.

But of course, human beings also have bodies. And your body
(including your brain) is an example of incredible material
complexity.  Not  only  that,  but  in  order  for  you  to  be



physically alive, the “fundamental parameters” of the universe
must be delicately balanced, or “fine-tuned,” with a precision
that is mind-boggling. As physicist Alan Lightman observes,
“If these fundamental parameters were much different from what
they are, it is not only human beings who would not exist. No
life of any kind would exist.”{9}

How should we account for such complexity? Can we explain it
in terms of chance?{10} That’s wildly implausible. And better
explanations  are  available.  After  all,  one  could  try  to
explain  the  words  of  your  favorite  novel  by  appealing  to
“chance.” But is that “the best explanation?”{11} Isn’t it far
more likely that an intelligent mind selected and ordered the
words  of  that  story  with  the  intention  of  communicating
something meaningful to others? While the chance hypothesis is
possible, is it really probable? If we’re interested in truth,
shouldn’t we prefer the best explanation?

So what is a better explanation for the material complexity
that we observe—not only in our bodies, but in the fine-tuning
of the universe that allows for our existence? If the ordering
of  the  letters  and  words  in  your  favorite  novel  is  best
explained  by  an  intelligent  mind,  then  what  about  the
biological  complexity  of  human  beings?  Scientists  have
observed  “that  molecular  biology  has  uncovered  an  analogy
between  DNA  and  language.”  In  short,  “The  genetic  code
functions exactly like a language code.”{12} And just as the
words in a novel require an intelligent author, the genetic
code requires an intelligent designer.

Hence, a foundational mind offers a good explanation not only
for human minds, but for the complexity of human bodies as
well. Moreover, a foundational mind also provides the best
explanation for objective moral values.



Foundation of Morals
What is the best explanation for our moral experience in the
world? How might we best account for our sense of right and
wrong, good and evil? So far, we’ve seen two reasons for
thinking that the ultimate foundation of reality is “mind-
like.” First, a foundational mind best explains the existence
of human minds. Second, it also offers the best explanation
for the staggering material complexity of the human body and
the exquisite “fine-tuning” of the universe that allows for
our existence. Might a foundational mind also provide the best
explanation for our moral experience? Rasmussen thinks so, and
he offers potent reasons for us to think so too.{13}

Consider our sense of right and wrong. How should this be
explained? Rasmussen proposes that our “moral senses are a
window into a moral landscape.”{14} Just as our sense of sight
helps us perceive objects in the physical world, so our moral
sense helps us perceive values in the moral world. Of course,
just as our sense of sight may not be perfect, such that a
tree appears blurry or indistinct, so also our moral sense may
not be perfect, such that a particular action may not be
clearly  seen  as  right  or  wrong.  But  in  each  case,  even
imperfect “sight” can provide some reliable information about
both the material and moral landscapes.{15}

How might we best explain both the moral landscape and our
experience of it? “Can the particles that comprise a material
landscape, with dirt and trees, produce standards of good and
bad, right and wrong?”{16} It’s hard to see how undirected
particles could do such a thing. And naturally, they could
have no reason to do so.

On the other hand, a foundational mind with a moral nature
could account for both the moral landscape and our experience
of it. As Rasmussen observes, such a being would account for
moral values because of its moral nature.{17} Further, such a
being would have both a reason and resources to create moral



agents  (like  us)  with  the  ability  to  perceive  these
values.{18} Its reason for creating such agents is that we’re
valuable.{19}  A  mind-like  foundation  thus  offers  a  better
explanation for human moral experience than mindless particles
ever could.

Foundation of Reason
Human minds are special for their ability to reason. This
ability helps us think correctly. When we reason correctly, we
can begin with certain basic truths and infer yet other truths
that logically follow from these. For example, from the basic
truths that “all men are mortal” and “Socrates is a man” we
can  logically  infer  the  further  truth  that  “Socrates  is
mortal.”

But here an interesting puzzle arises. Where does our ability
to reason come from? How might we account for the origin of
human reason? And one of the interesting topics tackled by
Josh Rasmussen in his book, How Reason Can Lead to God, is the
origin of reason itself. What’s the best explanation for this
incredible ability?

If the universe sprang into being “from nothing, with no mind
behind it,” then not only human minds, but even rationality
itself,  must  ultimately  come  from  mindless  material
particles.{20} But as Rasmussen observes, “If people come only
from  mindless  particles,  then  reasoning  comes  from  non-
reason.”{21} But could reason really come from non-reason? Is
that  the  most  plausible  explanation?  Or  might  a  better
explanation be at hand?

The atheistic scientist J. B. S. Haldane once observed, “If my
mental processes are determined wholly by the motions of atoms
in my brain, I have no reason to suppose that my beliefs are
true . . . and hence I have no reason for supposing my brain
to be composed of atoms.”{22} For Haldane, if human reason



arises entirely from a non-rational historical and physical
process, then we have little reason to think that our beliefs
are true.

Fortunately, there’s a way out of this difficulty. We can
suggest that human reason comes from an ultimately rational
foundation. In that case, reason comes from reason. We’ve
already seen that the best way to account for minds, matter,
and morals is by positing a foundational Mind as the source of
all reality. And this is also the best way to account for
human reason as well. As Rasmussen notes, “by anchoring reason
in  the  nature  of  the  foundation,  we  can  explain  how  the
foundation of all existence can be the foundation of minds,
matter, morals . . . and reason itself.”{23}

In the next section we will follow Rasmussen “to the treasure
at the end of the bridge of reason.”{24}

Perfect Foundation
In this article we’ve seen that a foundational Mind offers the
best explanation for the existence of human minds and bodies,
moral  concepts,  and  even  reason  itself.  In  my  previous
article, we saw that this foundation is also independent,
self-sufficient,  and  eternally  powerful.  Today,  with  some
final help from the Christian philosopher Josh Rasmussen, we
want to pull together the various strands of this discussion
to see what unifies the various features of this foundation
into a single, coherent being. What sort of being might all
these features point to? According to Rasmussen, they all
point to a perfect being. But why does he think so?

Rasmussen argues that a perfect being must have two essential
features. First, it must have no defects, or imperfections.
And second, it must have “supreme value.”{25} In other words,
a perfect being cannot possibly be improved.

But why think the foundation of all reality is a perfect



being? Simply put, the concept of perfection enables us to
account for all the characteristics of this being that reason
has  revealed  to  us.  Perfection  accounts  for  this  being’s
independent, self-sufficient, and eternally powerful nature.
It  also  accounts  for  how  this  being  can  be  the  ultimate
foundation of other minds, astonishing material complexity,
morality,  and  reason  itself.  As  Rasmussen  observes,
“Perfection unifies all the attributes of the foundation” and
“successfully predicts every dimension of our world.”{26}

A perfect being is thus the foundation of “every good and
perfect gift” that we possess and enjoy, and must surely be
described as “the greatest possible treasure.”{27} Moreover,
since  this  being  possesses  “the  maximal  concentration  of
goodness, value, and power imaginable,” it can only properly
be termed “God.”{28} Thus, by following the “light of reason”
to the end of the “bridge of reason,” we have arrived not at
meaninglessness  or  despair,  but  at  “the  greatest  possible
treasure,” the self-sufficient, eternally powerful, supremely
rational, and perfectly good, Creator God.

If  you  would  like  to  explore  the  work  of  Josh  Rasmussen
further, I would recommend reading his book, How Reason Can
Lead to God: A Philosopher’s Bridge to Faith. You can also
visit his website at joshualrasmussen.com.
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How Reason Can Lead to God –
Part 1
Dr. Michael Gleghorn makes a compelling case for how reason
can lead us, step by step, to the logical conclusion of God’s
existence.

In  2019  the  Christian  philosopher  Josh
Rasmussen published a little book with the
intriguing title, How Reason Can Lead to
God:  A  Philosopher’s  Bridge  to  Faith.
Rasmussen earned his Ph.D. in philosophy
from  the  University  of  Notre  Dame  and
currently  teaches  philosophy  at  Azusa
Pacific University.

The  book,  dedicated  to  Rasmussen’s  “skeptical
friends,” aims “to mark out a pathway . . . that
can  inspire  a  greater  vision  of  the  ultimate
foundation of everything.”{1} Now admittedly, this
is a tall order. And it leads Rasmussen into some
deep philosophical waters. Still, he claims to be writing for
a broad audience of truth-seekers—and he has largely managed
to make the book accessible to the educated layperson. One
reviewer characterized the result of Rasmussen’s effort as
both an “original presentation of cutting-edge philosophy of
religion, and an engaging personal invitation to reason one’s
way to God.”{2}

Now I realize that you may be thinking, “Well, this doesn’t
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apply to me. I’m not interested in such ‘heady’ things as
this.” But do you know someone who is? Perhaps a son or
daughter, spouse or co-worker? If so, you’ll want to keep
reading, for this may be just the sort of thing they need.
Rasmussen wrote the book for those who need to think their way
carefully through the issues. The sort of person who is not
content to dodge difficult questions or settle for superficial
answers.

Several philosophers have praised Rasmussen’s efforts. Robert
Koons, of the University of Texas at Austin, describes the
book  as  “winsome  and  engaging,  drawing  the  reader  into  a
thrilling adventure . . . of the existence and nature of
reality’s  ultimate  foundation.”{3}  And  J.  P.  Moreland,  of
Biola University, compares the study with C. S. Lewis’s Mere
Christianity and claims that “Rasmussen’s argument for God is
developed with such precision and care that, quite frankly, it
could not be improved.”{4}

With praise like this for Rasmussen’s book, I hope you’ll
agree that it’s worth our time and effort to take a deeper
look at its contents. What is Rasmussen’s argument for God?
How does he develop it? Why does he refer to it as a “bridge
to faith”? What sort of materials does he use in constructing
his “bridge”? We’ll begin our inquiry in the same place that
Rasmussen does, with the deceptively simple observation that
something exists.{5}

The Blob of Everything
Let’s  begin  by  considering  the  book’s  subtitle:  A
Philosopher’s Bridge to Faith. What sort of bridge is this? As
you might expect, since Rasmussen is a philosopher, this is a
“bridge of reason.” But it has an interesting destination, for
it leads not to skepticism, but to faith.{6}

Rasmussen constructs his bridge very carefully. He wants every



step in his construction project to be reasonable. In order to
accomplish this, he seeks to use quality materials and first-
rate tools. His
materials are statements that anyone can see are clearly true.
His tools “are rules of logic.” By carefully selecting his
materials, and conscientiously using his tools, he constructs
“a  bridge  of  reason  that  leads  .  .  .  to  a  special
treasure.”{7}

Rasmussen begins his project with the claim that something
exists. Although few will object to such a claim, some may
still have doubts. After all, what if everything you think you
experience is just an
illusion? Well, in that case, “the experience of your illusion
exists.” Moreover, you exist. If you didn’t, you couldn’t have
any doubts about reality. In order to have such doubts, you
must  first  exist.  Thus,  Rasmussen’s  first  claim,  that
something  exists,  seems  quite  secure.{8}

Next,  Rasmussen  bundles  every  existing  thing,  of  whatever
sort, into a comprehensive whole, which he aptly dubs the
“blob  of  everything.”  This  “blob”  includes  every  existing
thing, the totality of reality. Since every existing thing is
included  in  the  “blob  of  everything,”  there  is  nothing
“outside” or “beyond” it. It is everything. Hence, the blob
cannot  have  its  cause,  or  reason  for  being,  in  anything
outside it (for, of course, there isn’t anything outside the
blob of everything).{9}

Now this is strange! My car, cat, and computer were each
created by causes beyond themselves. My car had a car maker.
My  cat  had  parents.  But  something  about  the  “blob  of
everything” isn’t like this. It has what Rasmussen calls a
foundational layer that doesn’t depend on anything outside
itself for its existence. We’ll consider the nature of this
“foundation” more carefully next.{10}



Probing the Foundation
As we just noted, there isn’t anything outside “the blob of
everything.” And hence, there isn’t anything outside the blob
that could cause, or explain, its existence.

What are we to make of this? Notice, first, that since the
blob includes everything that exists, it includes many things
that depend on other things for their existence. For example,
the blob contains things like weasels, watches, and waffles
and each of these things depend on other things for their
existence. Baby weasels depend on mommy and daddy weasels.
Watches and waffles depend on watch- and waffle-makers.

But notice: not everything in the blob can be like this. After
all, if everything in the blob depended on something else for
its existence, then we would have a serious problem—for the
“blob of everything” does not depend on anything else for its
own existence. Attempting to build such a blob using only
dependent  materials  (that  is,  materials  that  depend  on
something outside themselves for their existence) would commit
what Rasmussen calls a “construction error.”{11} One cannot
construct an independent, self-sufficient reality (like the
“blob of everything), using only dependent parts. That would
be like trying to construct a black steel pipe using nothing
but toothpaste! No matter how much toothpaste you have, you
will  never  construct  a  black  steel  pipe  with  such
materials.{12}

So here’s the problem. The “blob of everything” includes many
things with a dependent nature (like weasels, watches, and
waffles). At the same time, the blob (as a whole) depends on
nothing outside
itself for its existence. How is this possible? Clearly, the
blob must contain some special ingredient that does not depend
on  anything  else  for  its  existence.  Rasmussen  calls  this
ingredient the “foundation.”{13} It has an independent, self-
sufficient, necessary nature. It’s the sort of thing that must



exist, no matter what.{14} It must therefore be eternal (i.e.
without beginning or end) and provide “an ultimate foundation
for everything else.”{15}

Eternal Power
This “foundation” that is self-sufficient doesn’t need a cause
for its existence. It exists on its own. It’s the sort of
thing that must exist, that cannot not exist. And for this
reason, the foundation must be eternal. That is, it must have
always existed. Finally, it must also be powerful. But why?

Well, consider first that “power exists.” Rasmussen observes
that there are only two ways of explaining this. The first
suggests that power “came into existence from nothing.” The
second says that power is eternal and has always existed.
Which way is more reasonable?{16}

Well, suppose that power came into existence from nothing. The
difficulty here is that something cannot come from nothing
without  a  cause.  And  if  there  isn’t  anything,  then  there
cannot be a cause. Moreover, we must remember that “nothing”
is not anything. It is the absence of anything. It thus has no
potential to produce anything. It has no power or potential
because it isn’t anything. Something cannot come from nothing,
then, because “nothing” has no power or potential to produce
anything.{17}

Thus, Rasmussen claims that reason itself drives us to suggest
“a power that exists on its own, by its own nature.” In other
words, since power exists, and since it can only come from
something powerful, there must be an eternal power. That is,
there must be a power that has always existed. This power
never  became  powerful;  it  has  always  been  powerful.
Fortunately, this conclusion agrees with reason, unlike the
view that power came from nothing.{18}

Rasmussen sums it up this way: “The foundational power is



eternal.”{19} Now this is quite astonishing. By thinking very
carefully and following the light of reason, we have arrived
at a foundation of all reality that is independent, self-
sufficient, necessary, and eternally powerful. But we can go
even  further.  By  considering  some  of  the  things  that  the
foundation has produced, we can learn even more about its
nature.

Implications
Let’s recap: beginning with the simple (and undeniably true)
statement that something exists, we have watched Rasmussen
carefully construct a bridge of reason that has led (so far)
to  an  independent,  self-sufficient,  eternally  powerful
foundation of all reality. But Rasmussen goes still further.
For if this foundation is the ultimate source of all other
things, then we can learn something about the nature of the
foundation by considering some of what it has produced.

For  example,  it  is  doubtless  true  that  one  of  the  most
important things the foundation has produced is you—a human
being. But what sort of thing are you? And what might this
tell us about the foundation’s nature?

Rasmussen examines four aspects of human beings that reveal
some important characteristics of the foundation.{20} First,
human beings have minds. We are not like rocks, papers, or
scissors.  We  are  self-conscious  beings,  aware  of  our  own
existence.  We  can  think,  feel,  make  plans,  and  work  to
accomplish  them.  Second,  we  have  bodies.  We  are  not
disembodied  minds,  souls,  or  spirits.  There  is  a  complex
physical (and physiological) dimension to our being. Third, we
are  moral  agents.  We  experience  a  moral  dimension  to  our
existence. We sense that some things are good and that others
are evil. We recognize that it is good to be kind to other
persons and bad to harm them. Finally, we are rational agents.
We  can  “see”  or  discern  certain  logical  and  mathematical



truths. For example, we can “see” that two plus two equals
four and that “nothing is both true and false at the same
time.”{21}

If we ultimately depend for our existence on a self-sufficient
and eternal foundation, then what might this tell us about
that which brought us into being? Although the details will
have to wait for the next article, the various characteristics
of human beings mentioned above point to “a certain mind-like
aspect of the foundation.”{22} Indeed, we might even say that
these characteristics reveal a foundation with mental, moral,
rational—and even personal attributes!

Our goal for the next article, then, is to consider each of
these characteristics in greater detail, showing how each one
plausibly leads to a personal foundation of existence.
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Is Jesus the Only Way? – Part
2
Paul Rutherford explains how reason, Christ’s resurrection,
and the Bible all testify that Jesus is the only way to
heaven.

I can’t drive around town seven days straight
without passing at least one car with a bumper
sticker that reads, “Coexist” on the back. You
know the one. It spells the word using symbols

associated with the world’s faiths, ancient and modern.
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The popularly held mantra is that “all religions are equally
valid ways to heaven.” This is what’s called pluralism. So is
there room in this brave new world for the words of an ancient
and historically respected faith?

Jesus once said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.
No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)
That sounds offensive and inflammatory today. I will remind
you that Jesus said it, not me.

Even more important is the truth question. It is perhaps even
more offensive! Are Jesus’ words true?

I fully acknowledge even the question itself may strike you as
antiquated,  out  of  date.  Perhaps  I  sound  to  you  like  an
eccentric, soured-up, fuddy-duddy. I may be. But if the words
of Jesus are true, then far more than your offended sense of
style is at stake here. Far, far more.

So listen up. And take note because this crazy sounding first-
century Jewish rabbi made some crazy-big statements about the
nature of man, the nature of reality, and how to live the good
life,  here,  now,  and  forever.  Does  that  at  least  sound
appealing to you? If even just for the sake of a little
controversy?

Explore with me the words of this rabbi. In this article we’ll
think through three reasons you should agree with him. And
maybe you’ll even find eternal life in the process. If you’re
a long-time listener to Probe radio, or a regular listener,
this may sound familiar. I have another program exploring the
position that Jesus is the only way to God. This one is part
two. In this one I give you three reasons Jesus is in fact the
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only way to heaven. In the previous program, I defended Jesus’
statement against three lines of criticism. So in the next
sections I’ll explain how reason, the resurrection, and the
Word all testify that Jesus is the only way to heaven.

Jesus the Only Way Because of Reason
Western culture today is more pluralistic and secular than
ever before. This means at least in one small part, that
people  believe  multiple  religions  lead  to  heaven.  Western
culture has been moving this way for some decades. Now it has
reached mainstream. Pop culture increasingly accepts this. It
is therefore so much more important to consider this exclusive
claim Jesus made. He said, “I am the way, the truth, and the
life. No one comes to the Father except by me.” (John 14:6)

This is an increasingly unpopular teaching. Before I defend
it,  allow  me  to  clarify.  It  was  made  by  the  Lord  Jesus
himself. I didn’t make it up. I am merely defending it.

So today I want to talk about how it is reasonable to believe
this statement—why it is that you should yourself believe
Jesus is the only way to heaven.

Today’s reason is logic itself. I will base this conclusion on
two  points:  first,  that  the  belief  in  one  God  is  more
logically defensible than believing in multiple creator gods;
and second, that the belief in Jesus Christ as God is more
reasonable than claims to deity made by others.

The first point is that believing in one creator God is more
reasonable  than  believing  in  multiple.  The  god  Aristotle
believed in (the unmoved mover) was eternally simple. That is,
at the root of all things is ultimately one thing—one cause,
one source, one origin to which all other things owe their
existence.{1} This position beautifully avoids the difficulty
of what philosophers call reductio ad absurdum—or the problem
of infinite regression—or the problem of which came first, the



chicken or the egg?  The search for the first, original, or
ultimate  source,  does  not  continue  on  and  on  forever.  It
cannot.

The  second  point  is  that  Jesus  is  the  most  reasonable
candidate for divinity. I respect the Buddha. But he never
claimed to be God. Neither did Mohammad. Jesus was very clear.
He claimed to be God.

Consider  His  teachings.  They  have  not  been  surpassed  in
excellence in the two millennia that have passed since He
walked  the  earth.  Consider  His  actions.  History’s  best
biographies  about  the  man  Jesus,  record  Him  loving  His
enemies, healing the sick, and showing compassion to outcasts.
Jesus’ life exemplified extraordinary moral rectitude.

I conclude, therefore, that it is more reasonable to believe
Jesus is the only way to God given that it is more reasonable
to believe in only one creator God, and given that Jesus has
the best case for divinity among man’s founders of faith.

Jesus  the  Only  Way  Because  of  the
Resurrection
We have a saying in American culture that nothing is certain
but death and taxes. So if the taxman doesn’t come to call,
the grim reaper will eventually. Death finds each of us, so we
must face our own mortality.

By  the  best  historical  accounts  Jesus  also  died  and  was
buried, just like so many of His human brothers before Him.{2}
But Jesus, on the other hand, experienced something unique,
declaring Him God above all others.

I speak, of course, of resurrection.{3} Jesus Christ is the
only person ever to have raised up Himself from the dead of
his own volition, and by His own power.

This one point may be the most compelling of the three I offer



this week. It is perhaps the most intuitive case for Jesus
being the only way to Heaven. If Jesus really died and raised
Himself from the dead, then His power exceeds those of any
other man before Him, or after, for
that matter. Surely He must be God.

No other religious figure can make that claim. In a class by
Himself,  Jesus  reigns  over  all  the  founders  of  world
religions.  Muhammad’s  burial  site  is  a  common  tourist
destination  in  Saudi  Arabia  for  contemporary  pilgrims.
Buddha’s cremation site is in northern India. No such site
exists today in contemporary Israel for Jesus. His body has no
confirmed remains.

The tomb is empty. That much is clear. Records indicate He
definitely died and was buried. The empty tomb demands an
explanation. Resurrection makes the most sense. Jesus is the
only way because He is the only one who has died and raised
himself up to new life.

We have several excellent articles at our website devoted to
just this topic.{4} Go check them out for more detail. Jesus
is who He said he is, “The way, the truth, and the life.”
(John 14:6)  So the question is, do you want some? Believe in
Jesus today by faith.

Jesus  the  Only  Way  Because  the  Word
Declares It
Western culture today increasingly accepts the belief that
multiple religions are equally valid and they are all ways to
eternal life. I propose to you today another reason to believe
something
diametrically opposed to this—namely that the Jesus Christ
revealed in the Bible, is the only way to eternal life. As the
gospel writer John quoted Him, He is, the way, the truth, and
the life (14:6). No one comes to the Father except through
Him.



This third and final line of reasoning that Jesus is the only
way to eternal life, springs from the Bible—from the very word
of God itself.

You may not accept the Bible as God’s word. That’s ok. Just
hear me out. Let me explain how this line of reasoning at
least makes sense. Then after you’ve heard it, you can judge
for yourself if it’s true or not.

So first, the Bible claims to be God’s word (2 Timothy 3:16).
If we therefore assume the very commonly held conception that
God is good and perfect, then that includes the words He
speaks as well. So if He speaks good words, then those words
must be true. They must accurately describe reality.

The Bible also makes this claim. Jesus in a famous prayer to
the Father asks him to sanctify His disciples with the truth
before stating, “Your word is truth.” (John 17:17) It’s a
profound statement.

So if God’s word is true, and God says in His word that Jesus
is, in fact, the only way to God—that none can come to Him
except by Jesus, then that means it’s true. See how simple
that is?

But this statement is also made in another part of the Bible,
Acts 4:12. Peter and John have been arrested and are being
examined by the Jewish leaders. Peter declares Jesus to them
and explains, “There is no other name under heaven, given
among men, by which we must be saved.”

I  fully  admit  this  line  of  reasoning  rests  on  you
acknowledging the authority of the Bible—in which case you may
not have needed to be convinced in the first place. But if you
had not already been convinced of the truth of God’s word, I
am very sincerely relying on the power of the Spirit at work
in you to believe this truth. (Isaiah 55:11)



Conclusion
In this article we considered the truth of a controversial
claim. It might be one of the most hotly contested claims in
religion today—that Jesus Christ is the only way to heaven.

This is not popular these days in America, Europe, anywhere in
the English speaking West, or the non-English speaking West.
To hear responses to criticisms against the claim, check out
part one of this two part series.

Jesus  was  Himself  no  stranger  to  controversy.  He  died  a
criminal’s death at the hands of His enemies. He was killed
and buried. The Jewish and Roman leaders were smugly satisfied
they’d dispatched this unquiet voice.

But when Jesus’ enemies attempt to end his earthly ministry,
they unknowingly ushered in a spiritually unending ministry of
atonement and reconciliation. By his death Jesus paid the
price of sin—death—satisfying the just wrath of God. Jesus
made peace with God on your
behalf. Believe in Him by faith today and you can have peace
with God. Would you like to have peace with him? Tell Him
right now. Use your voice or pray silently. But tell Him. Go
ahead.

The only thing required of you to receive eternal life is to
believe Jesus is Lord. One of Jesus’ most famous sayings is,
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal
life.” (John 3:16)

Confess this belief with your mouth that Jesus Christ is God
and believe in your heart that God has raised up his Son from
the dead. And you can be saved. (Romans 10:9)

Jesus is the only way to God because there is no other way to
get to God but by Jesus. Mankind is imperfect. You are dead in
your transgressions and sins. The only way to satisfy God’s
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holy wrath is to give Him what is due: death. Jesus died that
death for you. He’s the only one who could ever have paid your
debt. And He did.

Human reason leads us to this beautiful conclusion that Jesus
is the only way. God has declared it himself clearly in his
divinely inspired book—the Bible. His resurrection seals it.

If you believed this for the first time today you are now heir
to an eternal throne. Pick up a Bible and read Jesus’ life
story in the book of John. Tell a friend who’s a Christian.
Make plans to join them at their church Sunday. Keep praying
and  reading  the  Bible.  You  can  discover  the  wonderful
adventure of life in Jesus Christ, the only way to God.

Notes
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The Answer Is the Resurrection
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The Apologetics of Jesus: A
Defense of His Deity
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flesh, His words and His actions had to be an apologetic for
His claim. People could see He was a man; He had to prove to
them that He was also deity, God in the flesh.

Jesus was one of the greatest leaders, teachers,
and remarkable individuals that ever lived, but few
realize that Jesus was also the greatest apologist.
Apologetics  is  the  rational  defense  of
Christianity. Christian apologists use reason and
evidence  to  present  a  convincing  case  for  Christianity,
challenge unbelief, expose errors, and defend the message of
the  gospel.  Apologetics  was  an  essential  part  of  Jesus’
ministry. If it was important in His ministry, it certainly
should be in all ministries looking to impact the unbelieving
world for Christ.

The Bible commands us in 1 Peter 3:15, “But set apart Christ
as Lord in your hearts. Always be prepared to give an answer
[apologia] to everyone who asks you the reason for the hope
that you have.” We are commanded to provide a well-reasoned
answer for our faith in Christ to an unbelieving world. Jesus
commanded us to “love the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Mt. 22:37).
Apologetics involves knowing why you believe and complies with
Christ’s command of loving God with your mind.

There  exists  some  misunderstanding  among  Christians  as  to
whether apologetics is necessary. Some believe that our belief
in Christ is based on “faith” and thus does not require solid
reasons or evidence to support it. Therefore, in witnessing to
unbelievers,  some  mistakenly  suppose  that  apologetics  is
ineffective  in  leading  anyone  to  faith.  The  call  of  the
Christian is to simply present the gospel, and the Holy Spirit
and the Scriptures will do the rest. However, this was not the
example of Christ.

Christ made extraordinary claims to be the divine Son of God.
He made such claims as being the source of life, forgiver of
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sins, the embodiment of truth, and authority over the Old
Testament Law. Such claims were met with skepticism, doubt,
and hostility. Jesus knew He was making remarkable claims, and
He did not expect people to simply believe His message without
good reasons. He was not seeking or wanting people to exercise
“blind faith.” Jesus understood that we are rational and moral
beings, for we are created in the image of God who is a
rational  and  morally  perfect  being.  For  this  reason,  we
exercise our rational capacity and investigate the evidence
before making decisions.

Christ knew He would have to make a convincing case to uphold
His  claims  and  He  did.  Throughout  His  ministry,  Christ
presented compelling reasons and evidence to uphold His claim
to be the divine Son of God. Jesus’ apologetics included the
testimony of witnesses, miracles, the resurrection, prophecy,
reason, the use of parables and more. The apologetic methods
of Jesus serve as a model for every believer who desires to
engage and impact an unbelieving world for Christ.

The Testimony of Witnesses
A  man  ill  for  thirty-eight  years  lay  beside  the  Pool  of
Bethesda  along  with  a  multitude  of  crippled  individuals.
Suddenly an unknown stranger walks up and asks him a strange
question. “Do you want to get well?” As the lame man begins to
explain his situation, the stranger orders the man to “Get up!
Pick up your mat and walk!” Immediately, strength enters his
legs and he rises and walks, carrying his mat as the stranger
orders.  Soon  afterwards  the  Pharisees  arrive  and  an
examination  ensues.

What should have been a moment of rejoicing turns into a
serious interrogation. The Jewish leaders in John 5 confront
Jesus seeking an opportunity and reason to kill Him. Instead
of praising God in the healing of the lame man, the focus of
the  Jewish  leaders  is  on  the  apparent  violation  of  their
Jewish tradition by Jesus.



Jesus responded saying, “My Father is always at His work to
this  very  day,  and  I,  too,  am  working.”  (Jn.  5:17).  The
following verse states, “For this reason, the Jews tried all
the harder to kill Him; not only was he breaking the Sabbath,
but he was even calling God His own Father, making Himself
equal with God.” (Jn. 5:18). In this chapter Jesus performed
some remarkable feats and made some extraordinary claims. When
questioned, Jesus gave an answer or an apologia, a defense of
His work and character. In His answer, we see that He was the
greatest apologist and that apologetics was a key component in
the ministry of Jesus.

In  the  passage  that  follows,  Jesus  presents  one  of  the
clearest  and  strongest  cases  regarding  His  nature  as  the
divine Son of God. New Testament scholar Leon Morris states,
“Nowhere in the Gospels do we find our Lord making such a
formal,  systematic,  orderly,  regular  statement  of  His  own
unity with the Father, His divine commission and authority,
and  the  proofs  of  His  Messiahship,  as  we  find  in  this
discourse.”{1}

What was the apologetic method Jesus used in this instance?
Jesus’  apologetic  involved  the  testimony  of  witnesses.
According to Jewish law, a testimony is valid only if there
were at least two witnesses who could testify to the truth of
an individual’s claims (Deut. 19:15). Jesus knew these men
needed  solid  testimony  to  confirm  His  claims  but  also
testimony that would convict them of their error regarding
their understanding of His identity.

Jesus brings forth five witnesses that testify on His behalf;
John  the  Baptist  (5:32-35),  His  works  (5:36),  the  Father
(5:37),  the  Old  Testament  Scriptures  (5:39-40),  and  Moses
(5:41-46). There were no more authoritative witnesses than
these. In a brilliant presentation, Jesus makes His case. The
testimony of witnesses was part of the apologetics of Jesus.



Apologetics in the Parables
It is a well-known fact that Jesus was a great storyteller.
His stories captivated the audience and taught a valuable
lesson. The term “good Samaritan” and “the prodigal Son,” are
recognized all over the world because of the unforgettable
stories told by Jesus. One of the best ways to communicate
truth is to illustrate it through stories which are also an
effective way to penetrate into hardened hearts that would not
be receptive to a direct gospel presentation. The parables of
Christ are some of the most remarkable lessons ever taught.
However, did you know that the parables of Christ were also
powerful apologetic presentations of our Lord?

Through the use of these stories, Jesus makes a declaration
and  a  defense  of  His  ministry  and  claims.  The  images  He
selects  are  used  in  the  Old  Testament  and  later  Jewish
literature in reference to God. Jesus uses these images and
applies them often to Himself. Philip Payne states, “Out of
the fifty-two recorded narrative parables, twenty depict Him
in imagery which in the Old Testament typically referred to
God. The frequency with which this occurs indicates that Jesus
regularly depicted Himself in images which were particularly
appropriate for depicting God.”{2}

By applying these images to Himself Jesus indicates his self-
understanding as the divine Son of God and was communicating
this truth to His audience. Payne identifies ten prominent
images used in the parables in which images used in reference
to  God  in  the  Old  Testament  Jesus  applies  to  Himself.{3}
Jesus’ repeated use of such images indicates He wanted His
audience to recognize His divinity and that He was carrying
out the very will of God in His ministry on earth.

Here are a few examples where Christ declares His divinity in
the gospels. The image of the rock is used to describe God,
especially in the Psalms (Ps. 19:14, 28:1, 42:9, 61:2, 62:2,
71:3, 78:35). In the parables of Jesus, He states that those
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who build their lives upon His teachings have built their
lives upon “a rock” (Matt. 7:24-26 and Lk. 6:46-49). In Psalm
23 and Ezekiel 34, God is portrayed as a shepherd. In John 10
Jesus identifies Himself as the good shepherd. In another
parable, Jesus uses the example of a bridegroom. In Isaiah 49,
54, Jeremiah 2, and Hosea, God is pictured as a bridegroom. In
Mk.  2:19,  Matt.  9:15,  and  Lk.  5:34-35,  Jesus  identifies
Himself as the bridegroom. The parables were powerful stories
Jesus used to communicate truth but they were also part of the
apologetics of Jesus.

The Use of Reason
Jesus commanded us to “Love the Lord your God with all your .
. . mind” (Mt. 22:37). Jesus exemplified what it meant to love
God with “all your mind.” He was the greatest thinker who ever
set foot upon the earth. Philosopher Dallas Willard states,

We need to understand that Jesus is a thinker, that this is
not a dirty word but an essential work, and that his other
attributes do not preclude thought, but only insure that he
is certainly the greatest thinker of the human race: ‘the
most  intelligent  person  who  ever  lived  on  earth.’  He
constantly  uses  the  power  of  logical  insight  to  enable
people to come to the truth about themselves and about God
from the inside of their own heart and mind.{4}

Jesus understood that we are created in the image of God. Our
creator  is  a  reasonable  and  rational  being.  We  are  thus
endowed  with  the  capacity  for  reason  and  rationality.  In
Isaiah  1:18,  God  invited  Israel  saying,  “Come  now  let  us
reason together.” God wanted the people of Israel to use their
ability  to  reason  and  consider  the  consequences  of  their
behavior.

Jesus showed Himself to be a brilliant apologist who used the
laws of logic to reveal truth, demolish arguments, and point



out error. The communication of truth and discerning error
requires the use of reason. Since our faith is a reasonable
faith, reason was part of the apologetics of Jesus.

An example of the use of reason is found in Matthew 12:22-28.
Here the Pharisees accuse Jesus of casting out demons by the
power of the Devil. Through the use of reason, Jesus showed
their accusation to be false. The argument He used is the
argument known as reductio ad absurdum [Latin for “reduction
to the absurd”]. This is an argument that demonstrates if the
primary premise is supposed to be true, then it leads to a
contradiction that is absurd. One would then inevitably have
to conclude that the original premise is false.

Jesus responded stating that “Every kingdom divided against
itself will be ruined and every city or household divided
against itself will not stand. If Satan drives out Satan, he
is divided against himself. How then can his kingdom stand?
And if I drive out demons by Beelzebub, by whom do your people
drive them out?” Jesus points to the illogical nature of their
accusation and further points to the testimony of His miracles
that confirm His authority being from God.

Apologetics of Miracles
Something had gone terribly wrong. The Messiah had arrived but
the Kingdom, which would be characterized by liberty, freedom,
and the just rule of God, had not arrived. Instead, John the
Baptist found himself in prison awaiting execution. Confused
and discouraged, John sent his disciples to Jesus to ask Him,
“Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone
else?” (Lk. 7:20). Jesus responds by pointing to the testimony
of His miracles: “Go back and report to John what you hear and
see. The lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf
hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to
the poor.” (Lk. 7:22-23). When asked by John if He was indeed
the  Messiah,  Jesus  defends  His  claim  by  pointing  to  the



testimony  of  His  miracles.  Miracles  represent  another
component  in  the  apologetics  of  Jesus.

A miracle is a special act of God that interrupts the normal
course of events. Natural laws describe what occurs regularly
by natural causes, but miracles describe what happens rarely,
by supernatural causes. A miracle is an act of God designed to
confirm the word of God through a messenger of God.{5}

Throughout the Old Testament, God used miracles to confirm His
message and His messenger. Christ’s miracles demonstrated that
what  He  claimed  about  Himself  was  true  and  that  God’s
confirming  hand  was  on  the  message  He  preached.  Jesus
performed a vast array of miraculous signs that demonstrated
His divine authority over every realm of creation.

When friendly as well as hostile audiences questioned Jesus,
He defended His claims with the testimony of miracles (Mk.
2:1-12, Jn. 2, and 10:22-42). Many who witnessed Christ’s
miracles  made  the  connection.  Nathaniel,  witnessing  the
omniscience of Christ, responded exclaiming, “Rabbi, you are
the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” (Jn. 1:49).
Nicodemus in his evening visit meets Jesus saying, “Rabbi, we
know you are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could
perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not
with him.” (Jn. 3:2).

When Christ establishes His kingdom, all creation will be
subject to Him. Sin, sickness, death, and disease will be
overcome and the subjects of the kingdom will never be in
want. The miracles of Christ reflect His divine character and
demonstrate the King of the Kingdom has arrived.

Apologetics was an essential component of Christ’s ministry
and should be an important part of any ministry looking to
engage this lost world for Christ. The Bible commands us to
defend our faith, and Christ set the supreme example for us to
follow.



To learn more about the apologetics of Jesus and gain valuable
practical lessons from His examples, check out the online
store at Probe.org and purchase a copy of the in depth book,
The Apologetics of Jesus written by Norman Geisler and myself.
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Lessons from C.S. Lewis
Two issues which vex Christians today are moral subjectivism
and the origin of the world. Through a couple of his recorded
lectures, C.S. Lewis provides helpful insights and answers to
the challenges we face.

The Poison of Subjectivism
C.S. Lewis was both a serious scholar who could tangle with
the great minds of his day and a popular author who had the
wonderful ability to write for children. Lewis, who died in
1963,  is  still  an  intellectual  force  who  is  well  worth
reading.
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I  want  to  dig  into  Lewis’s  thinking  on  a  few
subjects which are still applicable today. Studying
writers  like  Lewis  helps  us  love  God  with  our
minds.

Are Values Created by Us?

Let’s  begin  with  a  very  pertinent  issue  today,  that  of
subjectivism.  Subjectivism  is  the  belief  that  individual
persons—or  subjects—are  the  source  of  knowledge  and  moral
values. What is true or morally good finds its final authority
in people, not in an external source like God. Today there is
more  of  an  emphasis  on  groups  of  people  rather  than
individuals. However, truth and morality arise from our own
ideas or feelings.

Over the last few hundred years there have been many attempts
to  work  out  ethical  systems  that  are  grounded  in  our
subjective states apart from God but somehow provide universal
moral values. That project has been a failure. The individual
is now left to his or her own devices to figure out how to
live, except, of course, for laws of the state.

In  a  lecture  titled  “The  Poison  of  Subjectivism,”  Lewis
scrutinizes subjectivist thinking with a special focus on what
he calls “practical reason.” Practical reason is our capacity
for deciding what to do, how to act. It has to do with
judgments of value. It is different from theoretical reason
which deals with, well, theories. Practical reason answers the
question, What should I do?

It sounds odd today to talk about moral values as matters of
reason since people tend more to go with what they feel is the
right thing to do. But this is just the problem, Lewis says.
“Until modern times,” he wrote, “no thinker of the first rank
ever  doubted  that  our  judgements  of  value  were  rational
judgements or that what they discovered was objective.”{1} In
other words, matters of value have not always been separated
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from the realm of reason.

Lewis continues:

Out  of  this  apparently  innocent  idea  [that  values  are
subjective] comes the disease that will certainly end our
species (and, in my view, damn our souls) if it is not
crushed; the fatal superstition that men can create values,
that a community can choose its ‘ideology’ as men choose
their clothes.{2}

Just as we don’t measure the physical length of something by
itself,  but  rather  use  a  measuring  instrument  such  as  a
yardstick, we also need a moral “instrument” for deciding what
is good or bad. Otherwise, what we do isn’t good or bad, it’s
just . . . what we do.

Cultural Relativism

A  prominent  form  of  moral  relativism  today  is  cultural
relativism. This is the belief that each culture chooses its
own values regardless of the values other cultures choose.
There is no universal moral norm. This idea is supposed to
come  from  the  observation  that  different  cultures  have
different sets of values. A leap is made from there to the
claim that that is how things should be.

We’re often tempted to counter such a notion with the simple
answer that the Bible says otherwise. Lewis provides a good
lesson in doing apologetics by subjecting the belief itself to
scrutiny. Cultural relativism is based on the assumption that
cultures are very different with respect to values. Lewis
claims that all the supposed differences are exaggerated. The
idea that “cultures differ so widely that there is no common
tradition  at  all”  is  a  lie,  he  says;  “a  good,  solid,
resounding  lie.”  He  elaborates:

If a man will go into a library and spend a few days with



the  Encyclopedia  of  Religion  and  Ethics  he  will  soon
discover that massive unanimity of the practical reason in
man. From the Babylonian Hymn to Samos, from the Laws of
Manu, the Book of the Dead, the Analects, the Stoics, the
Platonists, from Australian aborigines and Redskins, he will
collect the same triumphantly monotonous denunciations of
oppression,  murder,  treachery  and  falsehood,  the  same
injunctions of kindness to the aged, the young, and the
weak, of almsgiving and impartiality and honesty. He may be
a little surprised . . . to find that precepts of mercy are
more frequent than precepts of justice; but he will no
longer doubt that there is such a thing as the Law of
Nature. There are, of course, differences. . . . But the
pretence that we are presented with a mere chaos . . . is
simply false.{3}

Someone might ask whether the Fall of Adam and Eve made us
incapable of knowing this law. But Lewis insists that the Fall
didn’t damage our knowledge of the law as much as it did our
ability to obey it. There is impairment, to be sure. But as he
says,  “there  is  a  difference  between  imperfect  sight  and
blindness.”{4}

We still have a knowledge of good and evil. The good that we
seek is not found within the subject, within us. It is rooted
in God. It is neither above God as a law He has to follow, nor
is it a set of rules God arbitrarily made up. It comes from
His nature. And, since we are made in His image, it suits our
nature to live according to it.

Is Theology Poetry?
In 1944, Lewis was invited to speak at a meeting of the
University  Socratic  Club  at  Oxford.  The  topic  was,  “Is
Theology Poetry?”{5}

Lewis defines poetry here as, “writing which arouses and in



part satisfies the imagination.” He thus restates the question
this way: “Does Christian Theology owe its attraction to its
power of arousing and satisfying our imagination?”{6}

Why would this question even be raised? This was the era of
such scholars as Rudolph Bultmann who believed the message of
the Bible was encrusted in supernatural ideas unacceptable to
modern people. Bultmann wanted to save Christian truth by
“demythologizing” it.

Some Problems

It has been assumed by some critics that until modern times
people didn’t know the difference between reality and fantasy.
But  this  is  a  condescending  attitude.  People  know  the
difference for the most part, even premodern people—and even
Christians! In fact, Lewis believes there are elements in
Christian theology which work against it as poetry. He says,
for example, that the doctrine of the Trinity doesn’t have the
“monolithic grandeur” of Unitarian conceptions of God, or the
richness  of  polytheism.  God’s  omnipotence,  for  another
example, doesn’t fit the poetic image of the hero who is
tragically defeated in the end.{7}

Critics point out that the Bible contains some of the same
elements found in other religions—creation accounts, floods,
risings from the dead—and conclude that it is just another
example of ancient mythology. Lewis says there are notable
differences. For example, in the pagan stories, people die and
rise again either every year or at some unknown time and
place, whereas the resurrection of Christ happened once and in
a recognizable location.

However, we shouldn’t shy away from the fact that our theology
will sometimes resemble mythological accounts. Why? Because we
cannot state it in completely non-metaphorical, nonsymbolic
forms. “God came down to earth” is metaphorical language, as
is “God entered history.” “All language about things other



than  physical  objects  is  necessarily  metaphorical,”  Lewis
says.{8}

Did  early  Christians  believe  the  metaphorical  language  of
Scripture  literally?  Lewis  says  “the  alternative  we  are
offering them [between literal and metaphorical] was probably
never  present  to  their  minds  at  all.”{9}  While  early
Christians  would  have  thought  of  their  faith  using
anthropomorphic imagery, that doesn’t mean their faith was
bound up with details about celestial throne rooms and the
like. Lewis says that once the symbolic nature of some of
Scripture became explicit, they recognized it for what it was
without feeling their faith was compromised.

The Myth of Evolution
Lewis had a wonderful way of turning criticisms back on the
critics. So they believe Christian doctrine is mythological
because  of  its  language?  They  should  look  to  their  own
beliefs! These critics, Lewis says, believe “one of the finest
myths which human imagination has yet produced,” the myth of
blind evolution. This is how he describes this myth.{10}

The story begins with infinite void and matter. By a tiny
chance the conditions are such to produce the first spark of
life. Everything is against it, but somehow it survives. “With
infinite suffering, against all but insuperable obstacles,”
Lewis says, “it spreads, it breeds, it complicates itself,
from the amoeba up to the plant, up to the reptile, up to the
mammal. We glance briefly at the age of monsters. Dragons
prowl the earth, devour one another, and die. . . . As the
weak, tiny spark of life began amidst the huge hostilities of
the inanimate, so now again, amidst the beasts that are far
larger and stronger than he, there comes forth a little naked,
shivering,  cowering  creature,  shuffling,  not  yet  erect,
promising nothing, the product of another millionth millionth
chance. Yet somehow he thrives.” He becomes the Cave Man who



worships the horrible gods he made in his own image. Then
comes true Man who learns to master nature. “Science comes and
dissipates the superstitions of his infancy.” Man becomes the
controller of his fate.

Zoom  into  the  future,  when  a  race  of  demigods  rules  the
planet, “for eugenics have made certain that only demigods
will be born, and psychoanalysis that none of them shall lose
or smirch his divinity, and communism that all which divinity
requires shall be ready to their hands. Man has ascended to
his throne. Henceforward he has nothing to do but to practice
virtue, to grow in wisdom, to be happy.”

The last scene in the story reverses everything. We have the
Twilight of the Gods. The sun cools, the universe runs down,
life is banished. “All ends in nothingness, and ‘universal
darkness covers all.'”

“The pattern of the myth thus becomes one of the noblest we
can  conceive,”  Lewis  says.  “It  is  the  pattern  of  many
Elizabethan tragedies, where the protagonist’s career can be
represented by a slowly ascending and then rapidly falling
curve, with its highest point in Act IV.”

“Such a world drama appeals to every part of us,” Lewis says.
However, even though he personally found it a moving story,
Lewis said he believed less than half of what it told him
about the past and less than nothing of what it told him about
the future.{11}

This kind of response to the critic of Christianity doesn’t
prove that the critic is wrong. Just to show that he has his
own mythology doesn’t prove he is wrong about Christianity.
That’s called a tu quoque argument, which means “you too.” It
serves, however, to make the critic hesitate before making
simplistic charges against Christians. What is important about
a  belief  system  isn’t  first  of  all  whether  it  contains
poetical elements. It’s whether it is true.



Naturalism and Reason
Having pointed out that the critic has his own mythology,
Lewis  examines  another  aspect  of  the  issue,  that  of  the
reliability of reason, the primary tool of science.

Critics were purportedly looking at Christian doctrine from a
scientific perspective. They believed that the findings of
science  made  religious  belief  unacceptable.  Lewis  was  no
outsider  to  the  atheistic  mentality  often  found  among
scientists; he had been an atheist himself. Yet even as such,
he didn’t have a triumphal vision of science as being the
welcomed incoming tide that overtook the old mythological view
of the world held by Christians. Lewis had accepted as truth
the “grand myth” of evolution which I recounted previously,
but he came to see a serious problem with it quite apart from
any  religious  convictions.  “Deepening  distrust  and  final
abandonment of it,” Lewis wrote, “long preceded my conversion
to Christianity. Long before I believed Theology to be true I
had already decided that the popular scientific picture at any
rate  was  false.”{12}  There  was  “one  absolutely  central
inconsistency” that ruined it. This was the inconsistency of
basing belief in evolution on human reason when the belief
itself made reason suspect!{13}

What  Lewis  calls  “the  popular  scientific  view”  or  “the
Scientific Outlook” is based on naturalism, the view that
nature is all there is; there is no supernatural being or
realm. Everything must be explained in terms of the natural
order; the “Total System,” Lewis calls it.{14} If there’s any
one thing that cannot be given a satisfactory naturalistic
explanation, then naturalism falls.

Lewis contends that reason itself is something that can’t be
explained  in  naturalistic  terms.  This  is  an  especially
pertinent matter, because reason is one of the primary tools
of  science,  and  science  is  the  great  authority  for
evolutionists.



Science,  Lewis  says,  depends  upon  logical  inferences  from
observed facts. Unless logical inference is valid, scientific
study has no basis. But if reason is “simply the unforeseen
and unintended by-product of mindless matter at one stage of
its endless and aimless becoming,” how can we trust it? How do
we know our thoughts reflect reality? How can we trust the
random movement of atoms in our brain to reliably convey to us
knowledge of the world outside us? “They ask me at the same
moment to accept a conclusion,” Lewis says, “and to discredit
the only testimony on which that conclusion can be based.”{15}

In short, then, if reason is our authority for believing in
naturalistic evolution, but the theory of evolution makes us
question reason, the whole theory is without solid foundation.

The  science  of  the  evolutionist  cannot  explain  reason.
Christianity, however, can. In fact, it explains much more
than that. Lewis ends the lecture with one of his famous
quotations, one that is hanging on my office door: “I believe
in Christianity,” he says, “as I believe that the Sun has
risen: not only because I see it, but because by it I see
everything else.”{16}
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The Tug of War of Reason and
Faith  in  C.S.  Lewis’s
Favorite Novel
Byron Barlowe examines the timeless battle between reason and
faith in C.S. Lewis’s novel—his favorite—Till We Have Faces.
Are they mutually exclusive or can they balance one another?
How do we reconcile them? “To rationally look at love and
logic and to gaze along, to creatively depict and model its
living out, may soon be all that is left to us to reach a new
generation.”

“You think the gods have sent you there? All lies of priests
and poets, child . . . The god within you is the god you
should obey: reason, calmness, self-discipline.”

– The Fox, Greek tutor in Till We Have Faces[1]

“Heaven forbid we should work [the garden of our human nature]
in the spirit of . . . Stoics . . . We know very well that
what we are hacking and pruning is big with a splendour and
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vitality which our rational will could never of itself have
supplied. To liberate that splendour, to let it become fully
what it is trying to be, to have tall trees instead of scrubby
tangles, and sweet apples instead of crabs, is part of our
purpose.”

– C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves[2]

A  strong  relationship  between  C.S.  Lewis’s  conceptions  of
Contemplation and Enjoyment persists throughout his novel Till
We Have Faces. It seems most fruitful for today’s apologist to
examine two primary characters’ relationship to the concepts
in  this  way:  the  Greek  slave-tutor  known  as  the  Fox,
represents cold, hard, factual rationality which grudgingly
gives a nod to the divine, but only in a limited, controlling
way. He represents Stoicism more than any other school of
thought.  Meanwhile,  the  barbarian-pagan  Priest  of  the  god
Ungit represents a less worldly wise, more mysterious and
superstitious faith, rooted in earthy experience (fertility
rites,  blood  sacrifice,  etc.).  Either  worldview  can  limit
human  nature,  truth  and  meaning.  The  Greek-infused
contemplative  life-view  (nowadays  seen  most  strongly  in
Modernism and its irreligious pupils), largely eschews the
heartfelt  experience  of  the  latter,  while  the  latter’s
religiosity often dismisses the thoughtful, discerning caution
of the former. This artificially strict dichotomy and lack of
balance  shows  forth  at  every  turn  in  the  Church  today,
creating  a  blindly  loyal  fideism  with  few  answers  for
contemplative questions; or we see, in an overcorrection, a
clinical, spiritless, formulaic religion of pure reason. The
former, an unreflective modus operandi, chills—and according
to  testimonies  of  many  apostates  and  atheists,
creates—skeptics,  who  much  like  the  Fox,  seizing  on  pure
reason, ceaselessly explain away the immaterial and numinous.
In doing so they, like the Fox’s star student Orual, act as
plaintiffs against God or the gods. One apologist recently
found that nearly all the young men he surveyed who serve as



leaders of college atheist/agnostic groups in the U.S. were
raised in church and attended Christian youth groups. Given
the ubiquity of broken families, where little love borne of
God-given freedom exists—much like the main character Orual’s
situation—and know-nothing, superstitious Christians, it is no
wonder that a mass exodus of youth from the Church continues.
One  antidote  to  the  current  state  of  imbalance  of
Contemplation (reasoned examination toward applied wisdom) and
Enjoyed faith (in Lewis’s sense, experientially realized) may
be to use and model the dual approach of Lewis’s The Four
Loves alongside Till We Have Faces. To rationally look at love
and logic and to gaze along, to creatively depict and model
its living out, may soon be all that is left to us to reach a
new generation.

In the mythic Till We Have Faces, which we will discuss here,
the dual (and often dueling) dynamics of reason (often couched
in  secularized  religion)  versus  mystical  religion  (often
superstitious) interplay in various characters. It may help to
explore these chief characters Lewis creates to embody the
story of clashing worlds and worldviews, as well as the Fox’s
prize student, Orual. Meanwhile, we will briefly attempt to
apply the lessons Lewis teaches apologists into the modern
milieu.

First, Lewis revealed the predominant worldview, the Fox’s
philosophy,  early  in  the  novel  as  he  tutored  Orual.  His
Platonic views were summarized thus, “‘No man can be an exile
if  he  remembers  that  all  the  world  is  one  city,’  and
‘Everything is as good or bad as our opinion makes it.’”[3] As
a well-taught classical Greek, he sets out to import real
learning into the barbarian kingdom to which he is enslaved.
Orual admired her “grandfather’s” constant quest for knowledge
and carried on his tendency to question, Socratically, all
that went on. Yet, since her dear Fox, always the philosopher,
seemed “ashamed of loving poetry (‘All folly, my child’), she
overachieves in philosophy to “get a poem out of him.”[4]



Foretelling the dismissiveness and globalizing of the numinous
by  today’s  naturalistic  thinkers,  the  Fox  scoffs  at
surpranatural / supernatural explanations with a curt, “these
things  come  about  by  natural  causes.”[5]  In  an  ancient
instance  of  positive-mental-attitude-laced  freethinking,  he
lectures, “we must learn, child, not to fear anything that
nature  brings.”[6]  When  Orual’s  sister  Psyche  goes  about
ostensibly healing the townspeople, and Orual asks about the
validity of the claims, Fox the Naturalist characteristically
keeps the options limited but somewhat open. “It might be in
accordance  with  nature  that  some  hands  can  heal.  Who
knows?”[7] Herein lies a bit of epistemic humility, somewhat
disingenuous it seems, something this writer detects quite a
lot among materialist-naturalists.

The  Fox’s  framework  of  Platonic  forms  emerges  in  his
assessment of Psyche’s ethereal beauty, “delight[ing] to say,
she was ‘according to nature’; what every woman, or even every
thing, ought to have been and meant to be, but had missed by
some  trip  of  chance.”[8]  While  talk  of  gods  peppered  his
language (“Ah, Zeus” and “by the gods”—more than curses?),
fate  seems  to  drive  the  universe’s  cause  and  effect.  He
considers suicide and opines about returning to the elements
in death, fatefully acquiescing, to which Orual beseeches,
“But, Grandfather, do you really in your heart believe nothing
of what is said about the gods and Those Below? But you do . .
. you are trembling.” His Gnostic-tinged response: the body
fails me. I am a fool, being trapped in it so long.[9] From
what little the writer knows of Greek theology, its progeny
thrives in and out of the Church today as an admixture of
practical atheism, pantheism and pragmatism. Lewis sneaks in
the side door of the skeptical fortress by characterizing so
strongly the Fox, whose loving humanity belies his deadening
philosophy.  If  Lewis’s  retelling  of  ancient  myth  can  be
refashioned again, or better, simply read, truth and meaning
may get through.



On the second worldview, Lewis sets forth the theme of a
grounding darkness, holy and otherworldly, chiefly through the
pagan Priest of the local goddess Ungit. The Priest served as
prophet, harbinger of judgment. He repeats the warning of
Ungit’s all-hearing ears and vengefulness to the irreligious
king on two occasions[10] He carries out shadowy, ancient
rituals without explanation and in dark places, sticky with
blood offerings. Even outside the dank and sacred temple,
“every hour the Priest of Ungit walked around [the sacred
fire],” narrates Orual, “and threw in the proper things.”[11]
Throughout, Lewis equates the holy with the mysterious, the
hidden  and  darkened.  Divine  silence,  corresponding  to  the
biblical God’s hiddenness and holiness, presents as a major
theme of Till We Have Faces. The Priest offers few and brief
explanations.[12]  The  god  judging  Orual  in  the  afterlife
allows her lifelong complaints to speak for themselves. Her
resultant epiphany balances the equation between reason and
religion, witty words and wordless (if corrupted) wisdom, and
reconciles the silence: “I saw well why the gods do not speak
to us openly, nor let us answer. Till that word [of inner
secret] can be dug out of us, why should they hear the babble
we think we mean?”[13] These characters serve as foils for one
another, a creative way to tie Modern rationalism to man’s
inexorable and entirely unnatural acknowledgment of both the
spiritual, or numinous and the moral law.

Sixteen years previous, Lewis had published The Problem of
Pain,  wherein  he  explores  this  undeniable  yet  insanely
irrational or rather supernaturally revealed sense of numinous
awe and moral law inherent in every man and culture. As if
foreshadowing the clash of worldviews in discussion, Lewis
writes, “Man . . . can close his spiritual eyes against the
Numinous, if he is prepared to part company with half the
great poets and prophets of his race, with his own childhood,
with the richness and depth of uninhibited experience [the
Fox, to a high degree, or] . . . He can refuse to identify the
Numinous  with  the  righteous,  and  remain  a  barbarian,



worshipping sexuality, or the dead, or the lifeforce, or the
future [the old Priest].”[14] The concepts of Contemplation
and Enjoyment intertwine through a scholar and a man of the
altar, through the gods and humans alike. In life and in myth,
“men, and gods, flow in and out and mingle.”[15]

The Fox’s and Priest’s views of one another and each other’s
worldview clashed like contemporary apologetic debates. The
Fox saw the Priest’s work as “mischief”[16] and nonsense. “A
child of six would talk more sense” was the Fox’s response to
the  apparent  contradictions  of  the  Priestly  doctrines
regarding  the  Great  Offering.[17]  Contrarily,  the  Priest
reflexively dismisses the Fox’s Greek wisdom. According to
Orual, “like all sacred matters, [a sacred, acted ritual] is
and it is not (so that it was easy for the Fox to show its
manifold  contradictions).”[18]  Yet,  “even  Stoicism  finds
itself willy-nilly bowing the knee to God.”[19] The Fox at
times let down his learned persona, evidencing the axiom that
man is inherently religious. Yes, he gave a regular nod to the
gods,  and  at  the  birth  of  Orual’s  sister  Psyche  he  says
wistfully, almost wishfully, “Now by all the gods . . . I
could almost believe that there really is divine blood in your
family.” Though his comment regards the family bloodline, one
picks up here and elsewhere a religious man, who then quickly
covers  the  sentiment  with  appeals  to  reason,  even
rationalization.  Such  characterization  seems  both
autobiographical on Lewis’s part and testimony to his many
dealings  with  materialist,  humanist,  secularist,  liberal
Christian, and unbelieving scholars and laymen.

The  Priest’s  mythical,  experiential  religious  conviction
versus  the  Fox’s  worldly  wisdom  weaves  itself  through  a
climactic showdown. A death sentence falls on Psyche as the
Accursed, to be offered to the goddess Ungit. (Here is the
clash of wills between man and the divine in a crisis of state
and religion so often seen in history.[20]) “Ungit will be
avenged. It’s not a bull or ram [sacrifice] that will quiet



her now,” pronounces the Priest.[21] He mentions “the Brute,”
who legend says will take away the human sacrifice. In classic
rational fashion, the King challenges, “Who has ever seen this
Brute . . . What is it like, eh?” In this moment, the Fox
presents himself as the King’s counsellor, living out his
reasonable  raison  d’etre.  Prosecution-style,  he  determines
that the Brute only exists as an image, a shadow, six-year-old
nonsense. The Priest dismisses this as “the wisdom of the
Greeks,” and seeks the peoples’ fear as a fallback position.
(Interestingly, many who either believe in or dismiss the
supernatural and mystical seek strength in numbers, popular
opinion to make their case, which is no argument at all.) The
high stakes exchange illustrates the gravity and consequences
of the age-old clash. If religion is to be followed, it must
be regulated by reason; if reason is to properly play its
part, it must bow to realities beyond its grasp.

The Priest and Fox provide an extremely stark contrast of
views during this conflict. The Fox presents a compare-and-
contrast list of the Priest’s teachings, revealing what he
believes defies the Law of Non-Contradiction.[22] The Priest
first  responds  to  the  abstractions  by  appeal  to  concrete
realities. Greek wisdom “brings no rain and grows no corn.” He
portrays  such  constricting  logic  as  unable  to  offer
“understanding of holy things . . . demand[ing] to see such
things clearly, as if the gods were no more than letters
written in a book . . .nothing,” he continues, “that is said
clearly [about the gods] can be said truly about them . . .
Holy wisdom is not clear and thin like water, but thick and
dark like blood.”[23] The apologist cannot help but think of
the  frustration  of  trying  to  communicate  the  mysterious
paradoxes  of  spiritual  truth  and  meaning  to  skeptics  who
demand only linear logic from a naturalist point of view. (The
Fox continually appeals to “the Nature of things” and says
“according to Nature.”) One must also guard against becoming
Fox-like,  limiting  inquiry  and  explanation  merely  to  that
accessible to the physical senses and human reason. Either



philosopher  or  accommodating  priest  /  poet  can  make  that
mistake; via their opposite approaches, whether overly from
man’s reason or God’s assumed reasons, deny the paradoxes of
reality.

Ironically,  Orual’s  conversion  to  real  belief  in  the
numinous—halting  and  years-long—begins  during  this  fight.
Though she’d “have hanged the Priest and made the Fox a king”
if she could, she realized the power lay in the Priest’s
position.[24] Her convincing comes in a climactic moment, when
pressed  at  literal  knifepoint  to  stop  prophesying  the
unwelcome judgment, the Priest shows unearthly peace, calm,
and indeed a willingness to die. “While I have breath,” he
intoned, “I am Ungit’s voice.” Resolute and full of faith at
death’s door, his was evidence beyond reason, much as the
testimony of Christ’s Apostles in their martyrdoms. This was
not lost on Orual, who narrates, “The Fox had taught me to
think—at any rate to speak of—the Priest as of a mere schemer
and  a  politic  man”  who  pretended  and  said  whatever  would
provide him power or gain, in Ungit’s name.[25] The Fox’s
prize student now saw through personal experience—the kind he
taught her to guard against—that the Priest was sincere unto
death. “He was sure of Ungit.”[26] He may have been mistaken
or  misled,  but  he  did  not  pretend.  One  of  the  modern
apologist’s  greatest  arguments  is  a  convinced  life  and  a
faith, well-tested, sometimes right in front of the skeptic.
The ultimate witness: a life and death scenario.

After a lifetime, in the afterlife, the Fox repents of his
constraints and biases of the supernatural and religious. In
this, Lewis communicates a truth applicable today. “I taught
[Orual], as men teach a parrot, to say ‘Lies of poets,’ and
‘Ungit’s a false image.’ . . . I never told her why the old
Priest got something from the dark House [of Ungit] that I
never got from my trim sentences . . . I made her think a
prattle of maxims would do, all thin and clear as water.”[27]
How like so many testimonies of those who, in our day, come to



Christ after years of dismissing and rationally ruling out the
reality  of  the  transcendent.  Words  are  cheap  and  book
knowledge only gets one so far, the Fox admits. What a mirror
of teachers who lead people of faith away from that which
requires revelation using smart-sounding verbiage. Hence, for
those  enamored  with  the  Richard  Dawkinses  of  our  time,  a
reading of this novel may be the foxiest way of all to reach
them.

Orual is a product of her own Need-Love[28], which is serviced
alternately by her Fox-taught Greek rationalism and belief in
humanoid gods, whom she thinks she can control. As a young
woman  being  flirted  with  by  a  prince  on  the  lam,  she
characteristically staunches true emotions. “I had a fool’s
wish to lengthen” the encounter, she says. “But I came to my
senses.” On her odyssey to save her sister from a supposedly
evil  god,  Orual  blocks  every  sentiment  with  controlling
motherly logic, eschewing all glimpses of and desires for the
divine. She chooses to outwit the gods. She ends up the pawn
in the hands of the gods, however gracious, that she fancied
to be her equals.

The  Orual-Queen-Psyche’s-twin  character  spends  a  lifetime
employing  Greek  wisdom  learned  under  the  Fox  to  seek  out
life’s mysteries of human and divine relations, up to the
bittersweet end, constantly denouncing the gods for the woes
she experiences. Face to face with divinity, her bitter hiding
reveals her glorious humanity. Now, true-faced, she is free.
Up until then the helpless, yet defiantly and impressively
skillful independence she exhibits as a mothering sister, and
later as regent, so well illustrate fallen human defiance of
the true God of the Bible, seen most vividly in well-educated
apostates and atheists today. Those unbelievers, consumed by
angry  confusion  regarding  suffering  and  life’s  seeming
futilities, should find both empathy and resolution in this
novel.[29] While doing excellently (in human terms) for a
lifetime, as Orual did, one can still deny the existence of



the divine while cursing the god’s or God’s supposed effects
on  mere  mortals.  Orual’s  torturous  private  thought  life
increasingly revealed her sin nature, which she turned back
into ravings against the fate of the gods. Control was her
only weapon, until the deaths of all who propped up her life
and kingdom, and until visions of her corrupted affections
forced humility upon her. Such desperate machinations to live
a meaningful life in the face of deadening routine punctuated
by tragedy, in turn, raises the biggest questions of life: Why
are we here? Are we mere mortals or eternal beings with a
destiny? If the latter, what or who determines our fate—is
there  really  meaningful  choice  or  only  divine  whim  or
something  else?  Lewis  creates  multi-layered  characters  who
live out the quest for ultimate answers.

In another resolution of sorts, the myth comes full circle
through the Fox and priesthood back to Greece. Arnom, the new
Priest of Ungit, adds a notation on Orual’s book (at our
novel’s end) entreating anyone travelling to Greece to take it
there,[30] which may ironically imply that the barbarians had
something  to  teach  the  world’s  greatest  philosophers.
Likelier, Arnom, who put himself under the tutelage of the
Fox, meant to dedicate the Queen’s life saga to a greater
civilization. Is this a symbolic merging and maturing of the
two schools of thought and faith? A reference to Arnom as
“priest  of  Aphrodite,”  likely  indicates  his  fuller
“Greekification.” Whether this change was for ill, good or
neutral is hard to say. Perhaps the former priest of the crude
barbarian goddess Ungit was effectively sending a message, as
if to preach: “To those in Greece, supreme land of learning
and reason, place of the gods of the philosophers, we commend
you this account of a Being beyond description who revealed
our Queen’s aching fallenness, journey into redemption, and
glorified revelation as a goddess in her own right.” This
writer’s  weak  grasp  of  Greek  mythology  and  theology
notwithstanding, it seems clear Lewis offers much resolution
of reason and religion, of the contemplative and the Enjoyed,



however incomplete it must naturally be.
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Advocacy Apologetics: Finding
Common Ground as a Way to the
Gospel
As you examine your life, can you think of any lessons you
wish you had learned earlier than you did?

I’m really glad I learned this lesson very early in my career
as a Christian communicator. It’s made a world of difference.
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God has graciously sent me presenting Christ and biblical
truth  on  six  continents  before  university  students  and
professors,  on  mainstream  TV  and  radio  talk  shows,  with
executives, diplomats and professional athletes.

He’s put me speaking in university classrooms and auditoriums,
in  embassies,  boardrooms,  and  locker  rooms.  He’s  had  me
writing  for  mainstream  newspapers,  magazines,  and  on  the
Internet about controversial subjects like sex, abortion, the
afterlife, and reasons for faith.

As  you  might  imagine,  I’ve  encountered  many  skeptics  and
objections to faith. I’ve learned much from my critics, the
unpaid guardians of my soul.

But if I hadn’t learned this crucial lesson at the outset,
would all those outreach doors have opened?

The Lesson
I learned it on an island in a river in Seoul, Korea. Over a
million believers were gathered for Explo 74. One speaker that
day was a prominent church leader from India who discussed how
to best communicate the message of Jesus to the types of
Buddhists in India. Here’s my paraphrase of his advice.

We  could  use  two  methods,  he  said.  One  was  to  begin  by
stressing the differences between Buddhism and Christianity.
But that often gets people mad and turns them off.

A second way involved agreeing with the Buddhist where we
could. We could say something like this: “I know that you as a
Buddhist believe in Four Noble Truths.” (This is foundational
to many strains of Buddhism.) “First you believe suffering is
universal. As a follower of Jesus, I also believe suffering is
everywhere. It needs a solution.

Second, you believe that suffering is caused by evil desire or
craving. I believe something very similar; I call this evil



desire sin.”

Third, you believe that the way to eliminate suffering is to
eliminate craving. I feel selfishness needs to be eliminated,
too. And fourth, you feel we eliminate craving by following
the  Eightfold  Path:  right  understanding,  right  aspiration,
right behavior, etc.

Here’s where I would suggest an alternative. For many years I,
too, tried to eliminate my selfishness by seeking to think and
do the right thing. But you know what happened? I became very
frustrated because I lacked the power to do it. I realized
that if I relied on God, He could give me the inner power I
needed.”

Do  you  see  the  contrast  between  those  two  methods  of
approaching someone who differs with you? The first emphasizes
differences and has the emotional effect of holding up your
hands as if to say “Stop!” or “Go away!” The second begins by
agreeing where you can. Your emotional hands are extended as
if to welcome your listeners. If you were the listener, which
approach would you prefer?

Start by Agreeing where You Can
In communicating with skeptics, start by agreeing where you
can. You’ll get many more to listen.

I call this approach Advocacy Apologetics. You’re approaching
the  person  as  an  advocate  rather  than  an  adversary.  You
believe  in  some  of  the  same  things  they  do.  Expressing
agreement  can  penetrate  emotional  barriers  and  communicate
that you are for that person rather than against them. It can
make them more willing to consider areas of disagreement.

Don’t compromise biblical truth; but agree at the start where
you can.

Paul used this approach. He wrote (1 Corinthians. 9:19-23 NLT,
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emphasis mine):

I have become a servant of everyone so that I can bring them
to Christ. When I am with the Jews, I become one of them so
that I can bring them to Christ. When I am with the Gentiles
who do not have the Jewish law, I fit in with them as much as
I can.

 

Yes, I try to find common ground with everyone so that I
might bring them to Christ. I do all this to spread the Good
News.

Here’s an experiment: The next time you encounter someone who
differs with you, take a deep breath. Pray. Ask God to help
you identify three areas of agreement. Can’t find three? How
about one? Discuss that first. Become an advocate for them.
Maybe you’ll oil some stuck emotional and intellectual gears
and nudge someone in His direction.

A  Conversation  with  an
Atheist
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
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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.{1} 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 is
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
grating on me, mine are just as grating on her.

Stephanie seems genuinely baffled by theistic belief. If God
is there, He is 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
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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,  is  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 is
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 19th 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, is 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
believe¾and 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 is
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  like
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  is  not  to  say  there  are  no  grounds  for  believing,
however. Drawing from John Calvin, Alvin Plantinga says that
we  have  an  ingrained  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 is
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 is
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 is 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 is
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 lot¾adult 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 is 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  is
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{14}), 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
universe¾stand 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  isn’t
something  one  can  analyze  scientifically.  P>In  response  I
noted  that  she  stands  apart  from  the  majority  of  people
worldwide.  There  is  something  in  us  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  is
called “fruit that remains” (John 15:16), or the work which is
“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 is
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 is
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  is  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 1jump 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 is 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 is
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 “Old 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 Old 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 is
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 is 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.

Notes

1. Rick Wade, The Relevance of Christianity (Probe Ministries,
1998).

2.  Stephanie  is  aware  of  this  program,  and  has  given  me
permission to use her name.

3. George Smith, Atheism: The Case Against God (Buffalo, N.Y.:
Prometheus Books, 1989), 98.

4. One is reminded of the time when the eighteenth century
mathematician and physicist the Marquis de Laplace was asked
where  God  fit  in  his  theory  of  celestial  mechanics.  He
replied, “I have no need of that hypothesis.”

5. W. K. Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief,” in Readings in the
Philosophy of Religion, ed. Baruch A. Brody (Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1974), 246.

6. Antony Flew, “The Presumption of Atheism,” in Faith and
Reason (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 337-38. See
also George Smith, Atheism: The Case Against God (Buffalo,
N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1989), 7-8.

https://www.probe.org/the-relevance-of-christianity-an-apologetic/


7.  Alvin  Plantinga  and  Nicholas  Wolterstorff,  Faith  and
Rationality: Reason and Belief in God (Notre Dame: Univ. of
Notre Dame Press, 1983), 28.

8.  Huston  Smith,  Beyond  the  Post-Modern  Mind,  rev.  ed.
(Wheaton: Quest Books, 1989), 85.

9.  Kelly  James  Clark,  Return  to  Reason  (Grand  Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1990), 126-28. I am indebted to this book for this
portion of my discussion.

10. A good introduction to the evidentialist objection and
this kind of response to it (what is being called Reformed
epistemology) is found in Clark, Return to Reason. See also
J.P.  Moreland,  Scaling  the  Secular  City;  A  Defense  of
Christianity (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987), 116-17. The seminal
work is Plantinga and Wolterstorff, Faith and Rationality.

11. Francis A. Schaeffer, The God Who is There (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 1968), 128-130.

12. Moreland, Scaling the Secular City, 120ff.

13. William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith: Christian Truth and
Apologetics, rev. ed. (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1994), 59.

14. Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1983), 60-64.

15. Papers from the “Naturalism, Theism and the Scientific
Enterprise”  conference  in  Austin,  Texas  in  1997,  which
included several presentations on this subject can be accessed
on  the  Web  at
www.dla.utexas.edu/depts/philosophy/faculty/koons/ntse/ntse.ht
ml.

16. William A. Dembski, “Science and Design,” First Things 86
(October 1998): 26-27.

17. There is an article on Probe’s web site about the problem

http://www.dla.utexas.edu/depts/philosophy/faculty/koons/ntse/ntse.html
http://www.dla.utexas.edu/depts/philosophy/faculty/koons/ntse/ntse.html


of evil, so I’ll only make a few comments here. See Rick Rood,
The Problem of Evil: How Can A Good God Allow Evil? (Probe
Ministries, 1996).

18.  Henri  Blocher,  Evil  and  the  Cross  (Downers  Grove:
InterVarsity  Press,  1994),  102-03.

19. For a in-depth discussion of the moral difficulties in the
Old  Testament,  the  reader  might  want  to  refer  to  Kaiser,
Toward  Old  Testament  Ethics,  in  which  he  devotes  three
chapters to such difficulties.

20. W. H. Griffith Thomas, Genesis: A Devotional Commentary
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1946), 197.

21. Kaiser, 267-68.

22. Kaiser, 268.

23. Gene Edward Veith, Modern Fascism: Liquidating the Judeo-
Christian Worldview (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1993), 50.

©2000 Probe Ministries.

Faith and Reason
Are faith and reason friends or foes? Does faith in Christ
require checking your brain at the door? This essay presents 3
positions on faith and reason, from Tertullian, Augustine and
Thomas Aquinas.

Friends or Foes?
One of the more intriguing aspects of the Indiana Jones film
trilogy  is  its  focus  on  religious  themes.  In  the  third
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installment,  Indiana  Jones  and  the  Last  Crusade,  Indy  is
involved in a search for the Holy Grail, the cup from which
Christ drank at the Last Supper. As the film reaches its
climax, Indy must go through three tests in order to reach the
Grail. After overcoming the first two obstacles, the final
test required Indy to “step out” in faith, even though he was
on one side of a cavern that appeared to be thirty feet
across,  without  any  visible  way  to  reach  the  other  side.
Following  the  instructions  from  his  father’s  diary,  Indy
stepped into the void, and to his amazement, his foot came
down on solid ground. It turned out that there was a bridge
across the cavern but because the rocky texture of the bridge
perfectly matched the facing wall of the cavern, the bridge
was invisible from Indy’s perspective.

According to this scene, and enforced by general opinion,
religious faith and human reason are opposites. Indiana Jones
simply could not understand how it was possible to reach the
Grail without any visible means to do so; the implication is
that  his  decision  to  step  out  was  a  forfeiture  of  his
intellect. This idea that Christian faith is a surrender of
our  reasoning  abilities  is  a  common  one  in  contemporary
culture.

For many Christians, the scene that we’ve been discussing is a
disturbing one. On the one hand, it is a moment of triumph. It
seems to lend credence to the importance of religious faith.
Then again, it portrays faith as being a mindless exercise.
Indiana Jones is an intellectual college professor who is
interested in the Grail primarily as an historical artifact.
His leap of faith goes against everything he stands for. This
reveals  a  tension  that  has  existed  in  the  church  for
centuries. Is faith in Christ a surrender of the intellect? Is
godly wisdom in complete opposition to what Scripture calls
“worldly wisdom”? There are many who question whether the
Christian should even expose himself to teaching that is not
consistent  with  the  Word  of  God.  For  example,  it  is  a



frightening prospect for many Christian parents to consider
sending their children off to a secular college where the
Christian faith is often ridiculed or condemned. Still others
want their children to be challenged by a secular education.
They consider it part of the Christian’s missionary mandate to
confront secular culture with their very presence. In their
mind, the tendency of Christians to separate themselves from
secular environments leads to an isolationist mentality that
fails to reach the lost for Christ.

As we examine the relationship of faith and reason for the
Christian in this discussion, there are several questions to
keep in mind. Is there such a thing as Christian philosophy,
or  is  philosophy  primarily  opposed  to  theology?  Should
believers read literature that is not explicitly religious, or
should we only read Christian literature? What about secular
music or films? How we view the relationship between faith and
reason will reveal itself in how we answer these questions. We
will try to shed light on these issues as we examine three
distinctive  positions  that  have  been  prominent  throughout
church history.

Earlier, we mentioned that in the popular film, Indiana Jones
and the Last Crusade, Indy had to make a literal leap of
faith. When he stepped into the “void” in order to reach the
Grail, he was unable to see the pathway to the Grail, but his
“blind faith” was rewarded when it turned out that the pathway
was hidden by an optical illusion. He did what most people
would  consider  suicidal.  But  is  this  a  true  picture  of
religious faith? Is faith or religious belief irrational? In
the next section we will look at the answer of Tertullian, a
Christian apologist from the early church who has been accused
of saying this very thing.

Tertullian’s Dilemma
Tertullian  was  a  lawyer  who  converted  to  Christ  sometime
around the year A.D. 197. It was he who asked the famous



questions, “What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem? What
have  heretics  to  do  with  Christians?”  Tertullian’s  major
distinction  was  to  create  a  metaphorical  contrast  between
Athens, the home of pagan Greek philosophy, and Jerusalem, the
central locale of divine revelation. Tertullian was convinced
that  the  Christian  faith  and  human  wisdom  were  polar
opposites. It was his conviction that God had revealed His
plan of salvation in Scripture alone; to mix Scripture with
the philosophy of pagans could only distort God’s message. But
does this mean that Tertullian believed that human wisdom is
irrational? Let’s look at the evidence.

Contemporary theologians who deny the rationality of Christian
belief often quote Tertullian’s statement that the crucifixion
should be believed because it is absurd. He also said the fact
of the Resurrection is certain because it is impossible. But
these  statements  must  be  understood  from  the  context  of
Tertullian’s own life and work. He himself utilized elements
of  Greek  philosophy  and  logic  that  he  believed  to  be
compatible with Christian belief. The major emphasis in his
writings was to contrast the coherence of Christianity with
the inconsistency of his heretical opponents. When he does
speak of the absurdity of Christian belief, he is actually
referring  to  the  unlikelihood  that  any  human  mind  could
conceive of God’s redemptive plan. Like C. S. Lewis, he was
convinced of the truth of the gospel by the very fact that no
human  being  could  possibly  concoct  such  a  story  as  is
presented in Scripture. Certainly the Jews could not; the
claim of Christ that He was God in the flesh was blasphemous
to many of them. Nor could the Greeks create such a story; for
them, the material world was inferior to the divine realm. God
could not possibly assume human flesh in their philosophical
reasoning. But for Tertullian, this was compelling evidence
that  the  gospel  is  true!  The  religious  and  philosophical
systems contemporary with the advent of Christianity would
have  prevented  any  human  from  simply  making  up  such  a
fantastic tale. He concluded that the gospel had to originate



in the mind of God himself.

To conclude, let’s put Tertullian in the shoes of Indiana
Jones. What would Tertullian do if faced with the prospect of
crossing over the invisible bridge? My guess is that he would
see such a step as consistent with God’s way of directing His
people. The key to understanding Tertullian’s view of faith
and reason is to consider what the unbeliever would think.
Since most unbelievers would consider what Indiana Jones did
as unreasonable, he would probably consider such an attitude
as compelling proof that the person of faith must take such a
step.

Tertullian, the early church apologist, was convinced that
belief in the Scripture was the basis for the Christian life.
He also considered Greek philosophy to be the basis for heresy
in the Church. Unfortunately, he seemed to assume that all
Christians intuitively understood Scripture in the same way.
His motto might have been “God said it, I believe it, that
settles it.” But it is one thing to believe; it is another
thing to understand what we believe. Next, we will consider
the ideas of Augustine, who is known by the phrase “faith
seeking understanding.”

Augustine’s Solution
Augustine, who died in the year A.D. 430, recounts in his
famous  Confessions  how  as  a  young  man  he  was  constantly
seeking for a philosophy that would be consistent and guide
him to truth. At one point he abandoned any hope in his search
and became a skeptic. But at the age of 33, Augustine came to
accept  the  truth  of  the  gospel.  He  recognized  that  the
speculation of Greek philosophy was incapable in itself of
bringing him to salvation. But, on the other hand, he could
see that it had prepared him to distinguish between truth and
falsehood, and laid the groundwork by which he came to accept
the claims of Christ. Augustine believed that the Scripture
was  the  authoritative  Word  of  God,  but  in  interpreting



difficult scriptural concepts such as the Trinity, he found it
necessary to utilize his own philosophical training to explain
the teaching of Scripture.

Whereas Tertullian considered faith in Christ’s revelation of
himself  to  be  the  only  thing  worth  knowing,  Augustine
emphasized both the priority of faith and its incompleteness
without the help of reason. One of his great insights is that
faith is the foundation for all knowledge. Christians are
often  ridiculed  for  their  faith,  as  if  “faith”  and
“gullibility” were synonyms. But Augustine reminds us that
each of us must trust some authority when making any truth
claim, and that “faith” and “trust” are synonyms.

Consider a few examples: Christians and non-Christians alike
agree that water freezes at zero degrees centigrade. However,
I myself have never performed that experiment; I simply trust
what reliable scientific studies have confirmed. Likewise, no
one living today was present at the signing of the Declaration
of  Independence,  but  all  Americans  celebrate  that  day  as
having been July 4, 1776. We trust the witness of those who
were actually there. In other words, our knowledge begins with
faith in some authority, just as Augustine emphasized.

But  Augustine  distinguished  himself  from  Tertullian  by
acknowledging that philosophy does have a role in how the
Christian understands God’s revelation. Because humanity is
made in the image of God, we are all capable of knowing truth.
Augustine found in pagan philosophy helpful ideas that enabled
him to elaborate God’s Word. But it must be emphasized that
his interest in pagan philosophy was not an end it itself, but
rather a tool by which to grasp more deeply the meaning of
Scripture.

What would Augustine have done if he had faced the choice of
Indiana Jones? First, he would have needed scriptural support
for such a choice. Secondly, he would have considered the
logic of such a decision. Whereas Tertullian considered God’s



mind to be contrary to the philosophies of man, Augustine
believed God created us to think His thoughts after Him. His
was  a  reasonable  faith.  This  is  why  his  motto  has  been
described as “faith seeking understanding.”

The Synthesis of Thomas Aquinas
Now we turn to look at the teaching of the twelfth-century
scholar Thomas Aquinas, whose own slogan has been called, “I
understand in order to believe.”

A  good  way  to  get  a  handle  on  Thomas’s  position  is  to
recognize that his own motto is a reversal of Augustine’s
faith  seeking  understanding.  It  was  Augustine  who  first
explained the concept of original sin, which states that we
are alienated from God at birth because we have inherited a
sin nature from Adam. Thomas agreed that our moral conformity
to  God  had  been  lost,  but  he  believed  that  sin  had  not
completely  corrupted  our  intellect.  Thomas  believed,
therefore, that we could come to a basic knowledge of God
without any special revelation. This is not to say that Thomas
did  not  hold  a  high  view  of  Scripture.  Scripture  was
authoritative for Thomas. But he seemed to believe that divine
revelation is a fuller explanation of what we are able to know
about God on our own. For example, his attempts to prove the
existence  of  God  were  based  on  the  aftereffects  of  God’s
action in the world, such as the creation, rather than in the
sure  Word  of  Scripture.  In  contrast  to  Tertullian  and
Augustine, who placed faith in God’s revelation of Christ as
the foundation for knowledge, Thomas started with human reason
and philosophy. His hope was to show that even people who
reject the Scripture could come to believe in God through the
use of their intellects. But the Scriptures were necessary
since the human mind cannot even conceive of concepts such as
the Trinity.

Thomas lived at a time when most of Aristotle’s philosophy was
first being introduced into the Latin language. This created



quite a stir in the universities of the day. Up until that
time,  Augustine’s  emphasis  on  an  education  centered  on
Scripture was the dominant view. Thomas himself was educated
in  the  tradition  of  Augustine,  but  he  appreciated  the
philosophy of Aristotle as a witness to the truth. He found
Aristotle to be more balanced in his approach to philosophy
than  Augustine  had  been.  Whereas  Augustine  emphasized  the
eternal realm in his own philosophy, Aristotle’s philosophy
confirmed the importance of the natural world as well and
assisted  Thomas  in  his  effort  to  create  a  comprehensive
Christian philosophy which recognized that the material world
was important because it had been created by God and was the
arena in which His redemptive plan was to be fulfilled. Prior
to Thomas, the tendency had been to downplay the physical
world as greatly inferior to the spiritual world.

If we were to place Thomas in the shoes of Indiana Jones, it
is likely that he would have stepped out as well. But he would
have  arrived  at  the  decision  for  different  reasons  than
Tertullian  or  Augustine.  Because  of  his  emphasis  on  the
thinking  ability  of  the  human  race  and  his  emphasis  on
physical reality, he might have knelt down on the ground and
felt for the hidden pathway before actually stepping out.
Since  he  leaned  toward  utilizing  reason  and  his  own
understanding  to  discover  the  bridge,  he  would  not  have
depended solely on revelation to cross over like the others.

We will conclude our series as we evaluate the implications of
the three different views of faith and reason that we have
been examining in this discussion.

Implications
We have been examining three distinctive positions on the
question  of  faith  and  reason.  Basically,  we  have  been
attempting  to  discern  whether  or  not  human  reason,  as
expressed in pagan philosophy, is a help or a hindrance to
Christian theology.



The first position we addressed was that of Tertullian, who
viewed  the  combination  of  divine  revelation  and  Greek
philosophy as the root of all false teaching in the church. We
then showed that even though Augustine agreed with Tertullian
that faith in divine revelation is primary for the Christian,
they differed in that Tertullian emphasized belief in the
Scriptures, while Augustine focused on the understanding of
what one believes. That is why he was willing to incorporate
pagan  philosophy  to  help  further  his  understanding  of
Christian theology. He was delighted to find pagans whose
philosophy, though not Christian in and of itself, was in some
way compatible with Christianity.

The third and final position we examined was that of Thomas
Aquinas,  who  believed  that  all  people  could  have  a  basic
knowledge of God purely through natural reason. He did not
agree with Augustine that the human mind had been totally
corrupted by sin at the Fall. This belief led to his elevation
of the power of the mind and his appreciation of philosophy.
Theology is the higher form of wisdom, but it needs the tools
of science and philosophy in order to practice its own trade.
Theology learns from philosophy, because ultimately theology
is a human task.

How we view the relationship between faith and reason can have
powerful implications for how the Christian engages society
with the gospel. One of the problems with the apologetics of
Tertullian is that he seemed to view all that opposed him to
be enemies of the gospel, rather than as potential converts.
This is in stark contrast to the behavior of the Apostle Paul
in Acts 17, when he proclaimed the gospel among the Greeks at
Mars Hill. He did not condemn them for their initial failure
to accept the Resurrection. Instead, he attempted to reach
common  ground  with  them  by  quoting  some  of  their  own
philosophers,  picking  out  isolated  statements  from  pagan
thinkers which were consistent with Scripture, while still
maintaining the absolute truth of Scripture as his foundation.



In this way, he was able to gain a hearing with some of his
listeners. But this presupposes some familiarity with pagan
thought. This familiarity made Paul a more effective witness
to his audience.

Paul’s attitude toward pagan philosophy seems to be consistent
with those of Augustine and Aquinas. All three felt it was
beneficial to know what the non-believer thought in order to
communicate the gospel. How then can believers apply this
attitude today without compromising their values? Perhaps it
involves Christian parents listening with their children to
the music they enjoy, and then constructively discussing its
message. After all, many contemporary musicians utilize their
music to proclaim their own philosophies of life. Or maybe it
will mean watching a popular movie that has taken the country
by storm, with the goal of discerning its importance to the
average  viewer.  Rather  than  criticizing  literature,
philosophy, film, or music that is not explicitly Christian,
we may find that by attempting to appreciate their value or
worth, no matter how meager, we may be better able to dialogue
with, and confront, our post-Christian culture with the claims
of Christ.
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The  Breakdown  of  Religious
Knowledge
What constitutes truth? The way we answer that question has
greatly changed since the Middle Ages. Todd Kappelman provides
an overview of three areas in philosophical thought, with
their impact on Western culture: premodernism (the belief that
truth  corresponds  to  reality),  modernism  (the  belief  that
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human  reason  is  the  only  way  to  obtain  truth),  and
postmodernism  (the  belief  that  there  is  no  such  thing  as
objective truth).

The Postmodernism Revolution
There is a sense among many people today that the modern era,
both in terms of technical and financial prosperity, as well
as personal spiritual well-being, is over. There appears to be
a  general  malaise  among  many  people  today,  and  a  certain
uneasy feeling that the twentieth-century has entered a new
phase. Additionally, most believe that this new phase is not a
very  good  one.  Many  diverse  new  “communities”  such  as
feminists,  gays,  pro-choice  advocates,  pro-life  advocates,
conservatives,  liberals,  and  various  other  groups,  both
religious and non-religious, make up the global village we now
live in. These various groups are frequently at odds with one
another  and  more  often  than  not  there  is  a  breakdown  in
communication. This breakdown can be attributed to the lack of
a  common  frame  of  reference  in  vocabulary  and,  more
importantly,  in  views  about  what  constitutes  truth.

Most Christians suspect that something is wrong, and though
they know that they should continue to engage the culture,
they are often at a loss when they try to confront people from
different philosophical worldviews because truth itself has
come under question. The late Francis Schaeffer wrote a small
but extremely important book titled Escape From Reason in
which he outlined the progression of thought from the late
middle ages through the 1960s where the progression culminated
in  the  movement  known  as  existentialism.  In  this  work
Schaeffer noted that the criteria for truth had changed over
the years until man found himself living in an age of non-
reason. This was an age that had actually become hostile to
the very idea of truth and to the concept that truths are
timeless and not subject to change with the latest fashions of
culture.



For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Darwinian
naturalism has been one of the chief philosophical revolutions
that has gripped the world. And, although few at the time had
any idea how much Darwin’s ideas would permeate the culture,
no  one  today  doubts  the  far  reaching  results  of  that
revolution.  The  Christian  church  was  not  ready  for  the
Darwinian revolution, and thus this philosophy was able to
gain a foothold (and later a death grip) on every aspect of
modern life, both in academic and popular circles. For decades
after  the  revolution,  many  church  leaders  thought  it
unimportant to answer Darwin and said little or nothing about
the  new  philosophy.  Most  Christians  were,  therefore,  not
equipped to provide coherent answers and were too late in
entering the debate. The result is that most of our public
schools and universities, and even our political lives, are
dominated  by  the  erroneous  assumption  that  Darwinian
naturalism  is  scientifically  true  and  that  creationism  is
fictitious.

Now, in the late twentieth century, we are in the middle of a
revolution that will likely dwarf Darwinism in its impact on
every  aspect  of  thought  and  culture:  the  revolution  is
postmodernism, and the danger it holds in its most serious
form is that truth, meaning, and objective reality do not
exist, and that all religious beliefs and moral codes are
subjective.  In  every  generation  the  church  has  had  its
particular heresies to deal with, and postmodern relativism is
ours.  Christ  has  called  us  to  proclaim  truth  to  a  dying
generation, and if we fail at this task, the twenty-first
century may be overshadowed by relativism and a contempt for
reason as much as the twentieth century was overshadowed by
Darwinian naturalism.

From the Premodern to the Modern
Historians, philosophers, theologians, sociologists, and many
others use the terms modern, premodern, and postmodern to help



them navigate through large pieces of time and thought. In
order to understand what these very helpful terms are used
for, we will try to understand the premodern period first. The
term  premodern  is  used  to  describe  the  period  before  the
Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The
premodern  period  is  often  referred  to  as  the  precritical
period–a  time  before  the  criteria  of  truth  became  so
stringent. The premodern period ends somewhere between the
invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century and
the high part of the Renaissance in the sixteenth century. The
major thing one should remember is that, with the advent of
new scientific discoveries, the Western world was changing
forever, and this would have far reaching impact on every
aspect of life, especially religion.

Life in the premodern period was dominated by a belief in the
supernatural realm, by a belief in God or gods, and His or
their activity in human and cosmic affairs. The printing press
had not been invented and the truth or falsity of these gods
was  largely  communicated  through  oral  tradition  and  hand-
written texts which were extremely rare and precious. One can
imagine daily or weekly events at which the elders of a tribe
or village would gather and share stories with the younger
members  of  the  tribe.  Typically,  these  stories  contained
important  matters  of  faith  and  history  that  provided  a
structure, or worldview, to help the people make sense of
their world. These tales also included instructions or moral
codes  concerning  the  behavior  that  was  expected  for  the
community to live in peace.

One  of  the  most  interesting  features  about  the  premodern
period is the way in which people decided if the stories that
were  shared  among  them  were  true  or  false.  Imagine  that
someone had just told you that the world was created by a
being that you could not detect with your five senses and that
He had left a written communication about His will for your
life. You would look around at the world that you lived in,



and you would decide if the stories that were told to you
explained  the  world  and  were  reasonably  believable.  This
method  for  determining  truth  is  called  the  correspondence
method of truth. If the story being told corresponds to the
observable phenomenon in the world, then the story is accepted
as  truth.  There  is  also  a  coherence  method  of  truth  in
operation during this period. The coherence theory would add
to  the  correspondence  theory  the  idea  that  all  of  the
individual  stories  told  over  a  period  of  time  should  not
contradict one another. These two forms of determining whether
something is true or not were the primary means of evaluation
for many centuries.

We may look at the premodern period of human history also as
the precritical period, a time before the criteria of truth
was based on the scientific method. The premodern period is
often  characterized  as  backward  and  somewhat  inferior  to
modern society. And, although the premodern period is not a
time period that most of us would want to live in, there is a
certain advantage to having the test for truth based on oral
and written tradition which corresponds to physical reality.
For example, it is easy to see how something such as the
creation stories and the gospel would fare much better in the
premodern period than the modern period.

The Advent of the Modern
We must now leave our discussion of the premodern period and
turn our attention to the beginning of the modern period. Some
see the modern era as beginning in the Renaissance of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; others, however, believe it
began with the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.

A main tenet of modernism is that human reason, armed with the
scientific method, is the only reliable means of attaining
knowledge about the universe. During the Renaissance men began
to discover the means to harness the powers and resources of



the earth in ever increasing ways. It was a time marked by
invention and discovery that led to what may be termed an
optimistic humanism, or a high confidence in mankind. The
Renaissance was followed by the Enlightenment where better
telescopes and microscopes allowed men to unlock the secrets
of the universe. The unlocking of these secrets led to the
initial impression that the universe, and the human body,
resembled  machines  and  could  be  understood  in  mechanistic
terms.

In the eighteenth century the progress of science accelerated
so rapidly that it appeared as if science would soon be able
to explain everything. Many believed that there were no limits
to the power of human reason operating with the data from
sense  perception.  In  contrast  to  the  truth  of  the  oral
tradition in the premodern era, the modern period accepted as
truth only that which could be proven to be true. Many of the
philosophers and theologians of the modern period sought to
devise a rational religion, a faith that could incorporate all
of the considerations and discoveries of the new science.

The effort of the Enlightenment rationalists to synthesize the
new scientific method with the premodern religious beliefs
soon resulted in a suspicion about the oral and written truth
claims  of  the  Christian  religion.  It  is  easy  to  see  how
doctrines such as the virgin birth, the deity of Christ, and
the resurrection could not be proved using scientific methods.
There  is  no  way  to  repeat  such  historical  events  in  a
laboratory  environment,  and,  therefore,  the  credibility  of
such events began to become suspect.

The  modern  industrial  revolution  yielded  new  labor-saving
inventions  on  a  regular  basis.  These  new  discoveries
substantiated the optimism of the modernists and gave credence
to the belief that science and the scientific method would one
day  yield  a  utopian  society.  It  is  easy  to  see  how  the
optimism of this period became almost intoxicating to many.
The so-called-truths of religion were quickly being cast aside



in favor of the new, and better, truths found by science.
Examples found in advertising may be helpful. A company that
wished to sell a car or a pair of tennis shoes would appeal to
the scientific truths of their product. That is, a company
would attempt to persuade a potential buyer into purchasing
its product based on the fact that it was the best item
obtainable. Add to this scientific furor, the advancement of
Darwinian naturalism, and it is easy to see how religious
claims seemed like quaint, antiquated beliefs for many people.
The modern period culminated in arrogance concerning human
abilities  and  human  reason.  It  proposed  a  world  created
without any assistance from God. The modern period differs
from the premodern in its rejection of the supernatural or the
transcendent  which  is  based  largely  on  the  belief  that
religious truth claims are different than scientific truth
claims. According to many, truth itself had changed.

The End of the Modern and the Advent of
the Postmodern
We have been discussing the changing beliefs about the nature
of truth. There are many things that contributed to the end of
the  modern  period  and  the  demise  of  the  Enlightenment
confidence that had driven Western development for over three
centuries.  The  major  driving  tenet  behind  the  advance  of
modernism was the belief that reality was objective and that
all men could discover the principles of nature and unlock her
secrets.

The  failure  of  the  modern  project  according  to  many
postmodernists was due to the erroneous assumption that there
is such a thing as “objective truth.” Following the Romantic
and Existentialist movements, the postmodernists would build
their  theories  of  reality  on  the  latest  discoveries  in
language,  culture,  psychotherapy,  and  even  cutting-edge
science.  Theories  in  quantum  physics,  radically  different
views  about  cultural  norms,  and  ethnic  differences  all



contributed to the belief that truth claims are much more
relative than the Enlightenment thinkers had believed. Many
believed that science had substantiated relativity.

Modernity  may  be  understood  as  a  time  when  our  best
philosophers, theologians, and scientists attempted to make
sense  out  of  the  world  based  on  the  belief  in  objective
reality. One of the central tenets of the era we live in (the
postmodern period) is that there is no such thing as objective
truth. In fact, the new trend in postmodern thought is to
embrace, affirm, and live with philosophical, theological, and
even  scientific  chaos.  Earlier  we  used  an  example  from
advertising; suggesting that products were marketed based on
their claims to be superior to what a competitor might offer.
If we use this example again, postmodern methodology appeals
more to a person’s feelings than to his or her sense of
factual truth. Cars, tennis shoes, and other products are
marketed based on image. The best car is not necessarily the
one that has been made to the highest standard; rather the
best car is the one that can bolster the image of the driver.

The effects of this type of thinking may be seen in our
contemporary ethical dilemma. While it is true that people
from various ethnic, geographic, and other time periods place
different values on certain behaviors, it cannot be true that
any  behavior  is  acceptable  dependent  only  upon  the
individual’s outlook. The effect of postmodern theories on
Christian truth claims is that the creation accounts found in
Genesis, and the stories about Christ in the gospels have been
reduced  to  one  cultural  group’s  account  of  reality.
Christians, argue many postmodernists, are free to believe
that Christ is God if they like. But their claims cannot not
be exclusive of other people’s beliefs. Truth may be true for
one person and false for another.

Furthermore, Christians are expected to tolerate contradicting
truth claims and to look the other way if certain ethical
behaviors (abortion, homosexuality, etc.) do not suit their



tastes. The current postmodern condition is only in the early
stages of development, not even a half a century old, and yet
its devastating effects have penetrated every aspect of our
lives. Christians largely responded too late to the threats of
Darwinism, and now the destructive effects of that movement
are  evident  to  anyone  in  the  Christian  community.
Postmodernism,  and  its  companion  rampant  philosophical
relativism,  should  be  among  the  foremost  concerns  of  any
Christian who wishes to engage his or her culture and ensure
that the gospel of Christ has a fertile context in which it
can take root and grow in the future.

Responding  to  the  Current  Crises  in
Knowledge
We  have  been  discussing  changing  views  of  truth  and  the
problems these changes pose for Christians as we approach the
twenty-first century. Recently a young woman at the University
of Bucknell in Pennsylvania provided a perfect example of how
modern men are different from their predecessors. This young
woman believed that truth was a matter of how one looked at
things. She, like so many others believed that two people
could  look  at  a  given  situation  or  object  and  arrive  at
different conclusions. While this is true to some degree, it
is not true to the degree that the two truth claims can
logically be contradictions of one another.

When she was pressed on her beliefs concerning reality, the
inconsistencies of her philosophy were evident. She stated
that everything was a matter of opinion or one’s personal
perspective. When asked if this belief extended to physical
reality, she said it did. She said that a person could look at
something in such a way as to alter reality.

The example of the existence or nonexistence of her car was
raised. She said that if she believed that her car was not in
the parking lot and if another person believed that it was, it



could be possible that it actually existed for one person and
not for the other. When one first hears something like this,
it sounds as if the person who maintains this position is
joking, and could not possibly mean for us to take him or her
seriously. However, the sad and frightening truth is that this
individual is very serious.

This young woman is representative of a large part of our
Western  culture,  men  and  women  who  tend  to  think
unsystematically. The result of this way of thinking is that
people often hold ideas that are logically inconsistent and
contradict each other. The result is that persons professing
to be Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, Jews, or even atheists
are given equal degrees of credibility. Truth has become a
function  of  personal  preference,  not  correspondence  to
objective reality.

The  effects  of  this  new  way  of  thinking  are  evident
everywhere.  When  we  attempt  to  speak  to  people  on  any
controversial  issue,  whether  it  is  political,  ethical,  or
religious,  we  invariably  are  confronted  with  different
approaches to truth. Some people accept divine revelation,
some accept science, and others accept no final authority. We
have  moved  from  a  fact-based  criteria  to  a  feeling-based
criteria for truth. The final appeal in many disagreements is
often a statement such as: “That may be true for you, but it
is not true for me.” This is an implicit denial of a common
reality.

Psalm 11:3 asks what the righteous can do if the foundations
have been destroyed. While the threat of postmodern relativism
may be something new, it is not the first time that Christians
have seen a concentrated effort to destroy the foundations of
truth.  The  New  Testament  is  replete  with  admonitions  for
Christians to allow their behavior to speak for them. In John
13:35 we are told that people will know that we belong to
Christ, and that our testimony is true, by the way we love one
another. The premodern, modern, and postmodern tests for truth



all have strengths and weaknesses, but the Scriptures seem to
indicate that it is our behavior towards one another and our
devotion to God, not our ability to prove God’s existence,
that will convince a skeptical postmodern world that hungers
for truth.

Bibliography

1. Allen, Diogens. Christian Belief in a Postmodern World.
Louisville, Ky.: Westminster/ John Knox Press, 1989.

2. Anderson, Leith. A Church for the Twenty-First Century.
Minneapolis, Minn.: Bethany House, 1992.

3. Barna, George. The Frog in the Kettle: What Christians Need
To Know About Life in the Year 2000. Ventura, Calif.: Regal
Books, 1990.

4. McCallum, Dennis. The Death of Truth. Minneapolis, Minn.:
Bethany House Publishers, 1996.

5.  Evans,  C.  Stephen,  &  Westphal,  Merold.  Christian
Perspectives  on  Religious  Knowledge.  Grand  Rapids,  Mich.:
Eerdmans, 1993.

6. Lundin, Roger. The Culture of Interpretation: Christian
Faith and the Postmodern World. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,
1993.

7. Oden, Thomas C. Agenda for Theology, After Modernity . . .
What? Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1990.

8.  Rorty,  Richard.  Contingency,  Irony,  and  Solidarity.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.

9. Veith, Jr., Gene Edward. Postmodern Times: A Christian
Guide  to  Contemporary  Thought  and  Culture.  Wheaton,  Ill.:
Crossway Books, 1994.

10.  Wolterstorff,  Nicholas.  Reason  Within  The  Bounds  of



Religion. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1976.

©1998 Probe Ministries.


