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Preface 

This book is about the war between God and fallen man. 
It concerns the double challenge, between God and man, 
to establish who will rule. The war will be addressed at the 
level of competing worldviews, and their ability to explain 
reality and assign meaning. The battleground will range 
over the realms of matter, mind, and math.  

The prime purpose is the apologetic one of showing the 
superiority of the Christian worldview over its main 
competitors. The main thesis is that only Christianity offers 
a cohesive, meaningful worldview. The challenges of 
modern naturalism and post-modern relativism ultimately 
self-destruct.  

This book is addressed to the intelligent non-expert. 
Although the discussion will range over various issues in 
science, math, philosophy and theology, no prior 
knowledge of these disciplines is assumed. The aim is to 
convey the basic thrust of the arguments in non-technical 
language, as simply as possible. Nevertheless, some of 
these issues are very subtle, requiring the reader's close 
attention. 

I thank Trinity Western University for a sabbatical leave, 
in which most of this book was written. I am grateful also 
to Shane Beazley for his critique of various chapters. 

Earlier versions of several portions of this book have 
appeared previously in various publications. Portions of 
Chapters 6, 7 and 15 appeared in "Naturalism, Theism 
and Objective Knowledge" in Journal of Interdisciplinary 
Studies XIV (2002): 69-90. Part of Chapter 14 appeared 
in "Theism & Mathematical Realism", Association of 
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Christians in the Mathematical Sciences Conference 
Proceedings (2001):  33-48. Parts of Chapters 5, 11 and 
12 appeared in "Indeterminism, Divine Action and Human 
Freedom", Science & Christian Belief 15 (2003):101-116. 
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1. The Challenge Framed 

Crossfire 

I cannot conceive of a God who rewards and 
punishes his creatures or has a will of the type of 
which we are conscious in ourselves. An individual 
who should survive his physical death is also beyond 
my comprehension, nor do I wish it otherwise; such 
notions are for the fears or absurd egoism of feeble 
souls. 

In their struggle for the ethical good, teachers of 
religion must have the stature to give up the doctrine 
of a personal God, that is, give up that source of fear 
and hope which in the past placed such vast power in 
the hands of priests...The further the spiritual 
evolution of mankind advances, the more certain it 
seems to me that the path to genuine religiosity does 
not lie through the fear of life, and the fear of death, 
and blind faith, but through striving after rational 
knowledge. 

Albert Einstein (The World as I See It 1999:5; Ideas 
and Opinions 1954: 48-49) 

Contra 

For the word of the cross is folly to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 
power of God. For it is written, “I will destroy the 
wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the 
discerning I will thwart.” 

Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? 
Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made 
foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the 
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wisdom of God, the world did not know God through 
wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we 
preach to save those who believe…  For the 
foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the 
weakness of God is stronger than men.  

1 Corinthians 1:18-25  

No one wants to be taken for a fool. We prefer to be considered 
wise. But how can we distinguish wisdom from folly? 

Albert Einstein (1979-1955), one of the founders of modern 
physics, is widely considered to have been the greatest scientist 
of the 20th century, if not of all time. Most scientists tend to be 
poor philosophers, but Einstein's philosophical writings are 
generally well respected. In many respects, Einstein's thoughts 
reflect those of the modern era. Little wonder, then, that Albert 
Einstein is acclaimed as a great, wise man. 

And, undoubtedly, he was--by worldly standards, that is. Biblical 
standards, however, give a rather different assessment. 
Einstein openly rejected belief in a personal, transcendent God. 
Einstein did not claim to be an atheist; he professed that his 
scientific work was motivated by a "cosmic religious feeling". 
This feeling consisted, however, of only a deep conviction of the 
rationality of the universe. Einstein's God was no more than an 
impersonal abstraction, seen in the mathematical structure of 
the universe.  

Accordingly, Einstein sought his religion through the human 
path of rational inquiry and scientific knowledge. The above 
quote reveals Einstein's scorn for the God of the Bible and for 
the salvation that he offers us. Thus, in this most important 
matter, Einstein was, by biblical standards, no wiser than the 
fool who said in his heart, "there is no God" (Psa. 14:1). 
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Wisdom and folly thus depend on the yardstick we choose to 
measure our choices. Who should determine those norms: 
God, or man? That is the basic question addressed in this book. 

The divine challenge to which the title of this book refers is 
closely linked to wisdom and knowledge. It is a double 
challenge. First, it concerns man’s challenge to God’s 
supremacy. This challenge is as old as man:  

But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not 
surely die. For God knows that when you eat of it your 
eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, 
knowing good and evil.” So when the woman saw that 
the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight 
to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to 
make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she 
also gave some to her husband who was with her, 
and he ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and 
they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig 
leaves together and made themselves 
loincloths. (Gen. 3:4-7) 

Our first parents, Adam and Eve, were enticed to sin through 
their desire to be wise, to be "like God, knowing good and evil". 
Thereafter, fallen humanity "exchanged the truth of God for a lie 
and worshipped and served the creature rather than the 
Creator" (Rom. 1:25).  

The human challenge to God is driven by pride and envy. It 
deeply concerns knowledge, and the power knowledge brings. 
Man strives to dethrone the biblical God, and to replace Him 
with gods of his own making. Man seeks to reinterpret the 
universe according to his own standards, assigning it new 
meaning and transforming it to suit his own purposes. 

In response, God issues forth his own challenge to sinful man. 
Here, too, knowledge plays a key role. Through his prophet 
Isaiah God puts the question to man: 
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Set forth your case, says the LORD; Bring your 
proofs, says the King of Jacob. Let them bring them 
and tell us what is to happen. Tell us the former 
things, what they are, that we may consider them, that 
we may know their outcome; or declare to us the 
things to come. Tell us what is to come hereafter, that 
we may know that you are gods; do good, or do harm, 
that we may be dismayed and terrified. (Isa. 41:21-
23) 

The divine challenge to man's pretensions of knowledge can be 
found also in the latter chapters of Job. The Lord answered Job 
out of the whirlwind, saying: 

Who is this that darkens counsel by words without 
knowledge? Dress for action like a man; I will question 
you, and you make it known to me. “Where were you 
when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if you 
have understanding…Do you know the ordinances of 
the heavens? Can you establish their rule on the earth 
“Can you lift up your voice to the clouds, that a flood 
of waters may cover you? Can you send forth 
lightnings, that they may go and say to you, ‘Here we 
are’? Who has put wisdom in the inward parts or given 
understanding to the mind? Who can number the 
clouds by wisdom? (Job 38:1-4, 33-37) 

God is determined to destroy the wisdom of the worldly wise, to 
unmask it for the foolishness it really is. 

Yet, modern scientific man, in his arrogance, believes that he 
can take up the divine challenge. He believes that he has far 
surpassed previous, pre-modern generations. He believes that 
he can now answer many of the questions God posed to Job. 
Armed with scientific knowledge and technological power, 
modern man is ready to seize God's throne. 
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Indeed, modern man believes that his rational wisdom has 
made foolish the biblical wisdom, with its tall tales of a 
personal God, of life after death, and of heaven and hell. 
“Such notions”, Einstein declared, “are for the fears or absurd 
egoism of feeble souls." Modern man believes himself to have 
outgrown the need for God. 

Is God Dead? 

Whither is God? … I will tell you. We have killed him 
– you and I…Do we hear nothing as yet of the noise 
of the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we 
smell nothing as yet of the divine decomposition? 
Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. God remains 
dead. And we have killed him. 1 

Thus spoke the madman in the book, The Gay Science, 
published in 1880 by the famous German philosopher 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900). Of course, Nietzsche did not 
believe that God had literally died. That would imply that God 
had once been alive. Rather, Nietzsche was referring to the 
belief in the Christian God, whom he considered to be no more 
than a fiction. In a later edition of his book he elaborated, 

The greatest recent event—that God is dead, that the 
belief in the Christian God has become unbelievable-
-already casts its first shadows over Europe.2 

Nietzsche believed that modern, rational society, particularly 
its science, had made belief in the Christian God untenable. 
Modern society thought itself to have progressed beyond the 

 

1 Nietzsche, Friedrich 1974. The Gay Science (trans. W. 
Kaufmann). New York: Vintage Books, Section 125. 

2 Ibid., 2nd ed. (1882), section 343. 
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need for God. In pre-modern days God had stood in the center 
of knowledge, meaning, and life. Now God was now pushed 
aside. God had become irrelevant to Western European 
culture. In the heart of modern man, God is dead, killed by 
science.  

How did science 'kill' God? Modern man believes his science 
to have proven that miracles are impossible. The Bible stories 
can no longer be accepted as true. Further, modern man 
believes that his science can fully explain reality without 
having to resort to the supernatural. Hence modern man has 
dispensed with the need for God, now dismissed as a naive, 
pre-scientific myth. Modern man is confident that, by the 
strength of his superior reasoning ability and technological 
prowess, he can answer all questions and solve all problems. 
Nothing, man boasts, is beyond his grasp. 

Christian clashes with modernist views are often depicted as 
confrontations of mythical, subjective, irrational religion 
versus factual, objective, rational science. This is the myth of 
scientific neutrality, still strongly promoted in the secular press 
and academic institutions. Viewed in such terms, it is a 
foregone conclusion that "religion" must always give way to 
"science". 

Yet, ironically, man's reason, when applied to science, has 
now revealed that science has its own share of problems. It 
has become increasingly clear that science and religion have 
much more in common than was once thought. It is nowadays 
generally granted that modern science itself has highly 
subjective aspects.  

Consider, for example, the speculative nature of scientific 
theories. Science is based on observations of nature. But 
these don’t simply transform into scientific theories. Rather, it 
has become evident that theories involve a large measure of 
imagination and invention. The same observations can often 
be explained by a host of competing theories.  
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How, then, are we to choose the correct theory? We may 
prefer theories that are simple or beautiful. But this raises the 
question of why simple or beautiful theories are more likely to 
be true. Answering this question takes us beyond the 
observed data into the realm of philosophy. Ultimately, we 
choose scientific theories that fit in best with our most basic 
beliefs about what the world is like.  

Such considerations have led many scholars to abandon 
modernity for post-modernity. Post-modern man stresses that 
science cannot operate without various assumptions about 
reality, including the assumption of the reliability of human 
reasoning. These assumptions cannot be rationally proven; 
they must be accepted on faith. For post-modern man, truth 
has lost its objectivity and has become entirely subjective. 
Whereas modern man was confident he could discover all 
truth, post-modernity is skeptical about even the actual 
existence of truth. Post-modern man argues that truth cannot 
be found but must, rather, be created by ourselves. 

Much of this Nietzsche foresaw. He clearly discerned the 
inherent shortcomings of modernity. Nietzsche declared that 
modern science had killed more than God. It had killed also 
Truth. The dismissal of God destroyed the possibility of 
absolute norms. If God is dead, then everything is permissible.  

In reaction to modernity, Nietzsche advocated a return to a 
more comprehensive view of life, to a pre-modern view that 
placed more stress on faith rather than reason. He felt that 
myth and art, its child, could convey a more ambiguous view 
of life, a metaphorical view that better expressed the 
complexities and the harsh realities of life.  Through such 
means humanity must create its own meaning and cultural 
values, replacing those of the dead God. Nietzsche welcomed 
the “death” of God as a necessary step towards the 
development of a new, great, fully human culture. 
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Now, more than a century after Nietzsche's death, his 
thoughts have become ever more popular. Nietzsche's 
critique of both Christianity and modernity has come to be 
widely acclaimed. Nietzsche has become the prophet of post-
modernity. Society, at the beginning of a new millennium, 
seems poised for change along directions sketched out by 
Nietzsche.  

Modernity is still, however, a powerful force. Science, for 
example, remains predominantly modernist. Moreover, most 
post-moderns, however skeptical they may profess to be of 
truth claims elsewhere, still accept the naturalist, evolutionary 
view of origins. 

Currently, then, in the Western world, the challenge between 
God and man is played out in the struggle of Christianity 
versus naturalistic modernity and relativistic post-modernity. 
We shall thus examine these three worldviews as to the 
wisdom and knowledge they entail. How well can they explain 
reality, provide meaning, and guide our lives to worthwhile 
ends?  

Mysterious Trio of Matter, Mind, and Math 

In order to explain reality, we must first ask: What is reality? 
What elements or substances make up reality? 

The eminent, Nobel prize-winning biologist Sir Francis Crick, 
opens his book The Astonishing Hypothesis with the shocking 
statement: 

The Astonishing Hypothesis is that “You”, your joys 
and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, 
your sense of personal identity and free will, are in 
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fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of 
nerve cells…3 

According to Sir Francis, the real “you” is just an illusion caused 
by physical processes in your brain. Many of his fellow scientists 
concur.  

How does Sir Francis arrive at such a drastic hypothesis? His 
reasoning is quite simple. Sir Francis is a materialist. He 
believes that matter is the ultimate reality. Hence everything—
even the human mind—must somehow be explained in terms 
of matter. Since feelings and thoughts cannot be reduced to 
matter, he dismisses these as mere illusions. 

The question of how matter and mind interact is an ancient 
puzzle that has baffled scientists and philosophers. How does 
the objective physical world of flowers, wine and thorns relate 
to our subjective inner experiences of beauty, joy and pain?  

The mystery deepens when we add a third component: the 
world of timeless truths. This concerns such things as 
knowledge, understanding, wisdom, and their underlying 
norms. Typical of this abstract world are such simple truths as 
“2 + 2 = 4”. I shall refer to this third world as that of mathematics. 
How do we get to this mathematical world? How does 
mathematics interact with the worlds of matter and mind? These 
are among the most profound questions confronting humanity.  

 

3 Crick, Francis 1994. The Astonishing Hypothesis. New York: 
Touchstone, p.3 



1. The Challenge Framed  21      

 

The physicist Roger Penrose concludes a lengthy book4 on this 
topic by noting that we experience three distinct worlds, 
illustrated in Figure 1.1. These three worlds hold three 
mysteries. The first mystery is why mathematical laws play such 
a large role in the physical universe. The physical universe 

 

4 Penrose, Roger 1994. Shadows of the Mind. London: Vintage, 
pp. 413-414. 
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seems to emerge mysteriously from the mathematical realm. 
Note, however, that only a small portion of the mathematical 
world is actualized into concrete material form. The second 
mystery is how the physical world of matter can produce 
perceiving minds. Note, again, that only some matter (i.e., brain 
cells) produces mind. The final mystery, which brings us full 
circle, is how a perceiving mind can create mathematical 
concepts. Once again, only a portion of the mind produces 
mathematics. 

How can these mysteries be resolved? Many founders of 
modern science appealed to a Christian worldview. Kepler, 
Galileo, and Newton all believed that the God of the Bible 
created the universe according to a rational plan, that God 
created man in his image, and hence, that man can discern the 
rational structure of the universe. God provided the coherence 
between matter, human minds, and mathematics. Yet, over the 
last two centuries, most scientists have come to reject 
Christianity. Instead, they prefer naturalism, which holds that all 
of reality can be explained in terms of purely natural processes.  

The most dominant form of naturalism is materialism, the notion 
that everything in the universe derives from matter/energy. As 
we shall see, materialism has great difficulty explaining the 
mere existence of mind, let alone its rationality. It has no place 
for non-physical things such as logic, mathematics, or abstract 
knowledge. It can "resolve" Penrose's three mysteries only by 
dismissing the mental and mathematical worlds as illusions.  

Penrose himself is not a materialist. He takes the mathematical 
realm as the most real, the other two worlds being mere 
shadows of it. Yet, Penrose comes no closer to resolving his 
mysteries. Nor, we shall see, do other forms of naturalism or 
post-modernity. 

On the other hand, we shall argue that the Christian worldview 
does provide a fully consistent account of Penrose's three 
worlds and their mutual interactions. It can justify knowledge by 
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grounding it on the revealed word of the absolute, tri-personal 
God, the source of all truth. Christianity can yield the necessary 
grounding for logic, mathematics, science and morality.  

This book aims to substantiate the above claims. Accordingly, 
one goal is to show the failure of naturalism and post-modernity 
to provide a coherent worldview that can yield a plausible 
account of the various aspects of our experienced lives. A 
second goal is to show that the biblical worldview does give 
coherent explanations of the mysteries raised by matter, mind 
and mathematics. We shall argue that only a Christian 
worldview, squarely based on the truth of the Bible and the 
comprehensive sovereignty of God, gives our lives 
coherence, meaning, purpose and hope.  

Our agenda is, briefly, as follows. In the next chapter we shall 
discuss the general nature of worldviews, the need for 
presuppositions, and how to assess of competing worldviews. 
In the following six chapters we shall examine naturalism as it 
relates to matter, mind, and mathematics. This is followed by 
a chapter assessing naturalism and some of its post-modern 
alternatives. In Chapter 10 we lay the basis for a Christian 
worldview. The following chapters discuss God's action in the 
physical world, human free will and responsibility, the biblical 
view on body and soul, and, finally, God and mathematics. 
The last chapter sums up our main conclusions and makes a 
few closing remarks. 

In short, this book is about wisdom and folly, regarding basic 
issues about the universe. Our prime thesis is the foolishness, 
not of God, but of boastful man, who vainly attempts to usurp 
God's rightful place. We shall argue that worldly wisdom is folly, 
even by its own standards, and that the alleged folly of the 
Gospel is the only feasible gateway to genuine wisdom.  
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2. Worldview Wars 

Crossfire 

We want to stand upon our own feet and look fair and 
square at the world -- its good facts, its bad facts, its 
beauties, and its ugliness; see the world as it is and 
be not afraid of it. Conquer the world by intelligence 
and not merely by being slavishly subdued by the 
terror that comes from it. The whole conception of 
God is a conception derived from the ancient Oriental 
despotisms. It is a conception quite unworthy of free 
men. When you hear people in church debasing 
themselves and saying that they are miserable 
sinners, and all the rest of it, it seems contemptible 
and not worthy of self-respecting human beings... 

A good world needs knowledge, kindliness, and 
courage; it does not need a regretful hankering after 
the past or a fettering of the free intelligence by the 
words uttered long ago by ignorant men. 

Bertrand Russell (Why I Am Not a Christian 1957:23) 

Contra 

See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy 
and empty deceit, according to human tradition, 
according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not 
according to Christ.  

For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells 
bodily, and you have been filled in him, who is the 
head of all rule and authority. 

Colossians 2:8-10 
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The clash between worldly and biblical wisdom is an all-
encompassing one. At bottom it consists of entirely differing 
views on the nature of man and God. Bertrand Russell (1872-
1970), a prominent British philosopher of the last century, 
makes it crystal clear that his philosophy is grounded in the 
freedom, intelligence, and self-respect of man. His contempt of 
God, and the notion of sin, is reminiscent of Einstein's remarks 
noted in the previous chapter. Such is the philosophy that Paul, 
in the above quote, warns Christians of. Paul urges us to build 
our philosophy on the solid foundation of Christ, rather than on 
the shaky pretensions of worldly wisdom.  

In this chapter we shall discuss the nature of worldviews, the 
presuppositions entailed in worldviews, and the rational 
assessment of competing worldviews. 

Worldview Questions 

The world of our experiences has a manifold richness. 
Consider, first, the variety of shapes, colors, sounds and smells 
encountered by our senses. These are impressed upon us by 
physical things outside us, by objects such as mountains, birds, 
and flowers. Second, there is our inner life of thoughts, beliefs, 
emotions, and desires. These seem to come from within 
ourselves. Third, there are laws of logic, mathematics, and 
morals. The universal validity of these abstract norms implies 
they transcend our individual human minds. These three worlds 
of our experiences--we shall simply refer to them as the worlds 
of matter, mind and mathematics--seem distinct and yet 
intricately inter-connected. 

When we reflect on our experiences, weighty questions 
inevitably arise. What connects our numerous diverse 
experiences into a unified whole? This is the Problem of the 
One and the Many, a major issue in ancient Greek philosophy. 
Why does the world, or anything in it, exist? This was Aristotle's 
prime question. How did the three different worlds originate? 
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How do they interact? These are questions raised by Penrose. 
What can we know? What should we do? What can we hope 
for? Immanuel Kant (1742-1804) considered these to be the 
three most important questions in life. 

These profound questions are among the deepest in 
philosophy. Our answers to such questions--and even the type 
of questions we may ask--are largely determined by our 
worldview. Our worldview consists of our most basic faith 
commitments, through which we interpret the world we 
experience and by which we live. Our worldview is the glasses 
through which we view the world and make sense of it.  

Everyone has a worldview, although not everyone may be fully 
aware of their worldview or able to express it precisely. 
Philosophy is our attempt to articulate our worldview as a 
coherent system of basic beliefs, in terms of which all our 
experiences, beliefs, desires and hopes can be rationally 
explained and interpreted. 

The main worldview questions that will concern us are the 
following: 

1. What is the ultimate reality? This is basically a question of 
religion, defined in its broadest sense as that to which we 
subject everything else. This could be the Christian God, nature, 
or man himself. 

 2. What is the nature of the world? This is a question of 
metaphysics. It concerns the substances which constitute 
reality. These could be matter, mind, abstract norms, spirits, 
and so on. A related question is how these various substances 
interact. 

3. What is man? This is a question of anthropology. Is man a 
creature made in God's image, for a specific purpose, or merely 
a complex machine, formed through purposeless accidents? 
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4. How do we know? This is a question of epistemology. It 
concerns how acquire knowledge, what we can know, and how 
we can justify our beliefs.  

5. How can we distinguish right from wrong? This is a question 
of rationality and ethics. It concerns the question as to whether 
there exist universal norms that should guide our reasoning and 
conduct. 

6. What happens at death? Is there life after death? If so, is the 
quality of that life related to our actions in this life? These are 
questions of eschatology, the doctrine of the last things. 

7. What is the purpose of life? This is a question of teleology, 
which is closely linked with eschatology. 

These questions are very similar to those found in James Sire's 
The Universe Next Door5 and Ronald Nash's Life's Ultimate 
Questions,6 two worthwhile books that deal with worldviews in 
general. 

We Need Assumptions 

A worldview, we noted, is a way of looking at the world and 
making sense of it. It forms the basis by which we explain 
reality and guide our lives. Our worldview consists of our most 
basic beliefs, the things that we take for granted concerning 
God, the world, and ourselves.  

 

5 Sire, James W. 1997. The Universe Next Door (3rd edition). 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity. 

6 Nash, Ronald. Life's Ultimate Questions. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan. 
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These basic beliefs have the nature of initial assumptions or 
presuppositions. They themselves are not supported by other 
beliefs or arguments. Rather, they form the means by which 
we assess other beliefs. They are reached when "why?" 
questions must be stopped with a "that's just the way it is". 
They mark the end of our rational chain of explanations. The 
network of worldview presuppositions forms the foundation by 
which other propositions are either proven or disproven. We 
explain reality in terms of our presuppositions, but the 
presuppositions themselves must be accepted on faith.  

Worldview presuppositions are like axioms in geometry. In 
geometry we start off with a set of axioms that are assumed 
to be true. From these we can derive a vast number of 
theorems. Changing the axioms can cause many changes in 
the consequent theorems. Likewise, our network of worldview 
presuppositions largely determines our conclusions about 
reality. A small change in our presuppositions can lead to 
significant changes in how we view the world. 

Worldview presuppositions form the glasses through which 
we see the world. They control the color and sharpness of 
what we see. Everyone wears worldview glasses. One might 
object that one's worldview must be based on proper evidence 
and that the evidence itself will lead to an objective worldview, 
without any need of presuppositions. But this cannot be done. 
One cannot move from mere observation to explanation 
without making some assumptions about reality. We need 
such assumptions if we are to decide which of our many 
experiences are more significant, to decide on a course of 
action, etc. Evidence does not become evidence for anything 
until it is viewed through the glasses of a worldview. Evidence, 
by itself, leads nowhere. Even our very standards of what it 
means to be rational, or objective depend on our worldview.  

Worldview presuppositions are unavoidable. In worldview 
disputes it is never a case of a worldview based on 
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presuppositions versus one based solely on facts. Everyone 
starts with presuppositions.  

However, disputes are often between those who explicitly 
acknowledge their presuppositions and those who do not. 
Unfortunately, as Phillip Johnson7 notes, metaphysical 
assumptions are most powerful when they are unconscious, 
in which case they do not come to the surface because they 
are taken for granted. One thing we usually do not see through 
our worldview glasses are the glasses themselves. When not 
looking in the mirror of self-contemplation, it is easy to forget 
that we are in fact wearing glasses.  

Many people hold their worldviews implicitly, without having 
deeply reflected on what they believe and why. They may not 
even realize that they have a worldview. Consequently, they 
may unwittingly hold beliefs that are mutually contradictory. 
The first task in inter-worldview dialogue is to challenge 
opponents to reflect on where they stand on major issues. 
What are their priorities in life? What are their worldview 
presuppositions? Once worldview presuppositions have been 
made explicit, their implications can be examined.  

A worldview consists of an interconnected network of beliefs. 
However, we do not attach the same importance to all the 
presuppositions. Our most basic beliefs, as we already noted, 
concern God and our relationship to Him. Secondary, less 
important, beliefs might be about how we know things, how 
things originated, the relation between matter and mind, and 
so on. If you were to become convinced that your worldview 
is untenable, the simplest remedy might be to modify your 
network of worldview beliefs by changing one or more 
secondary beliefs, leaving the more basic ones intact. The 

 

7 Johnson, Phillip E. 1995. Reason in the Balance. Downer's 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, p. 67. 
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clash between opposing worldviews often boils down to the 
clash between two basic beliefs, usually of a religious nature. 

Worldviews in Conflict 

Although a wide variety of worldviews exist, we shall focus on 
the three worldviews most prevalent in the Western world. 
These are theism, naturalism, and relativism. These will be 
discussed in detail in later chapters. Brief summaries are as 
follows: 

(a) Theism 

Under theism we shall limit ourselves to orthodox Christianity. 
Central to the Christian worldview is the notion of a sovereign, 
all-knowing, tri-personal God who has revealed Himself 
through the Bible. This God is the creator of everything, even 
logical and moral absolutes. Everything that happens unfolds 
according to God's eternal plan. In this plan man, who was 
created in God's image, plays a major role serving and 
glorifying God. Man was created good but, through his own 
choice, fell into sin. Through God’s grace in Jesus Christ, 
some are redeemed. After physical death, our soul lives on, 
to be re-united with a renewed body on the Day of Judgment. 
Thereafter we shall receive our eternal reward. 

(b) Naturalism 

Naturalism seeks to explain all of reality in terms of purely 
natural processes and entities. As such, it almost always 
incorporates an evolutionary process wherein everything in the 
universe--even man--evolved from primitive, purposeless 
matter/energy. Consequently, man is viewed as a complex 
machine that ceases to exist once his material body dies. 
Rational norms and ethical standards are now mere human 
inventions, with no objective authority. 
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One form of naturalism that is popular among scientists is 
materialism. Biologist Edward Wilson, for example, believes 
that all truth can ultimately be acquired through science. Wilson 
asserts that all our knowledge, as well as our appreciation of 
beauty and perception of right and wrong, can in principle be 
reduced to the laws of physics.8 This view is like that of Sir 
Francis Crick. Crick was quoted in the previous chapter as 
asserting that our beliefs, our sense of personal identity, 
purpose and free will, are mere illusions caused by our brain 
neurons. Such materialism stresses the physical world at the 
expense of robbing our mental world of any genuine content. 

(c) Relativism 

Some philosophers, partly in reaction to radical naturalist 
claims, go to the other extreme. They deny that there can be 
such a thing as objective knowledge. This is known as 
relativism. It stresses the subjective self at the expense of 
objective knowledge. Some forms of relativism are quite 
drastic. Thus, for example, the Scottish philosopher David 
Hume (1711-1776) denied almost all knowledge of the 
external world beyond the senses, including knowledge of our 
self. More recently, philosopher Richard Rorty contends that 
there is no objective knowledge at all, only linguistic 
constructs that have no connection with truth.9 Rorty wants to 
drop the distinction between knowledge and opinion, as well 
as the notion that truth should correspond with reality.10 
Likewise, literature professor Barbara Smith defends the view 

 

8 Wilson, Edward O. 1998. Consilience: The Unity of 
Knowledge. New York: Vintage, p. 266. 

9 Rorty, Richard. 1991. Objectivity, Relativism and Truth, 
Philosophical Papers 1. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 60. 

10 Ibid., p.25 
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that truth, knowledge, and reason are mere creations of 
human minds and, as such, differ from mind to mind.11 

Such radical relativistic views deny that we can know anything 
objective about reality. Hence, one cannot be certain about 
even the possible existence of universal truths. In effect, 
radical relativism gives up on explaining reality. 

Although relativism has become popular in the humanities, in 
the sciences naturalism still reigns supreme. Most of the 
leading scientists are naturalists. Historian Edward Larson 
and journalist Larry Witham12 note that over 90% of members 
of the (U.S.) National Academy of sciences reject belief in 
supernatural theism. Similarly, of scientists that were Fellows 
of the (British) Royal Fellowship, 87% strongly rejected belief 
in a personal God, and 85% strongly rejected belief in a 
conscious life after death.13The relativism in non-scientific 
fields merely adds weight to the notion that only scientific 
knowledge counts as valid knowledge. Accordingly, our prime 
focus in the following chapters shall be to examine the viability 
of naturalism. 

 

11 Smith, Barbara Herrnstein 1997. Belief and Resistance: 
Dynamics of Contemporary Intellectual Controversy. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. p. 86. 

12 Larson, Edward J. and Larry Witham 1999. "Scientists and 
Religion in America", Scientific American (September 1999): 
88-93. 

13 Stirrat, M., Cornwell, R.E. 2013. “Eminent scientists reject the 
supernatural: a survey of the Fellows of the Royal 
Society.” Evo Edu Outreach 6, 33. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/1936-6434-6-33 



2. Worldview Wars  33      

Judging Worldviews 

How are we to judge between two opposing worldviews? Can 
you ever hope to convince someone with a different worldview 
that yours is better? At first sight this seems impossible. After 
all, a clash between worldviews is a clash between two 
opposing systems of thought, between two rival sets of 
presuppositions. Each side, in terms of its own 
presuppositions, will judge the other side's presuppositions 
(and subsequent conclusions) to be wrong.  

If your worldview reflects your most basic faith commitments, 
how can you hope to rationally convince an opponent that his 
beliefs are false? To put it another way, if worldviews are like 
spectacles through which we view the world, how are we to 
convince someone wearing yellow-tinted glasses that there 
are blue flowers? He won't be able to see blue until he 
exchanges his yellow glasses for spectacles that enable him 
to see a wider range of colors. But that amounts to a radical 
conversion, a major switch in faith commitment. A first step in 
that direction is to convince that person that he is wearing 
glasses. The next step is to persuade the person that his 
glasses are defective. 

We may hope to show that one worldview is superior in terms 
of various criteria, such as consistency, comprehensiveness 
or simplicity. However, these rules themselves are worldview 
dependent. Different worldviews may have different standards 
for what makes a worldview acceptable and what defines 
rationality. Each worldview will establish its own criteria for 
worldviews in terms of its worldview presuppositions. For 
example, the Christian worldview, unlike naturalism, will rate 
faithfulness to the Bible as an important worldview criterion.  

No one is neutral. Each person is immersed in his own 
worldview. Since each assesses worldviews in terms of his 
own criteria, how can we ever attain an objective assessment 
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of rival worldviews? How can we ever convince someone that 
his worldview is deficient?  

This would seem to require the application of some very basic 
criteria that are must be applied by any feasible worldview. 
Which criteria qualify? A worldview, by definition, explains our 
experiences and guides our lives. As such, we should expect 
it to be consistent with our actual experiences and, also, to be 
of practical value as we face the various choices of daily life. 
This suggests that any viable worldview should fulfil the 
criteria of (1) consistency, (2) experience and (3) livability. 
Let's consider these in more detail. 

(1) Consistency 

This concerns not just a proper fit between our worldview and 
our experiences, but also the internal coherence of a 
worldview. [The essential role of logic shall be discussed 
later.] Any set of presuppositions that leads to contradictions 
must be rejected as false. At least one of its presuppositions 
will then have to be suitably modified. Also, consistency 
should apply also to one's criteria for assessing worldviews, 
in that any worldview should satisfy its own criteria as to what 
constitutes a viable worldview. Moreover, a worldview should 
also be able to justify its criteria in terms of its own worldview 
presuppositions. In this regard, later chapters will show that 
naturalism, unlike Christianity, has difficulty fulfilling its own 
criteria for rationality.  

(2) Experience 

The presuppositions should not entail consequences that 
contradict our experiences. For example, a radical form of 
materialism that denies the existence of our conscious inner 
life must be rejected as inadequate. Further, the scope of our 
worldview should be such that it can address the basic 
worldview questions. Otherwise, our set of worldview 
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presuppositions may have to be suitably expanded. Thus, for 
example, we must deem as incomplete any worldview that 
does not account for subjective thoughts and emotions.  

(3) Livability  

The pragmatic test of a worldview is whether it can be 
consistently lived out. One may well doubt the credibility of 
any philosophy that cannot be coherently upheld in daily life. 
For example, any worldview that denies the validity of logic 
cannot be consistently lived, since logical reasoning is an 
essential part of our daily lives. 

Science and Common Sense 

The livability of a worldview includes, among other things, its 
ability to account for the actual activities of scientists and 
philosophers.  

Of prime importance is the question of whether one's defense 
of one's worldview contradicts the contents of that worldview. 
Suppose, for example, that you believe that language cannot 
convey any truth. You cannot assert this belief--say, by writing 
or lecturing--without implicitly assuming the opposite. Hence, 
your very defines of this belief is itself the reductio ad absurdum 
of that belief.  

Clearly, the defense of one's worldview must be consistent 
with, and, indeed, justifiable in terms of, the premises of that 
worldview. What, then, does the defense of a worldview 
entail? It presumes several very basic, common-sense 
notions that we all intuitively know to be true. 
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Basics of Common Sense 

First, for me to think about defending my worldview requires 
that I exist as a conscious, reflecting, purposeful self. If I am 
conscious of anything at all, it is surely this. For me to think 
rationally entails that there are such things as logical laws, 
truth, and objective rational standards. Next, to express my 
thoughts my mind must be able to cause my fingers to type 
the appropriate words. To expect others to learn my thoughts 
from the typed words presumes that there is a real world 
outside of myself in which there exist other people with minds 
like myself. Further, this assumes that we have a common, 
objective language and that human senses--and minds--
generally work reliably.  

These are all common-sense things that we assume 
constantly in our daily lives. To sum up briefly, any meaningful 
talk presumes the following things: 

1. a conscious, reflecting, purposeful self 
2. truth and the laws of logic 
3. objective rational standards 
4. the ability of our mind to affect our body 
5. an objective, physical world 
6. other minds like our own 
7. objective language 
8. the reliability of our senses and mind 

Any worldview that denies one or more of these elements 
cannot be rationally defended. Any defense of such a 
worldview is self-contradictory and, therefore, irrational. As we 
shall presently see, various widely held worldviews are 
incoherent, in the sense that their rational defense necessarily 
presupposes concepts that are explicitly denied by that 
worldview. This applies particularly to relativism and 
materialism. 
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Basics of Science 

A further pragmatic test concerns the activities of scientists. 
Naturalism has a high regard for scientific knowledge, but 
scientific knowledge requires several assumptions. 

Science is the systematic study of the natural world. As such, it 
is necessarily grounded in our observations of nature, including 
detailed experiments. The observed data are then analyzed for 
patterns and regularities. All this assumes that the universe has 
an underlying order, and that this order is comprehensible to 
humans.  

Observational data give us direct information only about that 
portion of the universe that we have observed.  One of the prime 
goals of science is to extend this knowledge to the (as yet) 
unobserved parts of the world: to the future, the distant past, 
and faraway corners of the universe. 

This requires making several assumptions (or theories) 
regarding the nature of the universe.  The most important 
assumption is that of uniformity. Scientists assume that the 
physical laws observed here and now are valid everywhere and 
always.   

As we shall see, mathematics plays a large role in science, 
particularly in physics and astronomy. Mathematics is essential 
in describing observational regularities, in deriving laws from 
general principles, and in making predictions. The scientist 
must presume that mathematics is applicable to the universe, 
and that numbers and other mathematical entities are not mere 
human inventions but are part of reality. 

Science includes also a more speculative, theoretical 
component. Scientists want to explain reality, why things 
happen as they do. The aim is to explain the observations in 
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terms of known physical laws, to explain these laws in terms of 
more fundamental principles, and so on. 

Thus, for example, our observations of the motion of Mars 
suggest a law that all planets orbit the Sun in elliptical orbits; 
these elliptical orbits are then explained in terms of a broader 
gravitational theory such as Newtonian mechanics or Einstein’s 
general relativity. 

There is, however, a large gap between the observational data 
and theories that are constructed to extrapolate and explain the 
data. As we noted in the previous chapter, theories have a 
strongly subjective aspect. Many theories can extend and 
explain the same set of observations. To decide which theory is 
better we must make value judgments. We tend to choose 
those theories that best fit in with our worldview. Value 
judgments are needed also to weed out dishonest research, to 
assess the reliability of data, to make ethical applications, and 
so on. 

In short, all scientific activity is based on several crucial 
presuppositions. In addition to the ones needed for rational 
discourse, we must add the following: 

9.   the orderliness and comprehensibility of the world 
10. the uniformity of nature 
11. the applicability of mathematics and the existence of 

numbers 
12. the existence of values, regarding knowledge, ethics, 

aesthetics, and method. 
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The necessity of these is discussed in greater detail by the 
Christian philosopher J. P. Moreland.14 

These, then, are twelve basic assumptions that must be 
accounted for by any viable worldview. 

Logic and Truth 

One of the most basic notions needed is that of consistency, 
which relates to logic. Logic and truth play such an essential 
role in worldviews that they warrant further discussion at this 
point. The laws of logic, referred to below, are briefly discussed 
in an appendix at the end of this chapter. 

Contradictions of Absurdity 

A contradiction in a worldview has drastic consequences. Why? 
Suppose that a proposition A implies both another proposition 
B and its direct opposite, not-B. If both B and not-B are true we 
have a contradiction, which, by the Law of Non-contradiction, is 
false. Since the consequence of A is false, it follows that A itself 
must also be false.  

For example, suppose that a scientific theory (A) predicts both 
that gravity always travels at the speed of light (B) and that 
gravity does not always do so (not-B). These predictions are 
contradictory and cannot both be true. Since theory A thus 
makes at least one false prediction, it cannot be a valid theory.  

Any proposition leading to a contradiction must be false. Hence, 
a powerful means of falsifying a proposition--or a set of 

 

14 Moreland, J.P. 1989. Christianity and the Nature of Science. 
Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, pp. 109-133. 
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propositions--is to show that it leads to a contradiction. Any 
worldview leading to a contradiction is likewise falsified.  

The effect of a contradiction in a worldview extends far beyond 
itself. If a worldview W contains a contradiction, then any 
proposition--no matter how absurd--can be derived from W. We 
can prove "the Moon is made of green cheese", "unicorns exist", 
and even "worldview W is false". There are various rigorous 
logical proofs of this. A simple way of looking at this is to note 
that if B and not-B are both true then the Law of Non-
Contradiction no longer applies. Truth is then indistinguishable 
from falsity. The laws of logic are thus no longer relevant. Since 
no proposition then has any definitive truth value, all meaning is 
lost. Therefore, any worldview containing a contradiction leads 
to absurdity. A worldview containing a contradiction is said to be 
incoherent. 

Reducing an argument or worldview to an absurdity is known 
as reductio ad absurdum. One means of doing so is to show 
that it is incoherent. Another way is to show that the argument 
or worldview entails a consequence that contradicts one of our 
core common-sense beliefs, listed in the previous section. 
Reductio ad absurdum arguments can be very effective means 
of defeating a worldview. 

Refuting Oneself 

An argument or statement is self-refuting if it is inconsistent with 
what it asserts. For example, the statement “this sentence is not 
written in English” is written in English, and so refutes itself. Self-
refuting arguments frequently occur in relation to worldview 
issues. Consider the claim “all truth is relative”, which, if taken 
to be absolutely true, refutes itself. Or take the statement 
“language cannot convey meaning”, which itself intends to 
make a meaningful assertion. Or the statement “only material 
things exist”, which expresses a (non-material) thought.  
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The rational defense of any worldview is self-refuting, if that 
worldview denies any of the common-sense assumptions that 
are implicit in any rational argument. For example, we cannot 
rationally defend a worldview that denies the laws of logic since 
our very defense requires us to apply logic. The assertion of any 
statement, even the statement that the laws of logic are 
unnecessary, aims to convey a particular meaning, rather than 
its opposite. But this presumes the law of non-contradiction, 
which contradicts our denial of it. Thus any attempt to refute 
logical laws is self-refuting since we must use logic to argue 
against it.  

What is Truth? 

Logic is very closely tied to truth. Logical propositions are either 
true or false. What do we mean when we say a statement is 
true? By this is generally meant that it corresponds to what 
really is the case. Thus, for example, the statement "it is now 
raining" is true if, and only if, it is in fact now raining. This is 
known as the correspondence theory of truth. The 
correspondence theory links a proposition to the reality it aims 
to describe. Since the proposition and the link are non-physical, 
this theory does not fit well within a materialist worldview.  

Further difficulties for materialism arise when we make truth 
claims about non-physical objects. Consider, for example, the 
mathematical equation “2 + 2 = 4”. If we hold this to be a true 
statement then, according to the correspondence theory, it must 
really be the case that “2 + 2 = 4”. This means that the numbers 
2 and 4 must really exist, with the properties reflected in this 
equation. 

Since the correspondence theory of truth requires non-material 
abstractions, it is not easy to reconcile with materialist 
worldviews. Hence other definitions of truth have been devised. 
One alternative standard of truth is that of coherence. For 
something to be true it should cohere with other propositions 
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that we know to be true. However, the mere fact that a 
proposition coheres with other truths is not enough to establish 
that it does in fact correspond with reality. For example, "my car 
is green" may well cohere with all other truths about my car, 
even though my car may in fact be blue.  

Another standard of truth is pragmatism, which equates truth 
with usefulness. Yet, the mere fact that a belief entails useful 
results is not enough to establish its truthfulness. For example, 
Newtonian mechanics is a very useful theory that is now 
generally considered to be false. Further, to take an example 
from everyday life, although political lies may at times seem to 
serve useful purposes, that does not transform them into truths. 

Yet another standard of truth is relativism, which defines truth 
subjectively in terms of what a person or a society might believe. 
It denies the existence of objective standards of truth. Note, 
however, that the assertion "all truth is relative" is itself a non-
relative truth claim and, hence, is self-refuting. 

Everything Has a Reason 

One of the goals of worldview philosophy is to answer questions 
of "why?" This quest presumes the basic notion that, in an 
intelligible universe, all that exists has a reason for existing and 
for existing in the way it does. This is known as the Principle of 
Sufficient Reason. In a logical sense, this principle affirms that 
any proposition is true if it is validly derived from true axioms. In 
a deeper sense, this principle affirms further that also the basic 
axioms, as well as the laws of logic, have a sufficient reason for 
their existence. 

Closely related to the Principle of Sufficient Reason is the 
Principle of Causality, which affirms that all events can be 
completely explained in terms of causes. Nothing happens 
without a sufficient cause. 
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Conclusions 

Worldviews were the main concern of this chapter. Everybody 
has a worldview, which interprets their experiences and guides 
their lives. Each worldview is based on presuppositions that are 
rarely made explicit.  

Worldviews can be assessed in terms of the criteria of 
consistency, experience, and livability. Any viable worldview 
should, at the very least, be able to account for such activities 
as normal conversation and scientific work. Hence, a worldview 
must accommodate the core common-sense assumptions 
needed for these activities. These include the laws of logic, the 
correspondence notion of truth, and the principle of sufficient 
reason. 

Further, since one of the tasks of a worldview is to account for 
our experiences, it must also be able to account for the 
existence of logic and truth. If a worldview is to justify its 
rationality, it must start off by justifying logic and truth, as well 
as the principle of sufficient reason. 

Finally, we note that, even if we could convince someone that 
their worldview falls short, this rarely causes that person to 
exchange their worldview for ours. Conversion is usually stiffly 
resisted. More often, the opponent will try to save his most 
basic worldview beliefs by modifying one or more secondary 
premises.  

For example, a demonstration of the incoherence of 
materialistic naturalism might cause a naturalist to modify his 
definition of naturalism to acknowledge the existence of mind 
in addition to matter. He might also shrug this problem off, 
confident that further research and reflection will find a 
satisfying solution. Or he might simply prefer to live with an 
inconsistent worldview, rather than opt for a to-him-distasteful 
alternative such as theism. 
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Appendix: A Brief Primer on Logic 

Laws of Logic 

he soundness of our reasoning depends on the validity of 
logic, the science of correct reasoning. A valid argument 
must obey the laws of deductive logic. Without such laws 
meaningful speech is impossible. 

Consider, for example, the most basic law of logic: 

   1. The Law of Non-contradiction: Not (A and not-A) 

 This law asserts that a meaningful proposition cannot be both 
true and false. A and its logical opposite, not-A, cannot both be 
true. More precisely, no meaningful proposition can assert of 
the same subject in the same respect an attribute and its 
opposite. Thus, for example, a plane geometric figure cannot 
be triangular and square at the same time. The statement "all 
even numbers are the sum of two primes" cannot be true and 
false at the same time.  

When we make a statement, we generally intend to convey a 
particular thought, rather than its opposite. To assert that a 
proposition is true, rather than false, is to apply the Law of Non-
Contradiction. Aristotle, the first great logician, proved in 
Metaphysica that the Law of Non-Contradiction is basic to all 
purposeful language15. Without it there can be no distinction 
between true and false.  It is also a necessary law of being: A 
cannot be B and non-B in the same sense at the same time.  

 

15 Aristotle 1952. The Works of Aristotle Vol.I. [Great Books of 
the Western World Vol.8]. Robert M. Hutchins (ed.). Chicago, 
IL: Encyclopaedia Britannica, p.525. 

T 
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Other basic logical laws include: 

  2. The Law of Identity: A is A 

Anything is identical to itself. 

  3. The Law of Excluded Middle:  Either A or not-A is true 

 A meaningful proposition is either true or false. There is no third 
option. For example, the proposition "the number of prime 
numbers is infinite" is either true or false. Hence, if we can prove 
it is not false then we can conclude it must be true. 

  4. Rational Inference (modus ponens): If A implies B, and A is 
true, then B is true. 

An example of this rule is: if rain implies there are clouds 
overhead and if it is in fact raining, then there must be clouds 
overhead.  

Closely related to modus ponens is  

   5. Law of Contrapositive (modus tollens): If A implies B, and 
not-B is true, then not-A is true. 

In other words, if A implies B and B is false, then A is false. 
Thus, in the above example, if rain implies clouds and there are 
no clouds, then there can be no rain. 

 Common Fallacies 

A fallacy is a flaw in reasoning. Two common logical fallacies 
concern the concept "A implies B". Here A is called the 
antecedent (that which comes first) and B is called the 
consequent (that which results or follows). 
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The first fallacy is called affirming the consequent. It is of the 
form:  

1. Fallacy of affirming the consequent: If A implies B, and B is 
true, then A is true. 

This is a fallacious form of modus ponens. For example, if rain 
implies clouds and if there are clouds, then we cannot conclude 
that there must be rain. The clouds could be dry. Or, to take 
another example, if Newtonian physics predicts a solar eclipse, 
and the solar eclipse occurs as predicted, this does not prove 
Newtonian physics to be true. Some other theory, such as 
general relativity, may have predicted the same result. 
Although, by modus tollens, false predictions can falsify a 
scientific model, true predictions cannot prove it to be true.  

A closely related fallacy is that of denying the antecedent. It is 
of the form: 

2. Fallacy of denying the antecedent: If A implies B, and not-A 
is true, then not-B is true. 

For example, if rain implies clouds, and if there is no rain, it does 
not necessarily follow that there are no clouds. There might well 
be clouds that bring no rain. 



3. Naturalism  47      

3. Naturalism 

Crossfire 

Make no mistake about the power of scientific 
materialism. It presents the human mind with an 
alternative mythology that until now has always, point 
for point in zones of conflict, defeated traditional 
religion... 

Every part of existence is considered to be obedient 
to physical laws requiring no external control. The 
scientist's devotion to parsimony in explanation 
excludes the divine spirit and other extraneous 
agents. Most importantly...the final decisive edge 
enjoyed by scientific naturalism will come from its 
capacity to explain traditional religion, its chief 
competitor, as a wholly material phenomenon. 
Theology is not likely to survive as an independent 
intellectual discipline.  

Edward Wilson (On Human Nature 1979: 200-201) 

Contra 

For what can be known about God is plain to them 
because God has shown it to them. For his invisible 
attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine 
nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the 
creation of the world, in the things that have been 
made.  

So they are without excuse. For although they knew 
God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to 
him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their 
foolish hearts were darkened.  
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Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and 
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images 
resembling mortal man… 

Romans 1:20-23  

The first worldview we shall examine in more detail is 
naturalism. What is naturalism? Why does it present a 
challenge to Christianity?  

Naturalist biologist Edward Wilson, in the above quote, makes 
it clear that naturalism is a comprehensive worldview. It aims 
to explain every aspect of life, even religion, in purely 
naturalistic terms. The main underlying theme of naturalism is 
that nature is self-sufficient. Nature, it is alleged, exists by 
itself, deriving all meaning and purpose from itself. It needs 
nothing outside of itself to explain it.  

In the Western world, over the last few centuries, naturalism 
has been the major competitor to Christianity. It is still the 
ruling philosophy of modern culture. Naturalism is particularly 
popular among scientists and philosophers. It has a variety of 
names: the modern scientific worldview, modernity, materialistic 
naturalism, materialism, or simply naturalism. Even many 
people who generally consider themselves post-modern or 
relativistic still embrace naturalism with respect to science, 
particularly regarding origins.  

In order to understand the thinking behind naturalism, let’s 
look briefly at the history behind current naturalism. 

The Days of Myth and Magic 

The idea of the self-sufficiency of nature is hardly new, dating 
back to ancient paganism. Many forms of paganism 
maintained that the "world-all" (the entire cosmos, both visible 
and invisible) is one totality that created itself, and which 
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evolved according to its own potentiality (see Molnar16). 
Outside the universe there is nothing. There is no divine 
creator or director of the universe. While denying the absolute 
God, paganism deemed the World itself to be sacred, both in 
its entirety and in its parts. The world is self-explicating and 
divine. All things are united and possess self-fueled power. 
Paganism aimed at increasing the power and divinity of man. 

Some forms of paganism, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, 
are pantheistic. They equate the universe with God. Usually 
such religions believe time to be cyclic. The universe goes 
through endless cycles. The individual soul is reincarnated in 
various human or animal forms. The aim of the ascetic elite is 
to surmount the evil of personal existence and to be re-
absorbed into the world-all. This is achieved through initiation 
into secret doctrine and purification via detachment from the 
senses, worldly involvement, and intellectual stimulation.17 

One loses oneself to be become one with the Absolute. The 
soul is just a particle of the Absolute. The real world is denied 
and becomes an illusion. The Absolute does not think; only 
the pagan sage does, while still in his fallen individualized 
state. He must seek to rid himself of all thoughts, which are 
also illusions, to reach the perfection of nothingness. 

Many of the ancient religions were polytheistic, worshipping 
many gods. But the gods of the Greeks or Babylonians were 
never ultimate. They themselves were subject to cosmic law 
and fate. These gods personified certain aspects of nature, 
over which they were said to exercise control. 

 

16 Molnar, Thomas 1995."Paganism and Its Renewal". The 
Intercollegiate Review Fall 1995: 28-35. 

17 Molnar, Thomas 1987. The Pagan Temptation. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, p. 28. 
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Ancient paganism is closely associated with myth. A myth is 
a story displaying some aspect of the cosmic order. Religious 
symbols and metaphors are used to express profound truths 
not easily conveyed using purely rational reasoning. Myths 
offer us ways to order our experiences, to tell us about 
ourselves, and to guide our actions. Myths are often 
expressed in rituals and symbolic acts. Myths serve to help us 
overcome insecurity by promoting social solidarity and group 
identity. 

Paganism is also closely linked to magic and the occult. Magic 
is the art of controlling the forces of nature by supernatural 
means, such as by charms and rituals. The occult has to do 
with mysterious, hidden arts such as magic, astrology 
(relating heavenly motions to human destiny) and alchemy 
(concerning the magical transformation of matter). By gaining 
expertise in these arts one hoped to control one's life, and 
one's enemies. 

Paganism came in many forms. Of these, particularly 
Gnosticism and hermeticism were troublesome for 
Christianity. Gnosticism, a mixture of Christianity and 
paganism, was very prevalent in the first few centuries of the 
Christian era. Hermeticism was present throughout Christian 
history. It is named after Hermes Trismegistus (the "thrice-
great"), the reputed author (ca 3rd century BC or earlier) of 
secret doctrine on occult practices. He was thought to be of 
Egyptian or Eastern origin. Much of hermeticism was pure 
magic and aimed at the manipulation of natural forces. It made 
use of allegories and symbols; it placed confidence in charms 
and incantations, which were thought to invoke power and 
control. The underlying belief of hermeticism was a living 
cosmos and the magical use of its operative powers. The 
ultimate objective was the spiritualization of matter. In both 
hermeticism and Gnosticism man strives to know himself, to 
realize the divine spark in his intimate being while minimizing 
his material aspect. 
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The Impact of Christianity 

The biblical worldview was always strongly opposed to 
paganism. The Bible taught that only God, who was distinct 
from his creation, ought to be worshipped. Instead of myth, 
the biblical worldview was grounded in the concrete history of 
Genesis. Instead of magic, the Bible upheld the unlimited 
power of God. Indeed, the Bible denounced divination, 
sorcery, witchcraft, necromancy, and the like (see Deut. 
18:10-12).  

Before the coming of Christ, the clash with paganism was 
localized. It was an evil influence that the Israelites, God's 
covenantal people, were to repel. With the advent of 
Christianity, the battlefield was considerably enlarged. The 
New Testament gospel was to be preached to the entire 
world. Christianity thus challenged paganism on a worldwide 
front. This included numerous battles regarding idolatry, myth, 
and magic. For example, the church at Ephesus, under the 
leadership of Paul, burned occult books valued at fifty 
thousand pieces of silver (Acts 19:19). 

Christianity sought to cleanse society of myth and magic, 
replacing it with a new worldview. The medieval Christian 
worldview was one wherein God, the world, and man were 
harmoniously related. God had created the world according to 
his eternal plan; man had been created in God's image to be 
God's steward in the world. The world reflected God's wisdom 
in the perfect order it displayed. Everything had its proper place 
in one huge hierarchical structure.  

The biblical worldview is rich in symbolism, poetic imagery, and 
repeated patterns. This comes out very strongly in such biblical 
books as Psalms, Isaiah, and Revelation. Many aspects of the 
physical world serve as signs and symbols for deeper spiritual 
truths. The cosmos reflects the spiritual reality--God and his 
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agents--that exists beyond it. As Reformed theologian James 
Jordan notes, 

the world and all that it contains were made, in part, 
as pointers to God...in some sense they "symbolize" 
God's attributes to us.18  

With the modern era, much of this symbolism has been 
forgotten, even by many Christians. 

It was an era when truth was determined by tradition and by the 
authority of Scripture. The Reformation of the early 16th century 
challenged the role of Church tradition but kept that of biblical 
authority.  

The Scientific Revolution 

The rational system built on Christian foundations, replacing 
myth and magic, formed the basis for the modern scientific 
worldview. Various factors in the Christian worldview 
encouraged the development of science: 

1. The biblical conception of an omniscient and omnipotent 
personal God, who made everything in accordance with a 
rational plan and purpose, contributed to the notion that 
nature had a rational structure. 

2. The notion of a transcendent God, who exists separate from 
his creation, served to counter the notion that the physical 
world, or any part of it, is sacred. Since the entire physical 

 

18 Jordan, James, B. 1999. Through New Eyes: Developing a 
Biblical Worldview. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, p. 17. 
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world is a mere creation, it was thus a fit object of study and 
transformation.  

3. Since man was made in the image of God (Genesis 1:26), 
which included rationality and creativity, it was deemed 
possible that man could discern the rational structure of the 
physical universe that God had made. 

4. The cultural mandate, which appointed man to be God's 
steward over creation (Gen. 1:28), provided the motivation for 
studying nature and applying that study towards practical 
ends, at the same glorifying God for his wisdom and 
goodness. 

Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Boyle, Newton and many other 
founders of science were devout believers in the biblical God. 
These men favored observation and theoretical analysis as the 
chief means to acquire knowledge of the physical realm.  

Nevertheless, the break between magic and science is not as 
clear-cut as is sometimes thought. Magic was not so easily 
overcome by science. Many of the founders of the scientific 
revolution were still influenced, to some degree, by 
hermeticism. For example, the German astronomer Johannes 
Kepler (1571-1630) dabbled in astrology; the British physicist 
Isaac Newton (1642-1727) in alchemy. Indeed, it has been 
conjectured that it was precisely Newton's openness to magic 
that led him to postulate his gravitational action at a distance. 
Thus Newton, often considered the first truly modern great 
scientist, has been called also "the last of the magicians." With 
the new scientific mindset hermeticism lost its popularity but 
never became extinct. 

In philosophy, the Frenchman Rene Descartes (1596-1650) is 
considered to have ushered in the modern era by insisting that 
truth be established by evidence and argument. Descartes 
looked for an indubitable basis on which to build knowledge. He 
concluded that the only thing he knew for certain was that he 
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was thinking. Hence his famous "cogito ergo sum" (i.e., "I think 
therefore I am"). As theologian John Feinberg notes, with 
Descartes the starting point of philosophy is transferred from 
God to human consciousness. It is now man, rather than God, 
who becomes the source of reality and intelligibility.19 Human 
consciousness will now determine what is true. 

This new approach presumed that human reason and human 
senses were generally reliable means to truth. Descartes was 
a rationalist, who asserted that knowledge was to be 
constructed primarily based on the self-evident beliefs of human 
reason. On the other hand, philosophers such as John Locke 
(1632-1704) and David Hume were empiricists, who stressed 
that knowledge should be based on observational sense data.  

Modernity came to deem as valid knowledge only those beliefs 
that could ultimately be justified in terms of either logic or sense 
data. Modernity followed Christianity in its belief of an objective 
reality beyond our experiences. The world exists independently 
of our experiences of it. Our statements about the world are true 
if they correspond to the actual situation in the world. Science, 
with its reliance on observational data and logic, was viewed as 
the best means of acquiring truth about the objective world. 

By the late 17th century science had become very successful. 
Through Newtonian mechanics, the world came to be seen as 
a huge machine, predictably ticking along by means of fixed 
physical laws. Although most of the scientists in the Scientific 
Revolution were Christians, their successors eventually viewed 
God as unnecessary. It seemed that the world-machine could 
run by itself, with no need for any outside input or adjustment. 

 

19 Feinberg, John S. 2001. No One Like Him. Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway Books, p. 86. 
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The success of science had implications also for man's soul. 
Descartes had viewed man as a duality, consisting of a physical 
body controlled by an immaterial mind or soul. As to the 
question of how an immaterial soul could interact with a physical 
body, Descartes asserted that God brought about this 
interaction in a way analogous to that in which God, who is 
Spirit, creates and upholds the physical world by his Word.  

As God was removed from the world, man's immaterial soul 
was left hanging, with nothing to empower it. Man's soul, unlike 
his body, was not subject to scientific investigation. 
Consequently, with the success of the sciences, the soul came 
to be regarded as merely a property of the physical body. This 
materialist view of man was reinforced by Darwin's theory of 
evolution, which postulated that all of life had evolved from non-
living matter. 

As a result of these developments many scientists and scholars 
accepted the natural sciences as the only means of acquiring 
truth about the world. Religion, ethics, and metaphysics were 
widely thought to be void of any real content. Everything was to 
be explained in terms of purely natural processes. God was 
either denied outright or banished to insignificance.  

Now, at the beginning of the 21st century, this view is still 
popular among scientists. Typical of this sentiment is the 
statement by Edward Wilson, quoted at the beginning of this 
chapter. Consider, for example, the reflections of materialist 
historian of science William Provine: 

Evolutionary biology...tells us...that nature has no 
detectable purposive forces of any kind... 

Modern science directly implies that the world is 
organized strictly in accordance with deterministic 
principles or chance... 
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There are no purposeful principles whatsoever in 
nature. There are no gods and no designing forces 
that are rationally detectable... 

Second, modern science directly implies that there 
are no inherent moral or ethical laws... 

Third, human beings are marvelously complex 
machines. The individual human becomes an ethical 
person by means of only two mechanisms: 
deterministic heredity interacting with deterministic 
environmental influences. That is all there is.  

Fourth, we must conclude that when we die, we die 
and that is the end of us...There is no hope of 
everlasting life... 

Free will, as traditionally conceived, the freedom to 
make uncoerced and unpredictable choices among 
alternative possible courses of action, simply does 
not exist...the evolutionary process cannot produce a 
being that is truly free to make choices... 

The universe cares nothing for us...There is no 
ultimate meaning for humans.20 

Such is the somber creed of materialism. 

 

20 Provine, William 1988. "Progress in Evolution and Meaning 
in Life". In Evolutionary Progress (ed. Matthew H. Nitecki) 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 47-74. 
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Basics of Naturalism 

In terms of our basic worldview questions, the naturalist 
answers to these can be summarized as follows. 

1. Nature is the ultimate reality 

To this religious question of where we place our ultimate trust, 
naturalism responds that nature itself is the ultimate reality in 
terms of which everything is to be explained. Naturalists 
believe that everything is derived from elementary particles 
and their interactions. Naturalists are realists, in the sense that 
they believe there is an objective reality that exists 
independent of one's opinion about it.  

Most naturalists are materialists. We shall use the word matter 
to denote all physical entities such as particles, light, and 
energy. Materialism is the belief that everything--even 
consciousness and mind--is just a form of matter. It assumes 
that there exists only one substance--matter--and that 
everything in the universe is ultimately explicable in terms of 
material properties and interactions.  Materialists assert that 
the ultimate reality is matter, which is self-existing and not 
created by any external agent. Materialism rules out the 
existence of a supernatural, non-physical God. 

Materialism has a very long history. It was defended already by 
Democritus of Abdera (circa 460-370 BC). Democritus held that 
the world consisted only of atoms, emptiness, and motion. 
Everything else was formed through random interactions 
between the atoms moving through infinite empty space. 
Asserting that the universe had existed since eternity, he tried 
to banish both creator and designer.  

Some naturalists believe in pan-psychism, the belief that all 
entities, even atoms, have both material and mental aspects. 
Pan-psychism will be discussed in a later chapter. 
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2. Nature is a closed system 

How do naturalists view the nature of the universe? Naturalists 
believe that the cosmos is itself is the ultimate reality. There are 
no external, super-natural forces. So, all events in our universe 
should then be explicable in terms of purely natural causes and 
effects. The physical cosmos is a closed, entirely self-contained 
system. 

Naturalists reject the notion that a supernatural being 
intervenes in the physical world. They have neither need nor 
room for miracles. God, if he exists at all, can be ignored since 
He plays no discernible role in the universe. Some naturalists 
deny that God exists; others contend that we cannot know. 
Either way, God is superfluous. 

Rejecting miracles, naturalists must uphold some form of 
naturalistic evolution as the only acceptable explanation for 
origins. They presume that man naturally evolved from lesser 
animals and, ultimately, from non-living matter. This entails 
that all human characteristics, including consciousness, mind, 
and purpose, are all derived from elementary physical entities. 
Everything that exists must have arisen from purposeless 
matter. 

Many naturalists adhere to physics-ism, the belief that all of 
reality can be explained in terms of the most basic physical 
particles and their interactions, so that everything is ultimately 
explicable in terms of the laws of physics. Other materialists 
believe that higher levels of complexity require explanations 
in terms of higher-level laws.  

3. Man is a mere machine 

To the anthropological question as to the nature of man, 
naturalists answer that man is just an accident of evolution. If 
he has evolved solely from matter, then he can be no more than 



3. Naturalism  59      

a complex, material machine. His thoughts are then no more 
than the interaction of brain neurons. Man can have no 
immaterial no soul. When he dies, he dies and that is the end 
of him. 

4. Only sense knowledge counts 

To the epistemological questions of how and what we know, 
naturalists respond that our knowledge is limited to what we 
learn through our physical senses, which are stimulated only by 
physical events. This is called empiricism. It follows from the 
prior notion that all causes are physical causes. Empiricism 
rules out all non-sensory experience, such as innate 
knowledge, intuition, extra-sensory perception, or divine 
revelation.  

 5. Man sets the standards 

If the ultimate reality is matter then there is no place for such 
things as non-physical, universal norms. There can be no 
absolute standards of true or false reasoning, right or wrong 
mathematics, or good or evil morals. Even if there were, 
empiricism denies that we can acquire knowledge of such 
norms. After all, we can only observe what is, not what ought to 
be. Hence, naturalism, must postulate that all norms--whether 
rational, mathematical, or moral--are purely human inventions. 
Truth and falsity, right and wrong, and good and evil are thus 
reduced to mere human opinion or convention. 

6. History has no purpose 

If the ultimate reality were mindless matter, then we would 
hardly expect the universe to have a purpose. Accordingly, 
materialists deny purpose and meaning to the universe. History 
is thus reduced to chaotic stream of accidents. In the words of 
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Shakespeare’s Macbeth, life is then "a tale told by an idiot, full 
of sound and fury, signifying nothing." 

Conclusions 

Naturalism is thus strongly opposed to Christianity. It rejects 
any notion of divine miraculous activity, any divine source of 
knowledge, or spiritual experiences. Naturalist Robert Segal 
stipulates that naturalism must seek to explain even religion 
itself as having "a naturalistic rather than divine origin".21  

It would seem, at first sight, that the defense of naturalism as 
a total worldview is no easy task. How is one to show that 
everything--including life, mind, mathematics, and morals--
can be derived from lifeless matter? How is one to prove that 
purpose can come from non-purpose, mind from non-mind, 
ought from is? This seems to require, to say the least, great 
feats of ingenuity. 

The naturalist quest becomes even more difficult when we 
recall the constraints that naturalism imposes on itself. The 
only valid knowledge, according to naturalism, is empirical 
scientific knowledge. The only valid method for confirming 
hypotheses is through empirical tests.  

Yet naturalism is itself a philosophical doctrine. As such, it is 
not an empirical scientific hypothesis whose truth can be 
tested in a laboratory.  No naturalist devises experiments to 
test naturalism. Rather, the truth of naturalism is assumed 
from the start as a basic presupposition. The claim that 
empirical scientific method is the only valid source of 
knowledge is thus self-refuting since the claim itself is non-

 

21 Segal, Robert. 1989. Explaining and Interpreting Religion. 
Atlanta: Scholars Press, p. 19. 



3. Naturalism  61      

empirical. Moreover, the notion that only scientific knowledge 
is valid knowledge is itself extra-scientific, for science cannot 
prove that it alone can provide knowledge about reality. 

In the next few chapters, we shall examine the ability of 
naturalism to answer worldview-type questions. Particular 
attention will be paid to interactions between matter, mind and 
mathematics. A prime question is whether naturalism can 
account for human rationality and knowledge. A second, 
closely related, question concerns self-refutation. As we noted 
in Chapter 2, the rational defense of any worldview is self-
refuting if that defense presumes certain common- sense 
items (such as effective minds and rational norms) that are 
denied by the worldview that is being defended. Can 
naturalism avoid the charge of self-refutation? 
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4. Mysteries of Matter 

Crossfire 

There is of course one big, cosmically big, seemingly 
real question: Where did it all come from? ...Religion 
adopts the adipose answer: God made it - for reasons 
that will forever remain inscrutable until, perhaps, we 
become one with Him (that is, until we are dead). 
Such an answer, while intrinsically absurd and evil in 
its implications, appears to satisfy those for whom 
God is a significant part of their existence... There is, 
of course, no beyond the grave except in the minds of 
those who cannot come to terms with the prospect of 
their own annihilation...  

Science, in contrast, is steadily and strenuously 
working toward a comprehensible explanation.... 
Though difficult, and still incomplete, there is no 
reason to believe that the great problem, how the 
universe came into being, and what it is, will not be 
solved; we can safely presume that the solution will 
be comprehensible to human minds. Moreover, that 
understanding will be achieved this side of the grave. 
In short, whereas religion scorns the power of human 
comprehension, science, the nobler pursuit, respects 
it.  

Peter Atkins ("Awesome Versus Adipose" 1998) 

Contra 

Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his 
hand and marked off the heavens with a span, 
enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure and 
weighed the mountains in scales and the hills in a 
balance?...To whom then will you liken God? Lift up 
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your eyes on high and see: who created these? He 
who brings out their host by number, calling them all 
by name? 

Isaiah 40:12-26 

Our universe is a very mysterious thing. Two of the biggest 
questions are: Where did it come from? And why does it exist?  

The Oxford chemist Peter Atkins is confident that human 
reason, relying on materialistic science, can and will provide 
naturalistic answers to these questions. He believes the 
universe came into being without any help from a supernatural 
being. According to Atkins, the world came into existence by 
itself, from a mathematical set of points. 

There are further intriguing questions about the material 
world. Why does it have the degree of order that we can 
discern? Why is it uniform? Why does it have a mathematical 
structure? Why is its structure comprehensible to humans? 
How are the unity and the diversity of the universe to be 
related? 

Such questions form the subject of this chapter. In particular, 
at this time, we shall address these issues in terms of the 
naturalist worldview. Naturalism aims to explain everything in 
terms of purely natural causes. How well can naturalism solve 
the above mysteries?  

In a later chapter we shall return to these mysteries, this time 
from a Christian point of view. For our present purposes we 
shall define the universe to be the physical universe, 
consisting of the sum total of all the matter and energy in the 
world. 
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Why Does the World Exist? 

The first mystery is why the material universe exists at all. It 
seems quite possible that there could have been no material 
universe. So, why is there something rather than nothing? 
Many philosophers consider this to be the greatest question 
in philosophy. And why does the universe continue in its 
existence? The principle of sufficient reason affirms that there 
must be a reason for everything. Surely, then, there should be 
a reason for the existence of the physical universe. 

Naturalists believe that nothing exists beyond the natural 
world. Hence everything must be explained solely in terms of 
natural laws and causes. But how can explanations limited to 
things and causes within the natural world explain the 
existence of the natural world as a whole? 

Naturalism is often tied to big bang cosmology, which traces 
the origin of our physical universe to an immense explosion, 
from virtually nothing, a finite time ago. The reason for the 
existence of the universe could then be reduced to the reason 
for the big bang.  

Physicist Lawrence Krauss, in his book, A universe from 
nothing: why there is something rather than nothing, claims 
the universe emerged from nothing.22 His friend, fellow atheist 
Richard Dawkins exclaims in the afterword, 

“Even the last remaining trump card of the theologian, 
‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’, 
shrivels up before your eyes as you read these pages. 
If ‘On the Origin of Species’ was biology’s deadliest 

 

22 Lawrence M. Krauss 2012. A Universe from Nothing: why 
there is something rather than nothing. New York, NY: Free 
Press. 



4. Mysteries of Matter  65      

blow to supernaturalism, we may come to see ‘A 
Universe from Nothing’ as the equivalent from 
cosmology. The title means exactly what it says. And 
what it says is devastating’ 23 

But such praise is unfounded, since the book contains nothing 
(why is there nothing rather than something?) devastating to 
theism.  

Krauss’ “nothing” turns out to be far from an actual nothing. 
According to Krauss, the universe emerged from a random 
fluctuation in a pre-existing quantum field. However, such a 
field need not have existed; we could conceive of its non-
existence. So why did the quantum field exist, rather than 
nothing? And where did space, time, and the laws of physics 
come from? Krauss fails to address those questions, and 
hence his book fails to live up to its grandiose title. 

Similarly, attributing the cause of the universe to strings, 
mathematical points, or the multiverse just raises  the question 
as to what caused strings, points, or the multiverse. 

For example, Peter Atkins conjectures that everything that 
exists ultimately came into being by itself, from absolutely 
nothing, as follows, 

In the beginning there was nothing. Absolute void, not 
merely empty space. There was no space; nor was 
there time, for this was before time. The universe was 
without form and void. By chance there was a 
fluctuation, and a set of points, emerging from nothing 
and taking their existence from the pattern they 
formed, defined a time. The chance formation of a 
pattern resulted in the emergence of time from 

 

23 Krauss, op. cit., p.191. 
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coalesced opposites, its emergence from nothing. 
From absolute nothing, absolutely without 
intervention, there came into being rudimentary 
existence.24 

These initial points were supposedly purely mathematical 
points25. Because numbers can be defined in terms of the 
empty set, which Atkins equates with “nothing”, Atkins 
believes that numbers can simply emerge from the empty 
set.26 Everything else then emerges from these mathematical 
points: 

The deep structure of the universe may be a globally 
self-consistent assemblage of the empty set. We, like 
mathematics, and like it or not, are elegant, self-
consistent, reorganizations of nothing.27 

One difficulty here is that what Atkins terms as “absolute 
nothing” is actually something (the empty set) with very 
specific properties. A second problem is how nothing can 
fluctuate. As noted by theologian Keith Ward,28 also from 
Oxford, this seems to require a background space-time in 
which fluctuations can occur. A third question is what caused 
the fluctuation. A further puzzle is how mathematical points 
can give rise to material objects. These considerations 

 

24 Atkins, Peter 1994. Creation Revisited. Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, p. 149. 

25 Ibid., p. 128. 
26 ibid., p.115. A similar proposal has more recently been made 

by philosopher Jan Westerhoff 2012. “Reality: is matter real?” 
New Scientist Vol. 215, Issue 2884, 29 September 2012, pp. 
37, 39-40, 42-46. 

27 ibid., p. 115. 
28 Ward, Keith 1996. God, Chance and Necessity.  Oxford: One 

World, p. 39. 
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indicate that Atkins has not solved the problem of how the 
universe came into existence. 

As a final option, philosopher Lloyd Strickland suggests that 
any possible universe may have an innate tendency to exist, 
and that the universe with the greatest tendency to exist will 
bring itself into existence from non-existence. He concludes,  

“Weird? Yes. But that shouldn’t put us off. After all, an 
extraordinary philosophical question might just 
require an extraordinary answer.”29 

But this is just a desperate grasping at straws. A possible 
universe exists merely as an idea. An idea can exist only in a 
mind, and an idea is inert unless actualized by a mind. Hence 
Strickland’s last hope works only within a theist view, where 
God conceives all possible universes and actualizes the best 
one. 

If the physical universe started to exist in time, then we must 
look for some cause beyond the universe for its reason of 
existence. The notion that the universe just sprung into 
existence, without any cause, is not very satisfactory. 
However, since naturalism limits itself to explanations within 
the natural universe, it can give no reason why the universe 
should begin to exist.  

To get around this, some naturalists have proposed that the 
universe had no beginning. If matter is the ultimate reality, 
then its existence must be accepted as a brute fact; there can 
then be no time at which matter did not exist. Perhaps, it might 
be argued, our present physical universe originated from a 

 

29 Strickland, Lloyd 2016. “Answering the biggest question of all: 
why is there something rather than nothing?” The 
Conversation (Nov.11, 2016). 

http://theconversation.com/answering-the-biggest-question-of-all-why-is-there-something-rather-than-nothing-65865
http://theconversation.com/answering-the-biggest-question-of-all-why-is-there-something-rather-than-nothing-65865
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previous one, which originated from another universe, and so 
on ad infinitum. Several such beginningless cosmologies are 
discussed in Byl.30 

Yet even an eternal universe must have a reason for its 
existence. If the universe is the ultimate reality--the 
presupposition of naturalism--then the reason for its existence 
must be found within itself. This would be the case if the 
universe were a necessary being, like God. The reason that a 
necessary being exists is that it is impossible for it not to exist. 
The non-existence of a necessary being is inconceivable. The 
universe, however, seems to be contingent, rather than 
necessary. By contingent we mean that it could have been 
different. For example, we can conceive that the universe 
could just have consisted of one galaxy, or one planet, or one 
rock, or one speck of dust...or nothing at all. For any 
contingent object we can ask why it is the way it is and, 
indeed, why it exists at all.  

The philosopher Richard Taylor argues that anything that is 
contingent must depend on something else for its existence.31 
Ultimately, all contingent beings must derive their existence 
from something that necessarily exists, something that exists 
by its own nature, independent of anything else. This 
conclusion fits in well with theism, which asserts that God, a 
necessary Being, is the cause of the physical universe. 
Naturalism, on the other hand, cannot account for the 
existence of our contingent universe. Naturalism lacks a 

 

30 Byl, John 2001. God and Cosmos: A Christian View of Time, 
Space and the Universe. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
chapter 4. 

31 Taylor, Richard 1974. Metaphysics (2nd ed.). Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, p.110. 
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necessary being that alone can provide the ultimate sufficient 
cause of our universe. 

To avoid this conclusion, some naturalists deny that the 
principle of sufficient reason applies to the universe as a 
whole. For example, naturalist philosopher J.L. Mackie argues 
that this principle is not necessary, as it is just based on our 
experiences. Further, he contends, even if it did hold within 
the world, this is no reason to expect it to hold for the world as 
a whole or for its basic laws.32 

However, the principle of sufficient reason is a basic 
presupposition of scientific and philosophical enquiry. Indeed, 
one of the aims of philosophy is to show that one's worldview 
can account for this principle. To deny its general validity is to 
allow for some things to exist or happen for no reason at all. 
This undermines rational enquiry.  

Moreover, if one were to restrict the principle of sufficient 
reason, this should itself be done for sufficient reasons. 
Otherwise, its denial in special cases is purely arbitrary. The 
burden of proof is therefore on Mackie to demonstrate the 
limited nature of the principle of sufficient reason. He must 
show that the principle of sufficient reason is over-ruled by 
some yet deeper principle. But what would such a profound 
principle be? It is hard to imagine what it could be...other than 
the naturalist presupposition that nothing exists beyond 
nature. 

Since naturalism lacks a plausible explanation for the 
existence of our universe, most naturalists contend that we 
must simply accept the universe as a brute fact that has no 

 

32 Mackie, J.L. 1982. The Miracle of Theism. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, p.85. 
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ultimate explanation. This dismisses the question but is not 
very intellectually satisfying. 

 

Why Is the World Orderly? 

A second mystery concerns the orderly nature of our world. 
Our world is not a chaos. Rather, it is an intricately ordered 
and harmonious whole. There is much evidence of regularity, 
symmetry, and other simple mathematical patterns. These 
can be seen in such diverse things as spiral galaxies, 
snowflakes, and shells (see Figure 4.1). 

Where does this order come from? Why does the world 
contain all the order it does? Did the world initially contain all 
the order we now see? or did order enter the world later? If 
order was there already from the start, then its origin could 
not, of course, be explained in terms of prior material 
influences. Thus an initial order can have no naturalist 
explanation.  

Could the universe have started out relatively unstructured, 
becoming more ordered as time went by? This naturalist 
option, too, faces difficulties. It is our general experience that 
order is transformed into disorder, not the other way around. 
An elaborately designed sand- castle, resplendent with its 
crenelated towers, when abandoned on the seashore soon 
decays into a nondescript mound of sand. The opposite never 
happens. This tendency towards increasing disorder is known 
as the Second Law of Thermodynamics. Since the universe is 
currently highly structured, this implies that its initial order 
must have been even greater than that currently observed. 
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Where did all this initial order come from? Physicist Paul 
Davies writes, 

The conundrum is this. If the universe is simply an 
accident, the odds against it containing any 
appreciable order are ludicrously small. If the big 
bang was just a random event, then the probability 
seems overwhelming (a colossal understatement) 
that the emerging cosmic material would be in 
thermodynamic equilibrium...As this was clearly not 
the case, it appears hard to escape the conclusion 
that the actual state of the universe has been 'chosen' 
or selected somehow from the huge number of 
available states, all but an infinitesimal fraction of 
which are totally disordered. And if such an 
exceedingly improbable initial state was selected, 
there surely had to be a selector or designer to 
'choose' it?33 

The naturalist, who is constrained to explain all things in terms 
of nature itself, has no recourse but to simply accept the initial 
order as an inexplicable brute fact. He cannot appeal to 
anything beyond the universe that could impose order either 
initially or with the passage of time. 

Why is the World Uniform? 

A closely related problem is that of uniformity. The universe 
usually appears to behave in regular, predictable ways. One of 
the main assumptions needed in science is that the physical 
laws observed to work here and now are the same everywhere 

 

33 Davies Paul 1983. God and the New Physics. New York: 
Simon and Schuster, p. 168. 
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and always. But why should that be the case? Why should the 
universe behave in a regular manner?  

This brings us to the problem of induction. Jumping from a finite 
number of observations to conclusions of universal validity is 
called inductive reasoning. To conclude, having observed that 
every swan we have seen is white, that all swans, everywhere, 
are white, is an example of inductive reasoning. We expect 
similar causes to always produce similar effects. But why 
should this be true? Ever since it was first discussed by David 
Hume, the problem of justifying induction has perplexed 
naturalist philosophers of science. No satisfactory naturalist 
justification of induction has yet been found.  Nor is it likely that 
one will ever be forthcoming. 

Why not? The difficulty is that all our predictions concerning 
unexperienced events are based on our past experiences.  We 
assume that the unexperienced parts of the universe resemble 
the experienced parts.  Logically, however, this resemblance 
need not exist.  We could just as well conceive of, say, red 
swans.  Since the possible existence of red swans cannot be 
disproved by logic alone, it follows that induction can likewise 
not be justified by mere logic. 

But neither can it be proven through our experiences. Clearly, 
unexperienced events lie outside our range of experience.  No 
matter how regular nature may have been in our experienced 
past, that by itself does not prove that it has been so elsewhere.  
Our experience can give direct and certain information only of 
those precise events that we have experienced.  Laws of nature 
are not prescriptive of what must happen, but only descriptive 
of what has thus far been observed to happen.   

In short, all "proofs" of the alleged uniformity of nature 
presuppose, hidden away as it may be, the very thing that they 
are supposed to demonstrate. The atheist philosopher Bertrand 
Russell gives an entertaining illustration of the uncertainty of 
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induction.34  A chicken is fed well every day. Applying induction, 
it expects this to continue forever. Each passing day 
strengthens its confidence in the validity of induction.  Yet, there 
comes a day when the farmer chops off chicken's head, thereby 
showing that a more refined view of induction would have been 
useful for the chicken. Likewise, our own confidence in the 
uniformity of nature may well suffer a similar fate. 

Naturalism generally assumes that all valid knowledge is 
empirical. Since induction goes beyond our experiences, it 
follows that, naturalism cannot justify induction. Of course, the 
lack of proof for induction need not stop anyone from using it.  
After all, unjustified extrapolations are better than no 
extrapolations at all.  Indeed, our daily lives would be well-nigh 
impossible if we were to ban induction. In practice, induction is 
indispensable. The function of a worldview, however, is to 
explain and justify all our claims in terms of our worldview 
presuppositions. Thus, to the extent that naturalism cannot 
justify induction, induction must be adopted as an additional 
basic presupposition of naturalism.  

The impossibility of proving induction leaves open the possibility 
of miracles or other naturally inexplicable irregularities. Yet 
Hume, having concluded that laws of nature are not necessarily 
uniform, nevertheless argues strongly against miracles. Hume 
contends,  

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a 
firm and unalterable experience has established 
these laws, the proof against a miracle...is as entire 

 

34 Russell, Bertrand 1959. The Problems of Philosophy. New 
York: Oxford University Press, p. 63. 
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as any argument from experience can possibly be 
imagined.35 

According to Hume, we have a uniform experience against 
every miraculous event, which amounts to a full proof against 
the existence of any miracle. 

One can hardly deny that, if human experience were completely 
uniform, then no miracles could have occurred. But has human 
experience been completely uniform? In fact, there have been 
numerous reports of miracles, both in the Bible and elsewhere. 
Hence, to hold that human experience has been completely 
uniform, all such reports must be rejected as false. But how do 
we know they are false? Only if we know that miracles have not 
occurred. Thus, Hume is arguing in a circle. In sum, naturalism 
can rule out miracles only by assumption. 

Why Can We Understand the World? 

A further puzzle concerns the comprehensibility of the 
universe. Why is it that the universe is comprehensible to 
humans? Although, as we saw in Chapter 1, Albert Einstein, 
rejected a personal God, he nevertheless marveled at the 
unexpected and inexplicable comprehensibility of the 
universe. Einstein, in a letter to a friend, writes: 

You may find it surprising that I think of the 
comprehensibility of the world . . . as a miracle or an 
eternal mystery. But surely, a priori, one should 
expect the world to be chaotic, not to be grasped by 
thought in any way. One might (indeed one should) 

 

35 Hume, David 1777. An Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding. La Salle: Open Court (1958 reprint), p. 126. 
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expect that the world evidence itself as lawful only so 
far as we grasp it in an orderly fashion....  

Even if the axioms of the theory are posited by man, 
the success of such a procedure supposes in the 
objective world a high degree of order which we are 
in no way entitled to expect a priori. Therein lies the 
"miracle" which becomes more and more evident as 
our knowledge develops . . .  

And here is the weak point of positivists and of 
professional atheists, who feel happy because they 
think that they have not only pre-empted the world of 
the divine, but also of the miraculous. Curiously, we 
have to be resigned to recognizing the "miracle" 
without having any legitimate way of getting any 
further. 36 

Einstein considered the comprehensibility of the world to be a 
miracle, an eternal mystery, which atheists have no hope of 
explaining. 

The world's astonishing comprehensibility is best illustrated in 
physics. We have already noted that many objects in the world 
have a distinct mathematical shape. Yet, the mathematical 
structure of the universe runs much deeper than this. It is 
remarkable that a wide range of physical phenomena can be 
understood in terms of a very small number of physical 
principles and theories. Figure 4.2 shows a handful of fairly 
simple (to the mathematician, at least!) physical equations 
upon which much of physics and chemistry is based. 

 

36 Einstein, Albert 1956. Lettres à Maurice Solovine. Paris: 
Gauthier-Villars, pp. 114-115. 
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For example, general relativity can be used to describe the 
behavior of objects ranging from billiard balls and bicycles to 
rockets and planets. Maxwell's equations allow us to account 
for everything involving electricity and magnetism. Quantum 
mechanics provides the basis for chemistry.  

These physical theories are of a highly mathematical nature. 
Physics has been a highly successful science primarily 
because its basic principles can be readily translated into 
precise mathematical equations. Further mathematical 
manipulations then lead to very specific predictions. These, in 
turn, lend themselves to many useful technological 
applications. 
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In 1960 Eugene Wigner, a Nobel-prize winner in physics, 
gave a famous lecture on "the unreasonable effectiveness of 
mathematics in the natural sciences".37 He concluded that the 
amazing applicability of mathematics to the physical world is 
a mysterious, undeserved, and inexplicable gift.  

Part of the mystery is that sometimes mathematics developed 
for purely mathematical purposes later turns out to have 
unexpected physical applications.  

For example, in 1609 the astronomer Johannes Kepler found 
that planetary orbits are best described in terms of ellipses, 
mathematical curves that had been studied two thousand 
years earlier by Greek mathematicians.  

Another example concerns the mathematical specialty known 
as group theory. Group theory was developed in the early 
1800's by Evariste Galois, a French mathematician. He used 
group theory to study high-order algebraic equations. Much 
later, around 1960, group theory was found to have just the 
right structure to apply to the properties of elementary 
particles in physics. Group theory, thus applied, led to the 
prediction of a new particle, which was in fact subsequently 
discovered a few years later. 

Steven Weinberg, another Nobel-prize winner in physics, 
remarks: 

Physicists generally find the ability of mathematicians 
to anticipate the mathematics needed in the theories 
of physics quite uncanny. It is as if Neil Armstrong in 
1969 when he first set foot on the surface of the moon 

 

37 Wigner, Eugene 1960. "The Unreasonable Effectiveness of 
Mathematics", Communications on Pure and Applied 
Mathematics 13: 1-14. 
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had found in the lunar dust the footprints of Jules 
Verne.38 

Philosopher Mark Steiner39 notes that Wigner's "mystery" is 
open to various objections. First, Wigner ignores the failures, 
those instances where appropriate mathematical descriptions 
could not be found. Also, many mathematical concepts have 
not yet been shown to have any practical applications. 
Further, Wigner deals only with individual cases. 

Nevertheless, Steiner believes that Wigner is on to 
something. He contends that the applicability of mathematics 
concerns not just a few isolated successes in physics. Rather, 
it pertains to the much broader applicability of mathematics as 
a global research strategy. Physicists, from Kepler and 
Galileo onwards, have been gripped by the conviction that 
mathematics is the ultimate language of the universe. 
Physicists probe nature with an eye for mathematical 
structures and analogies.  

But such a mathematical research strategy for making 
discoveries is essentially an anthropocentric (i.e., man-
centered) strategy. It presumes that humans have a special 
place in nature. This is because mathematics relies on human 
standards such as simplicity, elegance, beauty, and 
convenience. Anthropocentrism is most blatant in those cases 
where even the notation of mathematics plays a major role in 
scientific discovery. 

 

38 Weinberg, Steven 1992. Dreams of a Final Theory. New 
York: Pantheon Books, p. 157. 

39 Steiner, Mark. 1998. The Applicability of Mathematics as a 
Philosophical Problem. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press. 
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Steiner gives various historical examples. One of these is 
physicist Paul Dirac's discovery of a new type of particle. In 
1930 Dirac wanted to apply quantum mechanics and special 
relativity to electrons. He ended up with a quadratic 
polynomial that had to be factored. When real and complex 
numbers did not work, Dirac factored the equation by 
introducing higher-dimensional number-like objects (4 
dimensional matrices). This factoring resulted in several extra 
solutions, in addition to that corresponding to the electron. 
One of these solutions suggested the existence of a particle 
like the electron but with an opposite charge.  

Two years later the existence of such particles--called 
positrons--was confirmed experimentally. Thus, a mere 
mathematical trick, invented for computational convenience, 
resulted in a major physical discovery. Remarkably, the 
mathematical method Dirac applied (known as Clifford 
algebra) had been developed already in the 1800's for entirely 
different, purely mathematical, purposes. 

Quantum mechanics, which deals with the structure of the 
atom, involves further mysteries. Most quantum physicists 
hold that we cannot adequately picture or model what goes 
on inside the atom. This leaves only the formalisms of the 
mathematical equations themselves. How can mere 
formalisms explain the great success of quantum mechanics? 
Steiner comments: 

The success of the formalism of quantum mechanics 
in predicting the properties of helium should have no 
bearing on its probable success with uranium...to say 
that a connection is "formal" is just another way of 
saying that the connection is mediated by nothing 
more than notation. And a connection mediated by 
notation, I have been arguing, is anthropocentric...I 
have no quarrel with a physicist who is happy with the 
status quo and works with quantum mechanics as a 
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mere formalism. My only claim is that such a "happy" 
physicist has no right to be a naturalist.40 

So, the philosophical problem is not just the applicability of 
mathematics to our descriptions of physical reality but, even 
more, the major role of human mathematics in the discovery 
of new phenomena. 

Steiner concludes that our universe appears to be 
intellectually "user friendly" to humans. It is amazingly 
accessible to human research. This presents naturalism with 
a perplexing problem. Naturalism considers humans to be 
mere accidents in a purposeless world of matter. As such, 
they cannot expect the universe to reflect our standards of 
beauty and convenience. How, then, are naturalists to account 
for the fact that the universe's mathematical structure is just 
simple enough for humans to discern? Is this to be shrugged off 
as merely a lucky coincidence?  

Steiner's examples of the amazing use of mathematics, in both 
scientific description and discovery, argue strongly against the 
notion that mathematics is merely a human invention. Rather, it 
favors the realist view that mathematics exists in a realm of its 
own, beyond human minds and material objects. Both the 
physical world and our human minds somehow reflect aspects 
of that mathematical realm. 

How Can Math Make Matter? 

Why should precise and profoundly mathematical laws play 
such an important role in the behavior of the physical world? 
This, you may recall from Chapter 1, was Roger Penrose's 

 

40 Ibid., pp.145-146. 
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first mystery.41 According to Penrose, the concrete world of 
physical reality seems to emerge mysteriously out of the ideal 
world of mathematics. Penrose views the mathematical world 
as the primary, real world, whereas the two other worlds--the 
physical and mental worlds--are only ethereal shadows of the 
mathematical world.42 

Other scientists have made similar remarks. We recall, for 
example, the conjecture by Peter Atkins that physical reality 
is really mathematics, and that the universe originated from a 
mathematical set of points.43  

The views of Penrose and Atkins illustrate a danger facing 
scientists, particularly mathematical physicists. This peril is 
what Keith Ward calls "the fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness"44. The hazard is that we become so impressed 
by the beauty and predictive power of our mathematical model 
of reality that we come to see our model as the true reality. 
The fallacy is to mistake our abstract model for the concrete 
reality. Our actual concrete experiences, upon which our 
model must ultimately be based, are then relegated to the 
realm of mere subjective illusion.  

On the contrary, we must never forget the proper limits of our 
mathematical models. Models of the universe functions like 
maps of landscapes. A map is just an abstract representation 

 

41 Penrose, Roger 1994. Shadows of the Mind. London: 
Vintage, p. 413. 

42 Ibid., p. 417. 
43 Atkins, Peter 1994. Creation Revisited. Harmondsworth: 

Penguin, p. 128. 
44 Ward, Keith 1996. God, Chance and Necessity.  Oxford: One 

World, p. 28. 
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of the landscape and, as such, should never be mistaken for 
the real thing. 

There is a further difficulty in identifying the world of 
mathematics with physical reality. But these worlds are quite 
distinct. The mathematical world consists of necessary, 
timeless, abstract, universal truths. This is an ideal realm of pure 
thought. The physical world, on the other hand, consists of 
contingent, temporal, concrete particulars.  

The mystery is how abstract, necessary universals can produce 
concrete, contingent, physical facts. How is it possible to 
actualize a physical world from a mere mathematical 
abstraction? Abstractions are of themselves inert. The famous 
physicist Stephen Hawking, after trying to show that the world 
is self-contained, needing no Creator, nevertheless concludes 
his book A Brief History of Time with the apt words, 

Even if there is just one possible unified theory, it is 
just a set of rules and equations. What is it that 
breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe 
for them to describe? The usual approach of science 
of constructing a mathematical model cannot answer 
the questions of why there should be a universe for 
the model to describe. Why does the universe go to 
all the bother of existing? Is the unified theory so 
compelling that it brings about its own existence? Or 
does it need a creator, and, if so, does he have any 
other effect on the universe? and who created him?45 

 

45 Hawking, Stephen W. 1988. A Brief History of Time. New 
York: Bantam Books, p. 174. 
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The move from mathematical abstraction to physical world 
seems to require an active being who can bridge the gap 
between necessity and contingency. 

Further, out of an infinity of possible physical worlds, what 
caused precisely this particular universe to be chosen? Why not 
a universe that was slightly different? The principle of sufficient 
reason implies that there must be some reason for this. Again, 
naturalism has no ready answer. 

Naturalism has great difficulty dealing with mathematical 
objects. Mathematical objects are abstract ideas. How can 
matter ever evolve into ideas? How can ideas exist other than 
in some mind? Naturalism alleges that mind evolved from 
matter. How, then, did mathematics exist before mind evolved? 
If the answer is that mathematics did not exist before the 
appearance of man, how are we to account for the 
mathematical structure of the laws of physics, which are 
assumed to have held from the start?  

If mathematical truths are universal and eternal, this seems to 
require the existence of a universal, eternal Mind. Yet, if 
mathematics exists objectively, beyond the human mind and 
physical world, how can man gain access to it? Such questions 
will be examined more closely in later chapters. 

How Does the One Relate to the Many? 

A closely related question concerns the unity and the diversity 
of the universe. On the one hand, the universe is full of many 
different things and events. Each instant of time brings changes. 
Our bodies are not the same as they were when we were 
children. On the other hand, there is an underlying unity to our 
manifold experiences. Many phenomena, such as the motions 
of planets, follow a systematic pattern. We experience a sense 
of continuity between our present selves and our past. Many 
different objects, such as flowers, although continually growing 
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and decaying, exhibit a constancy of "flower-likeness" that 
never seems to change. 

The question of how the One (i.e., the underlying unity of the 
universe) is related to the Many (i.e., the multitude of concrete 
individual things) is one of the oldest philosophical problems. 
Which is ultimate: the One, referring to the unity of the universe, 
or the Many, referring to its diversity? The universe is full of 
particular, individual things. Is the truth concerning them 
inherent in their individuality or in their basic oneness? What 
links the One to the Many? Such questions were extensively 
debated by the ancient Greek philosophers.  

One of the most ancient of such debates was between 
Heraclitus of Ephesus (ca 540-475 BC) and Parmenides of Elea 
(ca 504-456 BC). Heraclitus argued that everything is in flux; 
nature has no stability or rest. He advocated the primacy of the 
Many over the One. Heraclitus stressed plurality and motion. 
Parmenides, on the other hand, held that the real is the totally 
unchanging, that which is beyond change and time. The real is 
that which is grasped by reason, in contradiction to the 
appearances presented to the senses. He emphasized the 
supremacy of the One over the illusions of the Many, which exist 
only as expressions of the One. 

A similar opposition of the One to the Many can be found in 
modern naturalism. On the one hand, naturalism stresses the 
primacy of particular things. This is evident first in its empiricism, 
which takes knowledge to consist of sensual experiences. 
Knowledge, thus defined, is reduced to a steady stream of 
sense data. This dissolves the world into a chaos of unrelated 
and meaningless facts, without any unifying laws. 

On the other hand, a prime aim of philosophy and science is to 
reduce the multiplicity of things to unity by finding underlying 
laws and principles. Materialism holds that all the things we 
experience are unified in that they all share the same material 
substance. This unity is of rather limited value, however, since 
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materialism still places ultimate reality in particular material 
things themselves, rather than in such non-physical things as 
scientific laws or philosophical principles. What materialism fails 
to account for, as we shall shortly see, is how and why there 
can be any abstract, universal principles. 

Penrose stresses the primacy of a unifying mathematical 
structure. However, as we saw, he leaves unresolved the 
question of how a specific mathematical structure can be 
physically actualized into concrete particulars. The search for a 
unifying Theory of Everything likewise elevates the One, in this 
case the supposed all-encompassing laws of nature, over the 
particulars that actually exist in the physical world. This quest 
ignores the importance of such contingencies as initial 
conditions and personal choices.  

Much Far Eastern thought, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, 
also resolves the problem in favor of the One. The ultimate goal 
of being, even for the individual human, is be absorbed into the 
One. Consequently, as noted by the Reformed scholar R.J. 
Rushdoony,46 any particularity (including the human self!) is 
considered to be unreal or illusory. 

Modern scientific theories offer further, more specific examples 
of the inability to satisfactorily link the One to the Many. For 
example, quantum field theory treats the universe as a 
seamless whole, devoid of discrete objects. This renders 
scientific data illusory and subjective. The Copenhagen view of 
quantum mechanics takes waves and particles to be 
complementary descriptions of reality. There are two equally 
ultimate, independent principles, without any unifying factor. 

 

46 Rushdoony, R.J. 1978. The One and the Many. Fairfax, VI: 
Thoburn Press, p. 5. 
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This solution to the One and the Many problem produces an 
uneasy tension that provides no final coherence. 

None of these proposed solutions provide a satisfactory 
account of how the One and the Many can peacefully co-exist 
in mutual harmony.  

Conclusions 

We have seen that naturalism has great difficulty answering 
basic questions about the material universe: 

● Naturalism cannot explain why the universe exists or why it is 
what it is.  

● Naturalism cannot explain why the universe contains all the 
order that we observe. 

● Naturalism cannot explain why nature is uniform.  

● Naturalism cannot justify induction.  

● Naturalism cannot explain why the universe has a 
mathematical structure or how a particular mathematical 
structure came to be actualized in our physical world.  

● Naturalism cannot explain why the universe happens to be so 
mathematically comprehensible to humans. A prime mystery of 
matter is its intimate relation to human mathematics.  

● Finally, naturalism cannot resolve the tension between the 
unity and the diversity of the universe.  
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5. Chaos, Chance, and Cause 

Crossfire 

Indeterminism was the first example of quantum 
weirdness. It implied the existence of physical events 
that were forever unknowable and unpredictable. Not 
only must human experience give up ever knowing 
when a particular atom is going to radiate...but these 
events are even unknown in the perfect mind of God. 
Physicists, irrespective of their belief, may invoke 
God when they feel issues of principle are at stake 
because the God of the physicists is cosmic 
order...Even God can give you only the odds for some 
events to occur, not certainty. 

Heinz Pagels (The Cosmic Code 1982: 83) 

Contra 

I am God, and there is none like me, declaring the end 
from the beginning and from ancient times things not 
yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will 
accomplish all my purpose,’ Calling a bird of prey from 
the east, the man of my counsel from a far country. 

I have spoken, and I will bring it to pass; I have 
purposed, and I will do it. Listen to me, you stubborn 
of heart, you who are far from righteousness… 

Isaiah 46:9-12 

A basic, perhaps the most basic, assumption of science is that 
everything has a cause. Nowadays, however, many scientists 
believe that some things--in the atomic world--happen by 
chance. By chance they mean that atomic events are not fully 
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caused. Thus the physicist Heinz Pagels47 asserts that not even 
God, whom Pagels equates with the cosmic order, can predict 
when a radium atom will decay.  

The previous chapter brought to light some very general 
mysteries relating to the physical universe. These concerned its 
order and mathematical structure. In this chapter we shall 
uncover some more specific problems associated with 
particular modern physical concepts and theories.  

The main issue we shall examine is that of causality, which has 
to do with causes. What causes physical events to happen? Are 
all physical events fully predictable? Do some things happen 
without a cause? Is there such a thing as genuine chance? How 
well founded is the notion that quantum events are truly chance-
like? Such questions form the focus of this chapter.  

The Puzzle of Gravity 

First, we shall ask a rather simple question: How can one 
physical object affect another one? In our daily life we have 
much experience of interaction between objects in terms of 
direct contact. We push open a door, pick up a piece of paper, 
kick a ball, and so on. Affecting an object without any direct 
contact, or a chain of such contacts, smacks of magic. 

What, then, causes the planets to move in their orbits? They 
don't seem to be in contact with anything. Aristotle thought the 
planets were embedded in solid, but invisible, glasslike 
spheres, moved by intelligent, spiritual agents. Some of the 
medieval scholastics explained unusual physical events in 

 

47 Pagels, Heinz R. 1982. The Cosmic Code: Quantum 
Physics as the Language of Nature. New York, NY: Simon 
and Schuster. 
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terms of occult qualities such as sympathy, affinity, and 
attraction.  

Rene Descartes, in his Principles of Philosophy (1644), 
imposed more stringent rules on natural explanation. He 
banished all occult qualities. Instead, Descartes insisted that all 
physical events should be explained in terms of the direct 
impact of one physical object on another. This "mechanical" 
philosophy worked well for such things as a baseball hit by a 
bat or a collision between billiard balls. However, regarding 
gravity, where objects seemed to influence each other at a 
distance, greater ingenuity was needed. Descartes explained 
the motion of the planets in terms of the flow of an invisible 
celestial fluid, which carried the planets along like chips of wood 
in a whirlpool.  

Descartes' solution was soon displaced by Isaac Newton's 
(1642-1727) theory of gravity, which involved action at a 
distance. This counter-intuitive aspect of Newtonian gravity was 
initially a strong factor against its ready acceptance. Newton's 
arch-rival, the great philosopher-scientist Gottfried Leibniz 
(1646-1716), mocked Newtonian gravity as black magic.  

Indeed, it was admittedly a mystery to Newton himself, who was 
unable to find a mechanistic explanation for gravity. In a letter 
to Richard Bentley (Feb.25, 1693), Newton wrote: 

That Gravity should be innate, inherent, and essential 
to matter, so that one body may act upon another at 
a distance through a vacuum, without the mediation 
of anything else, by and through which their action 
and force may be conveyed from one to another, is to 
me so great an absurdity that I believe no man who 
has in philosophical matters a competent faculty of 
thinking can ever fall into it. Gravity must be caused 
by an agent acting constantly according to certain 
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laws; but whether this agent be material or immaterial 
I have left to the consideration of my readers.48 

Newton believed that gravity, unlike size or shape, was not an 
essential property of matter. On the contrary, gravity was a 
special property added on to matter by God. Newton accepted 
that God's power was such that, if he so willed it, God could 
create bodies capable of acting upon one another across 
distances. Yet, although God was the primary cause of 
gravity, Newton freely admitted he did not know the secondary 
cause. He did not even know whether it was material or 
immaterial. Newton concluded that God had denied man 
ultimate insight into this mystery of his Creation.  

It is noteworthy that Newton was greatly interested in alchemy, 
the ancient quest for the mythical philosopher's stone that 
allegedly possessed various magical powers, including the 
ability to change lead into gold. Some scholars assert that it was 
precisely Newton's openness to magic that led him to propose 
the notion of action-at-a-distance. 

There is no logical necessity that requires the earth to exert a 
gravitational force on the moon. Science merely describes how 
it does so, in terms of the inverse-square law of gravity. The 
actual reason why material objects generate gravitational forces 
remains unexplained. Similar considerations hold for 
electromagnetic forces. In the smaller, quantum world of atomic 
interactions, things are even more mysterious, as we shall soon 
see. 

However, it is not only indirect causes that are puzzling. 
Philosophers such as John Locke and David Hume pointed out 

 

48 Cohen, I.B. (ed.) 1978. Isaac Newton's Papers & Letters on 
Natural Philosophy, 2nd edition. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, p. 302. 
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that even direct interactions between physical objects are 
mysterious. There is no logical reason why a given physical 
cause should produce a given effect. For example, we could 
imagine that two billiard balls, upon meeting, simply pass 
through each other, rather than rebounding.  

On the basis such considerations Locke and Hume concluded 
that physical cause-effect correlations are deduced primarily 
from empirical observations. Physical laws are thus descriptive 
of what we observe rather than prescriptive of what must 
happen. This conclusion is closely related to the naturalists' 
inability to prove induction (the presumed uniformity of nature), 
discussed in the previous chapter. 

Causes of Chaos 

Assuming that physical laws are uniformly valid, how well do 
they enable us to predict the future? Newtonian mechanics can 
be applied to a wide range of objects. Its predictions are 
generally quite accurate, if the speeds are small with respect to 
the speed of light, so that relativistic effects can be ignored.  

Newtonian mechanics is completely deterministic. By this we 
mean that, given the initial positions and speeds of a system of 
particles, their subsequent positions and speeds can be 
completely predicted. In the nineteenth century the famous 
French scientist, Pierre Simon de Laplace (1749-1827) 
asserted that, given the positions and speeds of all particles in 
the universe at any single instant of time, an infinite intelligence 
could fully predict all subsequent events. This assumes, of 
course, a full-blooded materialism in which everything--even 
human choices--can be reduced to purely physical interactions. 

Since then, several developments in modern physics have 
raised doubts about such Newtonian determinism, even if the 
world were completely material. One such factor is the 
discovery of chaos. It has been found that, in many cases, what 
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happens to a system of physical objects depends very critically 
on the precise initial conditions. A tiny change in the position or 
speed of a particle can cause drastic changes to the system at 
later times. Such systems are said to be chaotic. Chaos seems 
to be widespread in our physical world. 

For a simple example, consider a sharp pencil balanced point-
down on a level desk. We can predict that a very small vibration 
will cause it to fall. But in which direction? That is virtually 
impossible for us to predict.  

Consider now a more pertinent example. Why is it that 
scientists, some of whom presume to tell us what happened 
millions of years ago, cannot accurately predict the weather one 
week from now? The reason is quite simple. The physical 
processes governing the weather are chaotic. Small changes in 
the physical circumstances can result in drastic changes in the 
weather. Thus, for example, a small draft of air due to a fluttering 
butterfly can set off a chain of events culminating in a tornado 
five days later. This is known as the "butterfly effect".  

To predict the weather in the distant future we would have to 
know the positions and velocities of all air particles of the 
atmosphere, and of all butterflies, birds, and other possible 
influences on the atmosphere. Some of these influences, such 
as disturbances caused by airplanes, are due to human 
decisions that seem humanly unpredictable. Further, the 
quantities needed would have to be known to infinite precision. 
Hence, the calculation of predictions would require a computer 
of infinite capacity. In principle, then, we can never accurately 
predict the weather beyond a few days.  

Due to its sensitivity to initial conditions, chaos has been 
proposed as a means by which the mind can influence the 
brain. One concern about actions of mind on matter is how the 
non-physical mind can apply energy to the physical brain. 
Biologist Alfred Lotka suggested in 1924 that the brain might 
be a chaotic system. In that case, the brain could amplify very 
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weak signals. Hence the mind would have to control only a 
tiny amount of energy.49 

In sum, even in a purely deterministic world, the presence of 
chaos puts a severe limitation on human ability to predict the 
future. An all-knowing God can, of course, know the initial 
conditions to the infinite accuracy required. From his 
perspective a chaotic universe thus remains fully predictable. 
Chaos therefore challenges determinism only in the sense that 
it undermines accurate human predictions, particularly in the 
long-term. Only human knowledge of the future is hampered. At 
heart, chaos still presumes a fully deterministic universe.  

The Strange World of Atoms 

A much more serious challenge to determinism is posed by 
quantum physics. Quantum physics deals with the properties 
of matter on the smallest scales. It is concerned with such 
things as atoms and photons (i.e., units of light).  

 

49 Herbert, Nick 1993. Elemental Mind: Human Consciousness 
and the New Physics. New York: Penguin, p. 248. 
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Strange things happen in the quantum world. The first mystery 
is that of light. Does light consist of particles, as argued by 
Isaac Newton? Or does it consist of waves, as suggested by 
the Dutch physicist Christiaan Huygens (1629-1695)? The 
double slit experiment (Figure 5.1) of Thomas Young (in 
1801), with its pronounced interference patterns, seemed to 
prove that light was a wave. Other experiments, however, 
showed that light also had properties associated with 
particles.  

Such odd wave-particle behavior is exhibited not only by light. 
The same dual properties are observed also for matter. When 
the electron was first discovered, in 1897, it seemed to be a 
particle. Later it was found that when electrons are shot 
through a double slit, they, too, form an interference pattern. 
This is the case even when the electrons are shot through the 
slit one at a time. Electrons, too, have wave properties. 

Indeed, it is evident that many entities--electrons, atoms, 
photons and so on--have both particle and wave properties. 
We can set up experiments to study either of these properties 
but not both at the same time.  

This is very mysterious. Waves and particles are quite distinct. 
Waves are continuous; they spread out over a large area and 
cause interference patterns. Particles, on the other hand, are 
discrete, confined to a small area, and travel in straight paths. 
It is hard to imagine how one entity can have both, seemingly 
contradictory, properties. 

One result of wave/particle duality is that, at any instant, we 
can measure accurately either the position or the speed of a 
particle, but not both at once. This is known as the Heisenberg 
Uncertainty Principle, named after the German physicist 
Werner Heisenberg (1901-1976), one of the founders of 
quantum mechanics.  
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Another consequence is that we cannot predict exactly where 
an individual photon, after passing through a slit, will hit a 
photographic plate. Nor can we tell exactly when a radium 
atom will decay. However, we can calculate accurate 
probabilities of what will happen. Hence, even though we 
cannot predict exactly what will happen in each individual 
case, in the long run we can predict precise patterns for large 
numbers of events. 

In mathematical terms, quantum mechanics represents a 
quantum entity, say an electron, with a wave function. The 
wave function is a wave of possibilities that depicts the 
probability of the electron being in any give spot. Since the 
wave function effectively spreads out over all of space, the 
unseen electron seems to be everywhere, although the 
probability is largest near the position where it was last 
observed. On the other hand, we cannot say precisely where 
the electron actually is between observations. The electron 
seems to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time. 

The wave function's change in time can be calculated using 
Schrödinger's wave equation. This equation is completely 
deterministic. From any initial conditions we can precisely 
predict the future behavior of the wave function.  

However, as we noted, the wave function only yields a set of 
possibilities. To find out which possibility happens in an 
experiment, one has to make a measurement. When a 
measurement is made, the electron will be found to be in one 
precise location. The wave function, with all its infinite 
possibilities, is then reduced to one particular outcome. This 
is called the "collapse of the wave function" or the "quantum 
jump". Quantum theory predicts, not the exact outcome of any 
given measurement, but only the statistical distribution of 
many measurements. 
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Predicting Uncertainty 

The mathematical equations of quantum mechanics work 
extremely well. They can account for all quantum 
experimental results. Thus, on a practical level, quantum 
mechanics is a great success. But many theoretical questions 
remain. Quantum mechanics does not explain how the wave 
function collapses to a particular value, how that value is 
chosen, or what the electron actually does between 
observations. Answers to such questions depend very much 
on how one interprets quantum mechanics.  

Does quantum uncertainty just reflect limited human 
knowledge, due to our inability to accurately measure the very 
small quantum events? Or does it mean that nature itself 
behaves in a random fashion? That is a very important 
question. Many physicists, including Heisenberg, believe that 
quantum events are genuinely random. We shall call this the 
Heisenberg interpretation of quantum uncertainty.  

Such a view of quantum mechanics raises deep questions. No 
longer is the course of the universe determined by its initial 
conditions. The randomness of quantum events makes the 
universe indeterministic, by which we mean inherently 
unpredictable.  

Consider a radium atom, about to decay. In any given instant it 
will either decay or not. What makes the choice? In a 
deterministic universe the choice fully depends--although 
perhaps in a very complicated way--on the present state of the 
universe. But what makes the choice in an indeterministic 
universe?  

Is Chance a Cause? 

Often it said that the quantum choice is made by chance. This 
raises the question: What is chance? The word chance can be 
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used in various senses. Often, we use chance in the sense of 
accidental or unplanned. For example, by chance I met an old 
friend on the bus yesterday. In quantum mechanics, however, 
chance is meant in a different sense. It refers now to the notion 
of indeterminism. Chance in this sense means, as defined by 
statistician D.J. Bartholomew,50 that there is more than one 
possible outcome for an event and one cannot predict, with 
certainty, which outcome will occur.  

It is important to note that chance, thus defined, is not a cause. 
Chance is not an agent that can do anything. Rather, chance 
indicates the absence of a sufficient cause for an event. It 
means that there is no reason why a particular outcome occurs. 
Hence Keith Ward51 asserts that no reason can be given why a 
radium atom decays at a given time, rather than at some other 
time. He argues that quantum events are not sufficiently 
determined by their physical causes.  

Not all physicists are happy with such a strange conclusion. For 
example, physicist Henry Stapp, an expert on quantum 
mechanics, comments,  

Many physicists of today claim to believe that it is 
perfectly possible, and also satisfactory, for there to 
be choices that simply come out of nowhere at 
all...The claim that the choice comes out of nowhere 
at all should be regarded as an admission of 

 

50 Bartholomew, D.J. 1984. God of Chance. London: SCM 
Press, p. 67. 

51 Ward, Keith 1996. God, Chance and Necessity.  Oxford: One 
World, p. 21. 
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contemporary ignorance, not as a satisfactory final 
word.52 

Chance is an idea useful for dealing with a world 
partly unknown to us. But it has no rational place 
among ultimate constituents of nature.53  

Earlier we noted that a basic principle of rational enquiry is that 
everything has a sufficient reason. This Principle of Sufficient 
Reason implies the Principle of Causality, which affirms that 
every event has a cause. To say that a quantum choice is 
made by chance is to say that nothing makes and actuates 
the choice. This contradicts the Principle of Sufficient Reason. 
To say that an event has no cause is to give up on science and 
to invoke magic, in this case magic without even a magician.  

Stanley Jaki54 notes that the great philosophers, including 
Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, and even Hume, asserted that there 
was no such thing as “chance”. David Hume, for example, 
commented, 

It is universally allowed that nothing exists without a 
cause of its existence, and that chance, when strictly 
examined, is a mere negative word, and means not 
any real power which has anywhere a being in 
nature.55  

 

52 Stapp, Henry P. 1993. Mind, Matter, and Quantum 
Mechanics, Berlin: Springer-Verlag, p. 216. 

53 Ibid., p. 91. 
54 Jaki, Stanley L. 1989. God and the Cosmologists. 

Washington, DC: Regnery Gateway, pp. 142-145. 
55 Hume, David 1777. An Enquiry Concerning Human 

Understanding. La Salle: Open Court (1958 reprint), p. 104. 
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Rather, he considered that what we call “chance” is just a name 
for our ignorance of the actual cause.  

Does Everything Have a Cause? 

The irrational nature of the suggestion that quantum events are 
not fully caused leads us to ask: How well established is the 
claim that quantum events have no sufficient cause?  

First, can we be certain that there is no sufficient physical 
cause? To eliminate all possible physical causes one must 
show that a quantum event is not fully determined by the 
present state of the universe and/or the internal state of the 
quantum particle. But neither of these is completely known--or 
even knowable--to human investigation. Humans, unlike God, 
are not omniscient. How, then, can we be sure that there exists 
no inherent determinism at a deeper physical level, as yet 
hidden from the human observer? It follows we cannot definitely 
rule out the possibility that all quantum events do have sufficient 
physical causes.  

Suppose for the sake of the argument, that one could 
establish the definite absence of a full physical cause in 
quantum events. This still leaves open the possibility of non-
physical causes. These might be human minds, spiritual 
beings such as angels or demons, or even the direct action of 
God Himself. Such non-physical causes are, by definition, 
beyond scientific enquiry. Thus it is scientifically unwarranted 
to assert that the absence of physical cause entails the 
absence of any cause. That conclusion requires the 
metaphysical assumption that there are no non-physical 
causes.  

Note that the absence of a sufficient natural cause for 
quantum events, if true, presents naturalism with a problem. 
The basic presupposition of naturalism, the reader will recall, 
is that the universe is entirely explicable in terms of natural 
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causes. Hence, if quantum events were to lack sufficient 
natural causes, this serves to contradict the main tenet of 
naturalism. 

Making Sense of the Atomic World 

Given the philosophical problems with the indeterminist, 
Heisenberg interpretation of quantum mechanics, could one 
interpret quantum mechanics differently? Several alternative 
interpretations have indeed been proposed. 

An Unknowable World 

One possibility is to simply refrain from speculating about what 
happens in the unobserved quantum realm. This is the 
Copenhagen Interpretation, due to the Danish physicist Niels 
Bohr (1885-1962), one of the founding fathers of quantum 
physics. This view is still the dominant view of quantum 
mechanics. It holds that humans cannot know the quantum 
world in itself. We can only probe it via various experiments. On 
this view, science does not describe nature as it is, but only how 
it responds to our methods of observation.  

This interpretation is essentially positivistic, in that it limits 
genuine knowledge to that which we can observe. As such, it 
stresses the limits of human knowledge and considers as 
unknowable whatever may happen beyond the observations. 

A Determined World 

Not all scientists are happy with such a positivist view of 
quantum mechanics. Scientists are usually realists, in the sense 
that they believe scientists should try to find out what is really 
going on in the hidden world beyond our observations. Some 
scientists believe that it should be possible to construct a 
hypothetical model of the quantum world along deterministic 
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lines. Such a theory will involve what are called "hidden 
variables", quantities that do away with quantum uncertainty, 
but which cannot themselves be measured directly. Albert 
Einstein, one of the founders of quantum mechanics, believed, 
in opposition to Bohr, that quantum mechanics should ultimately 
be explicable in terms of hidden variables.  

Favoring hidden variables is the fact that quantum events are 
not entirely random. Quantum choices are, in practice, 
constrained to be within a very limited range, following a well-
defined probability function. We can predict very accurately 
what pattern will emerge after a long series of observations. 
This suggests that quantum choices are perhaps not 
genuinely random but, rather, are fully determined by precise 
laws at some deeper, sub-quantum level.  

Consider, for example, a roulette wheel. Here any individual 
event seems to be due to chance, although the outcomes are 
quite limited and predictable when averaged over a long 
series of events. Yet any individual outcome is precisely fixed 
by the initial conditions. That the outcome of the roulette wheel 
may have the appearance of chance is due only to our 
ignorance of the initial conditions and our inability to calculate 
the result from the initial conditions. Might the situation not be 
the same for quantum effects? It seems prudent to allow for 
possible determinist sub-quantum mechanisms. 

One such prospective mechanism is pilot-wave model of the 
physicist David Bohm. This theory interprets quantum 
mechanics in terms of well-defined deterministic laws.56 In 
Bohm’s model each particle always has both a precise location 
and a precise speed. However, the force on each particle 

 

56 For a recent treatment, see Dürr, Detlef and Stefan Teufel 
2009. Bohmian Mechanics: The Physics and Mathematics of 
Quantum Theory, Berlin: Springer-Verlag. 
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depends on the precise locations, at that instant, of all other 
particles in the universe. Each particle has its own private pilot 
wave, which senses the location of all other particles in the 
universe, much like a radar beam. The pilot wave guides its own 
particle by supplying pertinent information to it. This model 
allows us to hold on to the realist notion that particles do exist 
objectively between observations. Bohm's model is thus often 
classified as neo-realism. 

One objection raised against Bohm's model is that the pilot 
waves are in principle unobservable. Another difficulty is that 
the pilot waves transmit information faster than light. The force 
on a particle depends on the precise locations, at that instant, 
of all other particles in the universe. This violates locality, the 
property of physical theories that forbids distant causes to have 
instantaneous nearby effects.  

However, such non-locality has in fact been confirmed in recent 
quantum experiments. These experiments, which demonstrate 
that hidden-variable theories must violate locality, have put 
significant constraints on such theories. Thus, non-locality, 
rather than being a weakness, is a strength in Bohm's model.  

In Bohm’s model a particle always has both a precise position 
and speed. In practice, however, our knowledge of these is 
inevitably limited. We cannot precisely measure the initial 
conditions of the particle. Nor can fully know the present 
configuration of the rest of the universe and how this influences 
the particle. Thus, although the underlying quantum world is 
held to be deterministic, human ignorance still restricts our 
ability to make precise predictions. God’s knowledge is, of 
course, not thus limited. In Bohm's model God can predict 
exactly the future states of the physical world. Thus, in this 
interpretation of quantum mechanics, the indeterminism of 
quantum mechanics reflects only human ignorance rather than 
any actual uncertainty inherent in nature. 
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Mind Makes Reality 

Although the work of David Bohm and his colleagues shows 
that quantum mechanics can be interpreted within a determinist 
framework, only a small minority of modern quantum theorists 
support hidden-variable models. Most dismiss such models, 
due to the strange features they entail, such as mysterious pilot-
waves and non-locality. 

Nevertheless, alternative interpretations are no less weird. 
Quantum mechanics is unavoidably different from classical (i.e., 
Newtonian) physics, clashing with our normal intuitions. The 
question is which feature, if any, of the classical realm an 
interpretation should retain. 

Let us briefly survey some of the more popular interpretations 
of quantum mechanics that have been presented. We shall 
consider, first, the proposal of mathematician John von 
Neumann (1903-57) that consciousness is needed to collapse 
the wave function. He thought that, since the experimental 
apparatus is itself physical, it, too, must be described in terms 
of a wave function. Indeed, the entire physical world exists as a 
huge wave function. This wave function can be collapsed into a 
concrete observation only by something that is non-physical, 
and, hence, independent of the wave function. This non-
physical entity is, von Neumann claimed, consciousness. Von 
Neumann considered the entire physical world to exist in a state 
of pure possibility, except in those limited regions where some 
conscious mind collapses it into an actual existence. 
Consciousness thus creates reality. 

In this view mind exerts its power over matter by selecting which 
quantum outcome occurs. It is not clear, however, how human 
observers can actually do such selecting. Although experiments 
have been performed to test the possible influence of human 
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conscious intention on quantum events, no deviations from 
chance have ever been observed.57 

Further, this interpretation raises obvious difficulties concerning 
origins. If consciousness is needed to create reality, how did the 
universe exist before consciousness arrived? It implies that 
consciousness existed before the material world did. Where did 
this consciousness come from? It could not have come from 
matter, as naturalists would have it, since, by hypothesis, 
consciousness is non-material and, in any case, matter had no 
real existence until created by consciousness. In demanding 
the existence of a non-material mind, as well as in making 
matter dependent on mind, this theory clearly contradicts 
materialism. 

Many Worlds 

Another radical interpretation is due to physicist Hugh Everett. 
His "many-worlds" interpretation asserts that, whenever an 
observation is made, the wave function does not collapse into 
one particular state but into all possible states. The universe 
splits into a set of new universes, each containing one of the 
possible states. Thereafter, these varied universes exist 
separately, with no further interaction. Quantum theory then 
gives for the observer the probability that he will find himself, 
after making a measurement, in one given universe rather than 
another. 

One problem with this interpretation is that, when an 
observation takes place, there are generally not merely two or 
three possible outcomes. Rather, there is a whole continuum of 

 

57 See Herbert, Nick 1993. Elemental Mind: Human 
Consciousness and the New Physics. New York: Penguin, p. 
225. 
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possibilities. This means that the universe must split, at each 
observation, into an infinity of new universes. This seems 
implausible. Further, since none of the other universes is 
observable to us, this theory is beyond observational proof or 
disproof. 

Taking Your Pick 

There are other interpretations of quantum mechanics. 
Physicist Nick Herbert cites eight different views of quantum 
reality. How is one to choose among these? Herbert writes: 

The quantum reality problem is, strictly speaking, not 
a physics question at all, but a problem in 
metaphysics, concerned as it is not with explaining 
phenomena but with speculating about what kind of 
reality lies behind and supports the 
phenomena...Each of these eight realities from 
Bohm's neo-realist particle-plus-wave model to von 
Neumann's consciousness-created world is perfectly 
compatible with the same quantum facts. We cannot 
use experiments --or at least experiments of the usual 
kind--to decide among these conflicting pictures of 
what lies behind the phenomenal world.58 

The choice of how one interprets quantum mechanics must 
thus be made in terms of extra-scientific, metaphysical 
considerations.  

It seems prudent to agree with Bohr that quantum mechanics 
surely puts a limit on human knowledge about the sub-
quantum world. We can only speculate as to what exists 

 

58 Ibid., p. 160. 
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beyond what we can observe, so that we must be guided by 
our basic philosophical convictions. 

What philosophical guidelines should we appeal to? Physicist-
turned-theologian John Polkinghorne justifies an indeterminist 
view of quantum mechanics on the grounds that we should try 
to maximize the correlation between our knowledge and our 
belief about reality59. According to him, our conjectures about 
reality should be guided by our epistemology (i.e., our theory of 
knowledge). Hence, since we cannot fully know quantum 
causes, he argues that quantum events are not fully caused. 

It seems strange, however, that our beliefs about reality should 
be governed by human ignorance. Why should objective reality 
be limited to what can be humanly measured? It seems more 
prudent to refrain from speculating about what exists beyond 
human horizons. Although Polkinghorne professes to be a 
theist, his truncated view of reality must surely be rejected by 
any serious Christian. Theistic views on reality must be driven, 
not by what humans cannot do, but by what God can do or 
perhaps better put, by what He has revealed about Himself and 
His creation. 

A further factor to keep in mind is the fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness, discussed the previous chapter. The quantum 
wave function is just an abstract, mathematical representation 
of reality, not reality itself. Indeed, strictly speaking, it 
represents, not even reality, but only our limited knowledge of 
reality. The mathematical formulation of quantum mechanics 
yields only the probabilities of various outcomes of a given 
experiment. We must thus be careful not to confuse the wave 
function with the real world, for then the real world is demoted 
to a mere probabilistic shadow, until collapsed into concrete 

 

59 Polkinghorne, John 1998. Belief in God in an Age of Science, 
New Haven: Yale University Press, p. 53. 
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form by an observation. Rather, we must discard any 
interpretation that treats the wave function as a real entity 
rather than as a mere mathematical tool. 

A further appropriate guide is the Principle of Sufficient 
Reason, which is essential to scientific enquiry. This entails 
that any causal explanation of an event, no matter how 
unlikely or implausible, is rationally preferable to postulating 
no cause at all. Therefore, the belief that quantum events are 
fully caused is rationally superior to the hypothesis that they 
have no sufficient cause. This cause may well be explicable 
in terms of Bohm's pilot-wave model, some other (as yet) 
unknown physical mechanism or by some non-physical force. 

In short, quantum mechanics limits our human ability to know 
what goes in the quantum world. Nevertheless, it gives us no 
valid grounds for doubting the inherent determinism of the 
physical world. 

Mind Over Matter? 

In quantum mechanics the observer is closely connected to 
what he observes. The mere act of making a measurement 
produces changes into the quantum world. Many of the 
interpretations of quantum mechanics give a large role to 
human consciousness. For example, the Copenhagen 
Interpretation rests on the notion that the aim of quantum 
theory is merely to describe certain connections between 
human experiences, rather than to describe a physical world 
existing independently of us.  

Many scientists and philosophers believe that matter and 
mind are closely related through quantum mechanics. Some 
believe that quantum mechanics provides a mechanism 
wherein the mind can control the brain. The idea is that the 
mind somehow influences the quantum outcome. Although 
such an effect would be extremely small, an appropriate 
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chaotic device in the brain could amplify it sufficiently to 
activate the required bodily action. Thus, for example, if I want 
to raise my arm, my mind causes a quantum change in a 
neuron, which triggers a chain of neural reactions resulting in 
a suitable message to my arm muscles. There is, however, no 
actual evidence that the mind can influence the outcome of 
any quantum event. 

Conclusions 

To sum up, many physical causes are mysterious. Gravity, 
electromagnetism, and atomic forces all operate at a distance. 
Although we can describe well how they act, explaining why 
they do so is much more difficult. Both chaos and quantum 
events place severe restrictions on the human ability to 
predict future physical events. Quantum mechanics has a 
strong mathematical basis and again illustrates the intricate 
connection between matter and mathematics.  

There are many different interpretations of quantum 
mechanics. Since these use the same mathematical 
equations and make the same predictions, the choice of 
interpretation must be based on philosophical preferences. 
Although many quantum interpretations place much emphasis 
on consciousness, the actual connection between quantum 
events and the human mind is not very clear. 

The notion that quantum events lack sufficient causes is 
contrary to the principle of sufficient cause. A better approach 
is to consider quantum “chance” as merely an expression of 
human ignorance of the actual cause. Interpretations of 
quantum mechanics that do not require indeterminism are 
therefore rationally preferable. These conclusions regarding 
chance and determinism will be of great relevance regarding 
questions of God's sovereignty and human freewill, to be 
discussed in later chapters. 



6. From Matter to Mind  111      

6. From Matter to Mind 

Crossfire 

The universe we observe has precisely the properties 
we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no 
purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind, 
pitiless indifference. As that unhappy poet A.E. 
Housman put it: 'For Nature, heartless Nature will 
neither care nor know.' DNA neither knows nor cares. 
DNA just is. And we dance to its music. 

Richard Dawkins (River Out of Eden 1995:133) 

Contra 

For you formed my inward parts; you knitted me 
together in my mother’s womb. I praise you, for I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your 
works; my soul knows it very well. My frame was not 
hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, 
intricately woven in the depths of the earth. Your eyes 
saw my unformed substance; in your book were 
written, every one of them, the days that were formed 
for me, when as yet there was none of them. 

Psalm 139:13-16 

Thus far we have examined some very general mysteries of the 
universe and its laws, primarily from the viewpoint of physics. 
Naturalist explanations were found to fall short. We now move 
on to even more difficult ground. How well can naturalism 
account for the enigmas surrounding life? 

Life is a great mystery. What defines life? How did it start? How 
did it become so astonishingly diverse? How did the various 
forms of life adapt so well to each other and to the earthly 
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environment? How did simple life give rise to consciousness 
and mind? Such questions shall be our primary concern in this 
chapter.  

Oxford evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins sees no 
difficulties for naturalism. He claims that naturalism can explain 
everything, including life. Unhappily, that explanation does not 
come cheap. Dawkins is prepared to give up design, purpose, 
goodness and even his own freedom. Does Dawkins' solution 
work? And is it worth the price? 

It was long thought that the existence of living creatures 
provided clear proof for an intelligent cause, the divine Creator. 
Life was so complex and mysterious that it seemed impossible 
that it could have originated other than by a direct act of God. 

This put naturalists in an awkward position. It seemed clear that 
life, particularly conscious life, had not always existed on earth. 
There must then have been a time when only inanimate matter 
existed. If only natural causes exist, as the naturalists assumed, 
then life must have somehow developed from non-living matter. 
Naturalism, to account for the origin and subsequent 
proliferation of life, must thus rely on some form of natural 
evolution. But what materialist mechanism would do the trick? 

An answer was given by Charles Darwin (1809-82). In the 
publication of his influential book On the Origin of the Species 
(1859) he presented his theory of evolution. Darwin's 
mechanism for evolution consisted of combining random 
changes with natural selection. Random interactions of 
molecules allegedly produced a simple cell that could 
reproduce itself. Thereafter, random mutations (e.g., changes 
in the cell caused by radiation or errors in reproduction) resulted 
in the production of slightly modified daughter cells. Natural 
selection then ensured that the fittest of the offspring survived 
to produce the most successors. Eventually, this process is 
alleged to have led to the generation of ever more complicated 
living organisms. Over time this continual combination of 
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random mutation and natural selection supposedly yielded all 
the forms of life we presently observe. 

 Darwin's theory was eagerly embraced by the naturalists of his 
day. It seemed to provide the long-awaited alternative to divine 
creation. According to Richard Dawkins, Darwin's evolution, 
"made it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist".60 
Whether Darwin's theory is indeed as successful as is claimed 
shall be examined shortly. First, we shall look more closely at 
the nature of life. 

Making Matter Come Alive 

What is life? It is easy to identify life when we see it. But just 
what is it that makes life so different from non-life? This is very 
difficult to pin down exactly. One characteristic of living things 
is that they reproduce and grow. However, so do many non-
living things such as stars and crystals. And some living 
things, such as mules or angels, do not reproduce at all. Many 
other properties of living things can be found also in non-living 
things.  

What, then, characterizes life? The answer is found in a 
combination of unusual properties. One significant feature of 
living things is their high degree of complexity, which is much 
greater than that of non-living things. Moreover, this 
complexity is highly organized. Any living thing functions as 
an integrated unit, a whole. A dog, for example, consists of 
many complex components such as eyes, brain, liver and 
heart. Yet these all cooperate harmoniously. Further, living 

 

60 Dawkins, Richard. 1991. The Blind Watchmaker. 
Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, p. 6. 
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things develop and behave in a very ordered and purposeful 
way.  

The Complexity of Life 

We consider first the amazing complexity of even the simplest 
living things: cells. All living things on earth consist of cells. 
Cells are very small. They each have specialized functions. 
There are skin cells, bone cells, blood cells, and so on. An 
organ may contain many different cell types, all working 
together harmoniously. Cells regulate themselves, with the 
help of other cells and organs. Each cell reproduces by 
dividing itself.  

Each cell contains smaller structures, known as organelles, 
which perform various tasks within the cell (see Figure 6.1). 
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Edward Wilson describes the cell as a huge factory. The 
nucleus acts as the cell's computer or control center. It 
decodes and passes on the instructions for cell development. 
The mitochondrion acts as the cell's power-plant. The cell 
membrane is the gatekeeper; it decides what enters and 
leaves the cell. The endoplasmic reticulum is the construction 
team. The Golgi apparatus is the packing department. And so 
on.  

Wilson notes that the cell uses very modern technology 
involving digital logic, analogue-digital conversion, and signal 
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integration. The cell’s amazing complexity, says Wilson,61 
exceeds that of super-computers and spacecraft. 

Yet, according to Darwin, this astounding complexity is due 
solely to blind, random mutations and natural selection. Paul 
Davies exclaims: 

How can an incredibly complex organism, so 
harmoniously organized into an integrated functioning 
unit, perhaps endowed with exceedingly intricate and 
efficient organs such as eyes and ears, be the product 
of a series of pure accidents?62 

It seems incredible that mere accidents of purposeless 
molecules can give rise to highly complex, purposeful entities. 

Recent developments in biology have underscored the crucial 
role played by information. As an organism develops it seems 
to follow a detailed blueprint, which tells it how to assemble 
itself. The genetic information contained in that blueprint is 
thought to be stored in the DNA (for DeoxyriboNucleic Acid) 
of the original fertilized egg (see Figure 6.2).  

 

61 Wilson, Edward O. 1998. Consilience: The Unity of 
Knowledge. New York: Vintage, p. 93. 

62 Davies, Paul 1988. The Cosmic Blueprint. New York: Simon 
& Schuster, p. 108. 
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DNA is a complex, giant molecule that contains, in chemically 
coded form, all the information needed to build and control a 
living organism. Note the double helical structure of this huge 
molecule, found in the nucleus of a cell. 

DNA forms the basis for inheritance in all organisms, except 
for a few viruses. It is organized into chromosomes, which are 
contained in the cell nucleus. Each chromosome consists of a 
very long strand of DNA, more than a meter in length and 
containing millions of molecules. Each chromosome can be 
divided into various units called genes, each of which refers 
to one unit of inherited material, such as eye color or nose 
shape. Each normal human cell contains 46 chromosomes.  

The detailed structure of the DNA molecules contains the 
information needed to assemble each unique organism. The 
amount of information in each cell nucleus is fantastic. 
According to Richard Dawkins,  

Each nucleus . . . contains a digitally coded database 
larger, in information content, than all thirty volumes 
of the Encyclopaedia Britannica put together. And this 
figure is for each cell, not all the cells of the body put 
together.63 

How is that vast store of information extracted and applied? 
The whole assembly process is very mysterious. Each part of 
an organism contains the same DNA molecules. How, then, 
does each piece know which component of the organism it is 
to become? How does the tiny human egg turn information 
into actual growth, so that it eventually becomes a mature 
person? 

 

63 Dawkins, Richard. 1991. The Blind Watchmaker. 
Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, pp. 2-3. 
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The Tale of the Selfish Genes 

Richard Dawkins sees evolution as primarily a story about 
competing genes. Somehow, the story goes, due to time and 
chance, a set of lifeless molecules came to be organized into 
a simple gene, a basic organism that could reproduce itself. 
Its reproduction brought forth a host of genes. Some of them 
made mistakes in copying their genetic code, resulting in 
different genes. Genes gradually acquired bodies, whose 
purpose was to help the genes to reproduce. Natural selection 
favored those genes whose bodies were most fit for survival. 
Over time, this led to the formation of all the variations of life 
we see today, including ourselves. Dawkins writes,  

We are survival machines--robot vehicles 
programmed to preserve the selfish molecules known 
as genes.64 

Not all naturalists are persuaded that evolution can be 
adequately described as the heroic saga of the relentless 
genes and their glorious deeds. Harvard biologist Richard 
Lewontin, for example, scathingly remarks: 

Molecular biology is now a religion, and molecular 
biologists are its prophets...In the words of a popular 
bard of the legend, genes "have created us body and 
mind."... 

How is it that a mere molecule can have both the power 
of self-reproduction and self-action, being the cause of 
itself and the cause of all other things?... 

 

64 Dawkins, Richard 1976. The Selfish Gene. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, p. v. 
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The problem with (the) story is that although it is correct 
in its detailed molecular description, it is wrong in what 
it claims to explain. First, DNA is not self-reproducing, 
second, it makes nothing, and third, organisms are not 
determined by it. DNA is a dead molecule, among the 
most non-reactive, chemically inert molecules in the 
living world.65 

Life, then, requires more than DNA and its information. That 
information must also be interpreted and suitable acted upon.  

This, however, introduces a further level of complexity. 
Douglas Hofstadter comments on the perplexing problem of 
the origin of life: 

"A natural and fundamental question to ask, on 
learning of these incredibly intricately interlocking 
pieces of software and hardware is: "How did they 
ever get started in the first place?" It is a truly baffling 
thing...a bootstrap from simple molecules to entire 
cells is almost beyond one's power to imagine. There 
are various theories of life. They all run aground on 
this most central of all central questions: "How did the 
Genetic Code, along with the mechanisms for its 
translation, originate?" For the moment, we shall have 
to content ourselves with a sense of wonder and awe, 
rather than with an answer".66 

 

65 Lewontin, Richard C. 1992. "The Dream of the Human 
Genome". New York Review of Books XXXIX (28 May 1992): 
31-33. 

66 Hofstadter, Douglas R. 1979. Gödel, Escher, Bach. New 
York: Basic Books, p. 548. 
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Now, more than four decades later, the awe remains. We are 
no closer to solving this central mystery. 

Implications of Information 

Mystery surrounds also the formation of higher forms of life. 
According to Darwinian evolution, random errors in copying 
DNA led to new forms of life. Natural selection then favored 
those forms that were the fittest. This is contrary to what we 
experience when we make errors in copying a blueprint of, 
say, a car or a computer. Such errors usually cause trouble. 
Biological experiments likewise show that most mutations are 
harmful. Random disturbances generally have the effect of 
destroying or reducing information, rather than increasing it. 
Randomness leads to chaos, not order. 

Yet, if advanced forms of life developed from simple cells, 
their greater complexity would require a greater quantity of 
information to specify them. Where did this information come 
from? Evolutionist John Maynard-Smith sees the steady 
accumulation of complexity as a major difficulty for evolution. 
He comments, "there is nothing in Neo-Darwinism which 
enables us to predict a long-term increase in complexity".67 

Further difficulties arise when we consider the deeper 
implications of the transmission of information. After all, the 
concept of information is mainly a mathematical abstraction. 
It concerns the meaningful content of a transmitted message. 
The transmission of information requires the proper 
functioning of the organism at a variety of different levels.  

 

67 Maynard-Smith, John 1969. "The Status of Neo-Darwinism" 
in Towards a Theoretical Biology. C.H. Waddington (ed.), 
Vol.2. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, p. 82. 
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German information specialist Werner Gitt68 describes five 
aspects of information: (1) statistics concerns the actual 
transmitted signal, (2) syntax concerns the arrangement of the 
symbols of the code used, (3) semantics concerns the 
intended meaning of the message, (4) pragmatics concerns 
the expected action taken as a result of the message, and (5) 
apobetics concerns the intended purpose of the information. 
All these aspects are intricately involved in any transmission 
of information. 

Above all, for a pattern to be accepted as information it must 
be meaningful and purposeful. Information cannot arise from 
random noise. This implies that all information has an 
intelligent, mental source. Although information may be stored 
and transmitted by matter, information as such, conveying a 
meaningful message, cannot be a property of matter. Further, 
since any living entity receives, decodes, and acts upon 
information, life must be more than mere information. As Gitt69 
notes, matter and information are essential for life, yet life 
cannot be reduced to these. 

Detecting Design 

How can complex information or organisms arise? There 
seem to be only three possibilities: by an unintelligent law-like 
process, by accident, or by intelligent design. How can we tell 
which of these is more plausible?  

Imagine, for example, that we receive signals from space, in 
the form of pulses of light. If these pulses are generated by 
the first option (e.g., by a binary star), then we would expect 

 

68 Gitt, Werner 2001. In the Beginning was Information (3rd ed.). 
Bielefeld, Germany: Christliche Literatur-Verbreitung, p. 56. 

69 Ibid., p.81. 
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the signal to be quite regular but carrying very little 
information. In the second case (e.g., the twinkling of star light 
due to fluctuations in the earth's atmosphere) we would 
expect a more random pattern but again with little meaningful 
information content. Only in the last case (e.g., an elaborate 
SOS signal from an intelligent source) would we expect to 
receive high information content.  

William Dembski argues that we can rule out the first two 
cases if the signal is contingent, complex, and specified70. 
Contingency, which means that the signal could have been 
different, ensures that the signal is not caused by a 
mechanistic, unintelligent process that had no choice in its 
production. Complexity ensures that the object is not so 
simple that it could have arisen by accident. Specified, in the 
sense of being non-random, ensures that the object has the 
type of pattern characteristic of intelligence. For example, a 
long sequence of signals yielding the first ten prime numbers 
would qualify as being contingent and having specified 
complexity.  

How can complex, specified information (CSI for short) be 
generated? Not by rigid algorithms or deterministic laws. A 
fixed set of rules allows for no contingency and thus cannot 
generate information. Any apparent information generated is 
already inherent in the algorithm. Nor by chance, where 
chance is used here in the sense of accidental, for chance 
generates only complex unspecified information. Since fixed 
laws can transmit only the CSI they are given, and since 
chance cannot generate any CSI, it follows that no 
combination of law and chance can generate CSI.71 Dembski 

 

70 Dembski, William A. 1999. Intelligent Design: The Bridge 
Between Science and Theology. Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, p. 128. 

71 Ibid., p. 168. 
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concludes that natural causes are thus incapable of 
generating CSI.72 Hence any CSI present in a system must be 
due to intelligent input. 

Dembski has developed tools to measure the CSI in a system. 
By means of such tools he hopes to promote a scientific 
research program to discern and investigate the effects of 
intelligent causes, thereby challenging naturalistic biology. 
For example, Dembski asserts that the specified complexity 
of a living cell is so great that it must be attributed to design.73  

How complex is the simplest cell? The cell consists of 
hundreds of proteins, which in turn consist of hundreds of 
smaller units, called amino acids, attached to each other in 
long chains. Assuming a prebiotic soup full of amino acids, the 
odds of randomly assembling one functional protein have 
been estimated to be less than 1 chance in 10^164. Assuming 
that the simplest cell needs at least 250 proteins consisting of, 
an average, 150 amino acids, Stephen Meyer74 estimates the 
probability of assembling all the necessary proteins to service 
the simplest cell as 1 out of (10^164) ^250, or 1 out of 
10^41,000 (i.e., 10 followed by 41,000 zeroes)!  

Even if our universe has 10^80 elementary particles, 
interacting 10^43 times per second for 10^17 seconds (30 
billion years), this yields only 10^140 possible events since 
the origin of the universe. Hence Meyer estimates the event 
of a viable cell forming by chance to have a probability of 
10^140 divided by 10^41,000, which is 1 out of 10^40,860.75 
This is so small as to be virtually impossible, with about the 

 

72 Ibid., p. 170. 
73 Ibid., p. 146. 
74 Meyer, Stephen C. 2009. Signature in the Cell: DNA and the 

Evidence for Design. New York: Harper One, p. 213. 
75 Ibid., pp. 216-219. 
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same chance as tossing a fair coin and getting heads 135,000 
times in a row.  

Even Sir Francis Crick, a full-fledged materialist, concedes,  

An honest man, armed with all the knowledge 
available to us now, could only state that in some 
sense, the origin of life appears at the moment to be 
almost a miracle, so many are the conditions which 
would have had to be satisfied to get it going.76 

Since Crick wrote these words the origin of life remains 
naturalistically inexplicable. 

Moreover, many biological organs are irreducibly complex, in 
the sense that they cannot function properly if any part is 
missing. An irreducibly complex system cannot be produced 
gradually, by small steps, since the smaller, as yet incomplete, 
systems are non-functional. Function is attained only when all 
the components of the system (e.g., an eye) are in place 
simultaneously. A half-formed eye does not give half-formed 
vision. It gives no vision at all. As such, it is useless, and 
therefore unlikely to be passed on via natural selection.  

Natural selection, which supposedly works through the 
gradual accumulation of small positive changes, thus has 
difficulty accounting for the origin of irreducibly complex 
systems. 

 

76 Crick, Francis 1981. Life Itself. New York: Simon and 
Schuster, p. 88. 
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Does Life Have a Purpose? 

We move on to a further, closely related, mystery pertaining 
to life. The most remarkable property of living things is their 
purposeful behavior. Even the simplest forms of life seem to 
be guided by some definite, pre-ordained plan. This 
purposeful behavior is hard to deny. Even the materialist 
biologist Jacques Monod observes: 

One of the fundamental characteristics common to all 
living things without exception [is] that of being 
objects endowed with a purpose or project, which at 
the same time they show in their structure and 
execute through their performances...Rather than 
reject this idea (as certain biologists have tried to do) 
it must be recognized as essential to the very 
definition of living beings. We shall maintain that the 
latter are distinct from all other structures or systems 
present in the universe by this characteristic property, 
which we shall call teleonomy.77 

This major distinction between life and non-life leads to a 
perplexing puzzle. Materialists such as Monod believe that 
living organisms are no more than complex machines, 
consisting of atoms and operating in full accordance with the 
usual laws of physics. The difference between life and non-
life is attributed solely to the higher level of complexity in living 
things. But how can purposeless laws acting upon 
purposeless atoms ever give rise to a purposeful organism? 
That is the central mystery of life. Jacques Monod concedes 
that the biggest challenge for materialist atheists like himself 

 

77 Monod, Jacques 1972. Chance and Necessity. London: 
Collins, p. 20. 
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is to explain how purposeful biological activity arose from 
random molecular events in a purposeless universe. 

Richard Dawkins asserts,78 "Biology is the study of complex 
matters that appear to have been designed purposefully". The 
key word here is “appear.” Dawkins tries to escape the 
dilemma by asserting that any appearance of purpose in 
biological systems is just an illusion. Monod seems to 
acknowledge that it is more than that. He writes: 

Objectivity nevertheless obliges us to recognize the 
teleonomic character of living organisms, to admit 
that in their structure and performance they decide on 
and pursue a purpose. Here, therefore, at least in 
appearance, lies a profound epistemological 
contradiction.79 

The contradiction referred to by Monod is that materialism has 
no place for purpose. 

Materialists often try to resolve this profound enigma by 
appealing to the notion of emergence. The idea is that, as 
systems become more complicated, new properties emerge 
at each level of organization. A typical example often given is 
that of hydrogen and oxygen atoms joining up to form a water 
molecule. A water molecule has properties quite different from 
those of its constituent atoms taken separately. Regretfully, 
however, no example is ever given of a living system 
emerging from a non-living one. This is simply assumed to 
happen.  

 

78 Dawkins, Richard. 1991. The Blind Watchmaker. 
Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, p. 13. 

79 Monod, Jacques 1972. Chance and Necessity. London: 
Collins, p. 31. 
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A case in point is the reasoning of Paul Davies. Davis80 holds 
that "there exists a propensity in nature for matter and energy 
to undergo spontaneous transitions into new states of higher 
organizational complexity". To account for this, he believes 
"there must be new general principles--organizing principles 
over and above the known law of physics--which have yet to 
be discovered." Thus, Davies appeals to some mysterious, as 
yet unknown, law. This is just another way of saying he has 
no answer. 

In short, the purposeful nature of living organisms remains a 
deep mystery for naturalism. It is either dismissed as an 
illusion or attributed to emergence from unknown laws or for 
no reason at all. Such inexplicable emergence amounts to 
sheer magic. It seems quite impossible that any purposeless 
process could ever produce a purposeful being. 

Turning Matter into Mind 

The sense of mystery deepens when we move from simple 
life to those advanced forms endowed with conscious mind. 
Our consciousness consists of our thoughts, sensations, 
feelings of pain and love, urges, beliefs, and so on. Nothing is 
more obvious to us than our mental world. This was the one 
indubitable rock--I think, therefore I am--upon which 
Descartes sought to build his philosophy.  

The prime mystery is how to fit conscious mind into the 
naturalist worldview, which posits that only material things are 
real. Mind seems to be quite different from matter. Matter 
occupies space, is perceptible to the senses, and is governed 
by the laws of physics and chemistry. Mind, on the other hand, 

 

80 Davies, Paul 1988. The Cosmic Blueprint. New York: Simon 
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experiences, thinks and chooses; it is governed by rational and 
moral norms. Our thoughts about atoms are very different in 
nature from the actual atoms themselves.  

How can the huge gap between matter and mind be bridged? 
How can the interaction of atoms produce feelings of pain, 
beliefs, desires, and so on? How can non-conscious material 
entities evolve to produce consciousness?  

These are tough questions for naturalism. There seem to be 
only two naturalist options. One is to postulate that there 
exists no gap between conscious and non-conscious matter. 
This is known as pan-psychism. It attributes some form of 
consciousness to all entities, even atoms. This view, which is 
currently not very popular, is incorporated in process 
theology, which its supporters consider to be a naturalist form 
of theism. Process theology will be discussed in a later 
chapter. 

The only other naturalist possibility, held by most naturalists, is 
to postulate that mind somehow evolved from matter. This 
requires mind to be no more than a complex property of matter. 
Accordingly, most naturalists are materialists. They believe that 
the universe consists ultimately only of matter. Materialism is a 
type of reductionism, in that it aims to reduce everything in the 
universe to one type of substance. Many materialists adhere 
also to physics-ism, the belief that all of reality can eventually 
be explained in terms of the properties of the most basic 
physical particles and their interactions. This creed is currently 
popular among scientists.  

 

There are at least four features of mind that need explaining: 

1. the existence of consciousness  

2. the unity of the conscious self 
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3. the reality of our beliefs  

4. our ability to make and to activate mental choices 

Let us look more closely at each of these. 

Mysteries of Mind 

Consider first the mere existence of consciousness. 
Consciousness is not a publicly observable phenomenon since 
we cannot see another person's conscious states. Each person 
can experience only his own feelings and pains. How is it that 
brain cells, which can be objectively described in terms of 
physical properties, can give rise to our private, subjective, 
experiences of seeing red and feeling pain?  

Neuroscience seeks to explain our conscious experiences in 
terms of the neural processes of the brain. However, it does not 
solve the problem to say that my conscious feeling of, say, fear, 
is caused by certain neural activities. The problem is precisely 
how electro-chemical neural activity can give rise to my 
subjective conscious experience.  As Colin McGinn asks: "How 
can subjective consciousness result from the operations of 
little gray cells all bunched together into a few pounds of 
bland-tasting meat?"81  

[How, one wonders, does McGinn know the human brain 
tastes bland?]  

Clearly, our subjective feelings cannot be reduced to the 
physical neural processes investigated by neuroscience. 

 

81 McGinn, Colin 1999. "Can we ever understand 
consciousness?" The New York Review of Books (June 10, 
1999). 
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Something more is needed. The problem of what turns 
electrical impulses into personal experiences is often called 
"the Hard Problem" of consciousness.  

A second, related, problem is why some brain processes are 
conscious whereas others are unconscious. What makes the 
difference? Psychologist Susan Blackmore asks: 

Is there a special place in the brain where 
unconscious things are made conscious? Are some 
brain cells endowed with an extra magic something 
that makes what goes on in them subjective? This 
doesn’t make sense. Yet most theories of 
consciousness assume that there must be such a 
difference, and then get stuck trying to explain or 
investigate it.82 

In short, the great problem of consciousness is how purely 
physical processes can give rise to our subjective 
experiences and why this happens only in very specific 
circumstances. 

What Are Thoughts About? 

A further remarkable feature of mind is its intentionality. 
Intentionality is the capacity of the mind to be about things, to 
have meaning beyond itself. My thoughts and feelings refer to 
things beyond myself. I may think about Mexico or about 
supper; I may be afraid of snakes; and so on. Intentionality is 
the ability of the mind to represent the external world. It has to 

 

82 Blackmore, S.J. 2002. "The Grand Illusion", New Scientist, 22 
June 2002: 26-29. 
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do with abstraction and symbolism. As such, it is crucial for 
language and mathematics.  

But what is the nature of such mental representation? How is 
representation possible in a purely physical system? How can 
a brain generate mental states that represent the external 
world? How can neurons become symbols that refer to other 
things? And if brain cells have intentionality, why don't cells from 
other organs have the same property? 

These are tough questions. As yet, naturalism has given no 
satisfactory answer. Naturalists have taken three different 
approaches to the problems of consciousness: (1) mind-brain 
identity (2) emergence and (3) denial of consciousness. Let us 
briefly consider each of these. 

Is Mind More Than Brain? 

One proposed solution is that psychological states are in fact 
identical to states of matter. This is the position of philosopher 
Richard Taylor.83 Although Taylor concedes that psychological 
states are not identical with any known bodily states, he 
believes that there may be as yet unfamiliar bodily states that 
will do the job. 

The difficulty with this proposal is that it ascribes to matter novel 
properties rather different from those it has in all other contexts. 
It does nothing to explain the subjectivity and intentionality of 
our experiences. Even if each mental event could be shown to 
be connected to a corresponding neural event, this still does not 

 

83 Taylor, Richard 1974. Metaphysics (2nd ed.). Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, p. 34. 



6. From Matter to Mind  133      

establish that they are the same event and that this event is 
purely physical. 

Nor does it explain how these unusual, alleged properties of 
matter can arise from the more usual ones. It is not as if mental 
and physical properties differ only in degree, so that one might 
continuously merge into the other. Rather, they differ in kind. 
Mental states have properties that are totally distinct from those 
of physical states. Our subjective beliefs, sensations and fears 
are logically distinct from objective observations of our brains. 
The former are controlled by logical and moral norms; the latter 
by the laws of biochemistry. Since they differ in kind, mental and 
physical events cannot be identical. 

Emerging Mind 

Most materialists concede that non-physical, mental properties 
do exist. They propose that these mental properties emerge 
naturally from physical ones once a certain degree of 
complexity has been reached. Details as to how this might in 
fact be accomplished are, however, never given.  

Philosopher John Searle believes that consciousness 
emerges from the brain just like liquidity emerges from water 
molecules. He writes, 

Consciousness is a mental, and therefore physical 
property of the brain in the sense in which liquidity is 
a property of systems of molecules.84  

Consciousness is thus viewed as a high-level property of a 
system of brain neurons. In Searle's view, such 

 

84 Searle, John R. 1992. The Rediscovery of the Mind. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 14. 
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consciousness is entirely explicable in terms of the 
interactions of brain neurons.  

Yet Searle has not really explained how consciousness 
emerges from matter. He merely gives an analogy. Unhappily, 
this analogy is flawed. The liquidity of water can be deduced 
from its composition. There is nothing more to liquidity than 
molecular bonding. However, even if we were to know 
everything about our physical brains, we could not deduce a 
single mental fact, since there is no necessary link between the 
physical brain and the non-physical mind.  

Thus, Searle has failed to account for the emergence of 
consciousness from matter. Indeed, the very notion of such 
emergence seems impossible. Particularly hard to account for 
is the problem of intentionality: our ability to have thoughts that 
are abstract and point beyond themselves.85 

Hence, the evolutionary biologist Sewall Wright concluded that 
the emergence of even the simplest mind from no mind is utterly 
incomprehensible. According to Wright, "the emergence of 
mind from no mind at all is sheer magic".86 The magic is doubly 
miraculous in that, according to naturalistic evolution, it is due--
not to a magician--but to a presumed purposeless, random 
process. Similarly, materialist Colin McGinn finds the mind-body 
problem to be an unsolvable mystery.87 McGinn says: 

 

85 See Moreland, James P. & Scott B. Rae. 2000. Body & Soul. 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, p. 164. 

86 Wright, Sewall. 1977. Panpsychism and Science. In John B. 
Cobb Jr. & David Ray Griffin, eds. Mind in Nature: Essays on 
the Interface of Science and Philosophy. Washington, DC: 
The University Press of America: 77-88. 

87 McGinn, Colin 1991. The Problem of Consciousness: Essays 
Toward a Resolution. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. viii. 
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It would take a supernatural magician to extract 
consciousness from matter, even living matter. 
Consciousness appears to introduce a sharp break in 
the natural order—a point at which scientific 
naturalism runs out of steam…it seems to need an 
injection from outside the physical realm.88 

Nevertheless, McGinn’s commitment to materialism leads him 
to reject any theistic resolution to the mind-body problem89. 
Thus, McGinn is left with an intractable problem. Sewall 
Wright, on the other hand, opts for pan-psychism, the notion 
that all things, even atoms, have both a material and a psychic 
aspect. Although this may solve the problem of the origin of 
consciousness, neuro-scientist Sir John Eccles, a Nobel prize 
winner in physiology, argues that pan-psychism fails to 
explain how consciousness can evolve into a causally 
effective force.90 

Dismissing the Mind 

Some materialists, conceding that consciousness cannot be 
derived from matter, conclude that we should simply deny the 
existence of consciousness. For example, naturalist 
philosopher Paul Churchland, asserts: 

...the important point about the standard evolutionary 
story is that the human species and all its features are 
the wholly physical outcome of a purely physical 
process.…  

 

88 Ibid., p. 45. 
89 Ibid., p. 47. 
90 Eccles, John C. 1994. How the Self Controls Its Brain. New 

York: Springer-Verlag, pp. 5, 10. 
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If this is the correct account of our origins, then there 
is neither need, nor room, to fit any non-physical 
properties into our theoretical account of ourselves. 
We are creatures of matter. And we should learn to 
live with that fact.91 

Yet a "theoretical account" is surely, by definition, non-physical. 
Hence the very fact that Churchland does defend his own 
theoretical account refutes his claim that there is neither need 
nor room for non-physical properties.  

Since mind cannot be reduced to matter, Churchland advocates 
that we should simply eliminate the mind by denying its 
existence. He writes, "If we do give up hope of reduction, then 
elimination emerges as the only coherent alternative ".92 
Churchland93 dismisses all talk of beliefs, desires, feelings, and 
intentions as mere folk psychology. It is all empty talk with no 
sound basis. It is mistaken to suppose that anyone has any 
desires and beliefs. We should thus eliminate such talk as 
outmoded error and replace it with descriptions of the nervous 
system. In short, according to Churchland, common-sense folk 
psychology dabbles in illusions; the mind is a myth. 

 

91 Churchland, Paul M. 1984. Matter and Consciousness. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, p. 21. 

92 Churchland, Paul M. 1988. "The Ontological Status of 
Intentional States", Behavioral and Brain Sciences 11/3: 507-
508. 

93 Churchland Paul M and Patricia S. Churchland 1999. On The 
Contrary: Critical Essays, 1987-1997. Bradford: MIT Press. 
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Similarly, Susan Blackmore, too, suggests that consciousness 
is just an illusion, like a mirage or a visual illusion. She 
writes:94  

For the proposal “It’s all an illusion” even to be worth 
considering, the problem has to be serious. And it is. 
We can’t even begin to explain consciousness... How 
can the firing of brain cells produce subjective 
experience? It seems like magic; water into wine. 

She concludes: 

Admitting that it’s all an illusion does not solve the 
problem of consciousness but changes it completely. 
Instead of asking how neural impulses turn into 
conscious experiences, we must ask how the grand 
illusion gets constructed. This will prove no easy task, 
but unlike solving the Hard Problem it may at least be 
possible. 

One might well ask how calling consciousness an illusion 
contributes anything at all towards explaining how our 
personal experiences--whether real or illusionary--can arise 
from neural processes. Dismissing consciousness as an 
illusion only gives the illusion of making any progress in 
solving the problem of consciousness. 

Obviously, such an extreme position is hard to maintain with 
any degree of consistency. Does Churchland really believe that 
all his own beliefs, desires, feelings, and thoughts are illusions? 
If so, does this not reduce his materialist belief to just another 
illusion? Why, then, does he write books arguing for the 

 

94 Blackmore, S.J. 2002. "The Grand Illusion", New Scientist, 22 
June 2002: 26-29. 
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truthfulness of his theories? Churchland's defense of his 
position is self-refuting.  

Moreover, by denying the reality of our conscious thoughts, 
Churchland's theory fails the test of experience. Any theory that 
denies the existence of our most basic experience has thereby 
produced a reductio ad absurdum of itself. 

Are You for Real? 

We move on to further difficulties faced by materialism. 
Suppose for the sake of the argument, that consciousness 
could emerge from matter, as Searle conjectures. What sort of 
mind would it be? The mind that Searle ends up with is totally 
inert. It can influence neither the brain nor the body. Its 
contents are completely determined by the physical properties 
of the brain.  

Such materialism, if consistently applied, leads inevitably to the 
"astonishing hypothesis" of Sir Francis Crick:  

The Astonishing Hypothesis is that "You", your joys 
and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, 
your sense of personal identity and free will, are in 
fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of 
nerve cells and their associated molecules.95 

Imagine what that entails. It means that when, for example, you 
marry, then your experience of joy, your professions of love, 
your vows of faithfulness, and your hopeful plans for future bliss 

 

95 Crick, Francis 1994. The Astonishing Hypothesis. New York: 
Touchstone, p. 3 



6. From Matter to Mind  139      

are just so much hot air, beyond your control. You are a mere 
robot, ordered about by neural commands. 

A similar stance is defended by biologist Edward Wilson96 and 
philosopher of biology Michael Ruse97. They contend that all our 
knowledge, beliefs, appreciation of beauty and perception of 
right and wrong, as well as our sense of personal identity, 
purpose and free will, are all mere illusions caused by our genes 
and brain neurons. More recently, the famous physicist Stephen 
Hawking echoes the same view, 

It is hard to imagine how free will can operate if our 
behavior is determined by physical law, so it seems 
that we are no more than biological machines and that 
free will is just an illusion.98  
 

In a joint article, Ruse and Wilson assert, 

human beings function better if they are deceived by 
their genes into thinking that there is a disinterested 
objective morality binding upon them, which all should 
obey.99 

The mind simply reflects the behavior of the brain, which is 
totally determined by the interaction of brain neurons. 

 

96 Wilson, Edward O. 1998. Consilience: The Unity of 
Knowledge. New York: Vintage. 

97 Ruse, Michael. 1995. Evolutionary Naturalism: Selected 
Essays. London: Routledge. 

98 Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow 2010. The Grand 
Design. New York, NY: Bantam Books, p. 45. 

99 Ruse, Michael & Wilson, E.O. 1986. "Moral philosophy as 
applied science", Philosophy 61: 179.  
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Everything, Ruse and Wilson allege, can in principle be fully 
explained by the laws of physics. 

This raises several problems. The first problem concerns our 
very identity, the notion of our inner I. An undeniable feature 
of our experiences is that they are unified. There is an agent-
-our self--that unifies our experiences, reflects, makes 
decisions, and endures through time. We certainly do not feel 
that we are just vast collections of molecules, genes, neurons, 
or thoughts.  

Yet Crick claims that our sense of personal identity is no more 
than an illusion. There is no real purposeful self that controls 
the brain. There is no "ghost in the machine". Rather, there is 
just a set of competing neural circuits.  

Such a denial of our deepest, most obvious experience must 
surely be considered the greatest reductio ad absurdum of 
materialism. John Eccles comments, 

Since materialist solutions fail to account for our 
experienced uniqueness, I am constrained to attribute 
the uniqueness of the self or soul to a supernatural 
spiritual creation.100  

Meme Machine Minds 

According to Edward Wilson, the biggest problem facing 
naturalistic evolution is how to explain the phenomenon of 
civilization. Our human minds are much more highly 
developed than seems to be strictly needed for mere survival. 
From whence comes our ability for highly abstract 

 

100 Eccles, John C. 1994. How the Self Controls Its Brain. New 
York: Springer-Verlag, p. 180. 
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philosophical and mathematical thought, for music and 
literature, and so on? Wilson asks: 

How did natural selection prepare the mind for 
civilization before civilization existed?... 

That is the great mystery of evolution: how to account 
for calculus and Mozart…Natural selection does not 
anticipate future needs.101 

Wilson is unable to solve this mystery. 

One ingenious attempt to answer Wilson's question looks 
beyond mere genes. Richard Dawkins extended evolution into 
the realm of ideas by inventing the concept of memes. A 
meme is an idea or behavior that is imitated and passed on. 
Memes include all the words in our vocabulary, the games we 
play, the theories we believe, the songs we sing, the habits 
we have, and so on. Memes, like genes, are reproduced by 
being copied. Memes, too, evolve through copying errors and 
natural selection.  

Susan Blackmore has worked this notion out in detail in her 
book The Meme Machine (2000). She asserts that memes 
use our behavior to get themselves copied. As the genes use 
our bodies as vehicles for reproduction, so likewise the 
memes use our brains. Indeed, the only real power memes 
have is that of reproduction. Blackmore writes: 

Instead of thinking of our ideas as our own creations, 
and as working for us, we have to think of them as 
autonomous selfish memes, working only to get 
themselves copied. We humans, because of our 

 

101 Wilson, Edward O. 1998. Consilience: The Unity of 
Knowledge. New York: Vintage, p. 51. 
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powers of imitation, have become just the physical 
"hosts" needed for the memes to get around.102 

In short, we are mere meme machines.  

Blackmore believes many aspects of human behavior can be 
explained in terms of competition between memes to get into 
our brains. This, she alleges, explains such diverse things as 
the evolution of the enormous human brain, the origin of 
language, our tendency to talk and think too much, human 
altruism, and the evolution of the internet.  

Whereas Wilson believes that genes determine human 
culture, Blackmore asserts that memes control the genes. 
Memes, not genes, drive civilization. Blackmore considers 
religions to be prime examples of powerful, and usually false, 
memes. The memes took a great step forward when they 
invented writing, and then printing, and then other forms of 
communication, from railways and ships to fax machines.  

According to Blackmore, memes even create the illusion of 
our inner self. We are no more than a conglomeration of 
memes living in a brain. We are not really in charge of our 
lives at all - the memes are. Our "self" was created by and for 
the memes. Blackmore argues that we have no free will. 
Creativity and foresight owe more to memetic evolution than 
to individual brilliance. We are meme machines through and 
through, and we need to learn to live with it.  

Richard Dawkins, the inventor of memes, was at one time still 
hopeful for human freedom. At the end of his book The Selfish 
Gene he optimistically concluded,   

 

102 Blackmore, S.J. 2000. The Meme Machine. Oxford: The 
University Press, p. 8. 



6. From Matter to Mind  143      

We have the power to defy the selfish genes of our 
birth and, if necessary, the selfish memes of our 
indoctrination. … We are built as gene machines and 
cultured as meme machines, but we have the power 
to turn against our creators. We, alone on earth, can 
rebel against the tyranny of the selfish replicators.103 

In his later works Dawkins, perhaps realizing the deeper 
consequences of Darwinism, is less explicit in defending 
human freedom. Blackmore, however, does not hesitate to 
draw out the full implications of meme theory. She ends her 
book by concluding: 

Memetics thus brings us to a new version of how we 
might live our lives. We carry on our lives as most 
people do, under the illusion that there is a persistent 
conscious self inside who is in charge, who is 
responsible for my actions and who makes me me. Or 
we can live as human beings, body, brain, and 
memes, living out our lives as a complex interplay of 
replicators and environment, in the knowledge that 
this is all there is. Thus we are no longer victims of 
the selfish selfplex. In this sense we can be truly free 
- not because we can rebel against the tyranny of the 
selfish replicators but because we know that there is 
no one to rebel.104  

Not all naturalists are enthused about the notion that we are 
just meme machines. Philosopher Daniel Dennett, in his book 
Darwin's Dangerous Idea, responds, 

 

103 Dawkins, Richard 1976. The Selfish Gene. Oxford: Oxford 
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I don't know about you, but I am not initially attracted 
by the idea of my brain as a sort of a dung heap in 
which the larvae of other people's ideas renew 
themselves, before sending out copies of themselves 
in an informational diaspora. It does seem to rob the 
mind of its importance as both author and critic. 
Who's in charge, according to this vision -- we or our 
memes.105 

Yet Dennett offers no solid argument for human freedom. 
Indeed, in his earlier work Consciousness Explained (1991)106 
he takes the position, like that of Churchland (see above), that 
the mind does not really exist. 

As Phillip Johnson astutely notes,  

the potentially rebellious self is not the only casualty 
of memetic theory. By the same logic Darwinism itself 
is merely another one of those memes. Memes 
propagate not because they are true but because 
brains have some tendency to copy them, in the way 
they copy commercial jingles or jokes.107  

One might add that if Blackmore's meme theory is true, then 
the theory itself is just another meme. Why, then, should we 
accept it as true? 

 

105 Dennett, Daniel C. 1995. Darwin's Dangerous Idea. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, p. 346. 

106 Dennett, Daniel C. 1991. Consciousness Explained. 
London: Penguin. 

107 Johnson, Phillip E. 1995. Reason in the Balance. Downer’s 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, p. 110. 
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Can You Believe Your Beliefs? 

What about Francis Crick's claim that all our beliefs are 
illusions caused by brain neurons? Can such a claim be 
rationally justified? Consider some of the implications.  

First, as pointed out by C.S. Lewis in his refutation of 
naturalism, if all our beliefs are illusions caused by genes, 
then so is the belief that our beliefs are illusions caused by 
genes.108 How, then, does a reductionist explain and justify 
his beliefs?  

Second, Keith Ward109 argues that the statement that all our 
beliefs are illusions is self-refuting. It asserts two contradictory 
things: (1) that we believe certain propositions to be true; and 
(2) that these propositions are false because our beliefs are 
illusions. The Law of Non-contradiction forces us to give up 
one of these statements. Which one? If we give up (2) and 
keep (1) then we do not think we are deluded. On the other 
hand, if we give up (1) and keep (2) then we are not really 
deluded, since we believe ourselves to see beyond the 
illusion. In either case, we are not deluded. So the belief that 
all our beliefs are illusions is self-refuting. 

Third, it seems clear that only conscious beings can believe 
things. Thus, when reductionism reduces the conscious mind to 
mere neuron interactions, it destroys the possibility of belief 
and, if knowledge is defined as justified true belief, of knowledge 
itself. Therefore, if reductionism were true, we could never know 
it to be the case. 

 

108 Lewis. Clive S. 1947. Miracles. New York: Macmillan [1978 
reprint], p. 15. 

109 Ward, Keith 1996. God, Chance and Necessity.  Oxford: 
One World, p. 171. 
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Thoughts About Thoughts 

Our beliefs are often the outcome of deliberation, which involves 
a train of thought. What determines the flow of our thoughts? 
One thought, it seems, often leads to another. We aim to 
connect our thoughts by logic and purposeful goals.  

That, at least, is the common-sense view. Yet, according to 
reductionists such as Crick, this is false. If our thoughts are 
entirely caused by brain neurons, then any apparent rational 
connection between our thoughts is as illusionary as our beliefs. 
The transition from one thought to the next must then be caused 
solely by the transition of one brain state to the next. And our 
brain states are, according to Crick, completely determined by 
physical laws. It follows that the flow of our thoughts is likewise 
fully physically determined.  

An argument, to be valid, must logically relate the conclusion to 
the premises. As such, each step in our train of reasoning 
should be connected by logical, rather than physical causes and 
effects. However, if our thoughts are determined purely by 
physical processes, they are determined by the laws of physics, 
not logic. Hence, why should they be true? On such grounds 
philosopher Karl Popper pointed out: 

...physical determinism is a theory which, if it is true, 
is unarguable since it must explain all our reactions, 
including what appear to us as beliefs based on 
arguments, as due to purely physical conditions. 
Purely physical conditions including our physical 
environment make us say or accept whatever we say 
or accept.110 

 

110 Popper, Karl R. 1972. Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary 
Approach. Oxford, p. 224. 
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Similarly, neuroscientist John Eccles comments: 

If physical determinism is true, then that is the end of 
all discussion or argument; everything is finished. 
There is no philosophy. All human persons are caught 
up in this inexorable web of circumstances and 
cannot break out of it. Everything that we think we are 
doing is an illusion and that is that... 

the laws of physics and all our understanding of 
physics is the result of the same inexorable web of 
circumstances. It is not a matter anymore of our 
struggling for truth to understand what this natural 
world is and how it came to be.…  

All of this is illusion. If we want to have that purely 
deterministic physical world, then we should remain 
silent.111 

Physical determinism gives no ground for believing our 
reasoning to be valid. Hence physical determinism leads to 
skepticism.  

Clearly, we do have some measure of control over our thoughts. 
We make choices, based on our inner beliefs and desires. It is 
equally obvious that such a choice depends, not just on physical 
factors, but also on non-physical ones, such as our sense of 
truth, justice, and purpose. Further, it is clear that such non-
physical causes cannot be reduced to the physical effects of 
neurons, if only for the reason that the former are concerned 
with abstractions, norms and principles (i.e., with "oughts”) 

 

111 Popper. Karl R. & John C. Eccles. 1977. The Self and Its 
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whereas the latter obey the laws of physics. As David Hume 
stressed, we cannot deduce "ought" from "is".  

Indeed, reductionists themselves, when publishing arguments 
aimed at rationally persuading others to change their minds, 
surely presume that their minds are causally affective (how else 
could they write out their thoughts?) and that their thoughts are 
generally caused by other thoughts, rather than solely by brain 
neurons. It is therefore self-refuting to defend any view of reality 
that denies the existence of mind or its active role in formulating 
its own beliefs.  

Crick calls his hypothesis "astonishing" because it is so contrary 
to our common-sense experiences. Perhaps it is even more 
astonishing that Crick himself seems unaware of the self-
refuting nature of his hypothesis, even though he himself 
remarks on the almost limitless human capacity for self-
deception.112 

Turning Thought into Action 

A further remarkable feature of mind is its ability to influence 
matter. Having made up my mind to open a book, my mind 
directs my hands to do so. My body is, at least partly, open to 
my mind's control. How is the materialist to explain this 
influence of mind on matter? 

Many materialists deny such mental causation. If they 
acknowledge mind at all it is an inert mind that is a purely 
passive product of brain activity, much like the shadow of a 
moving train. Such a mind (called an epiphenomenon) is 
totally controlled by matter and has no ability to influence 
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matter. A leading materialist philosopher, Jaegwon Kim, 
concludes that any form of materialism entails that the mind 
has no power to cause any physical event. Nevertheless, he 
acknowledges that the notion that our reasons and beliefs 
have no influence on our bodily actions is a reductio ad 
absurdum of materialism.113 Indeed, nothing is more self-
evident and essential to our daily life than the fact that we do 
constantly transform our mental choices into physical action. 

John Eccles114 contends that all materialist theories of mind, 
as well as pan-psychism, conflict with biological evolution. 
According to biological evolution, mental states could have 
evolved and developed only if they were causally effective in 
bringing about changes in the neuron happenings in the brain, 
with consequent changes in human behavior. This can occur 
only if the neural machinery of the brain is open to mental 
influences. Thus, any theory of mind that asserts the causal 
ineffectiveness of consciousness fails to account for the 
biological evolution of consciousness.  

The philosopher John Locke (1632-1704), in his Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding, addressed the question, 
"Which came first, mind or matter?" He asserted that mind had 
to come first, since "it is impossible to conceive that ever bare 
incogitative matter should produce a thinking intelligent Being".  

Three centuries later it is still just as inconceivable. 

The failure of a causally effective mind to emerge from matter 
is a fatal deficiency of materialism. Reductionist biologist 
Richard Dawkins' boast that Darwin's evolution "made it 

 

113 Kim, Jaegwon 1993. Supervenience and the Mind. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 104-106. 

114 Eccles, John C. 1994. How the Self Controls Its Brain. New 
York: Springer-Verlag, p. 10. 
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possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist" 115 becomes 
rather hollow when the truncated world of naturalistic 
evolution denies us our very intellect. The lack of human 
intellect and free will result also in a lack of human purpose, 
other than to function as a mindless meme machine. 

Conclusions 

In summary, naturalism has great difficulty accounting for the 
origin of life and mind. Regarding life, we saw that even the 
simplest forms of life are incredibly complex. Such high 
degrees of complexity could not have arisen by mere 
accident. The high information content of DNA, as well as the 
need to interpret and apply the information, point to intelligent 
design. Naturalism cannot account for the generation of 
complex information from chaos. Nor can it explain the 
generation of purposeful life from purposeless matter. 

Regarding mind, naturalism fails to explain (1) how 
consciousness can arise from matter, (2) the unity of my 
conscious self, (3) how my thoughts are logically connected, 
and (4) how I can actualize a mental choice. Consistent 
materialism leads inevitably to the self-refuting notions that 
my beliefs are illusions and that my mind has no effective 
influence on my brain.  

 

115 Dawkins, Richard. 1991. The Blind Watchmaker. 
Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, p. 6. 
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7. From Mind to Math 

Crossfire 

Natural selection is not just a scientifically respectable 
alternative to divine creation. It is the only alternative 
that can explain the evolution of a complex organ like 
the eye. The reason that the choice is so stark—God 
or natural selection—is that structures that can do 
what the eye does are extremely low probability 
arrangements of matter… 

The language instinct, like the eye, is an example of 
what Darwin called “that perfection of structure and 
co-adaptation which justly excites our admiration,” 
and as such it bears the unmistakable stamp of 
nature’s designer, natural selection. 

Stephen Pinker (The Language Instinct 1994: 371, 
373) 

Contra 

And the LORD came down to see the city and the 
tower, which the children of man had built. And the 
LORD said, “Behold, they are one people, and they 
have all one language, and this is only the beginning 
of what they will do. And nothing that they propose to 
do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go 
down and there confuse their language, so that they 
may not understand one another’s speech.”  

So the LORD dispersed them from there over the 
face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. 

Genesis 11:5-8 
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Language is a marvelous thing. It is closely connected with 
thought, logic, and knowledge. Advanced language ability is a 
prime factor that distinguishes man from animals.  

How did man's amazing language ability come about? 
According to naturalist psychologist Stephen Pinker, the 
admirably complex structure of language is best explained by 
the gradual, step-by-step process of natural selection. 
Whether naturalism can indeed construct a plausible 
explanation for man's linguistic skill is one the topics we shall 
address in this chapter.  

In the previous chapter we saw that naturalism has difficulty 
explaining the origin of life, as well as its evolution to higher 
forms. Naturalism leaves unresolved also the problems of 
mind and our ability to have thoughts. Now we move on to 
consider how well naturalism can account for the quality of the 
thoughts we think. How can we know that our beliefs are true? 
Why should our thoughts be rational? Are there absolute 
standards for logic, morality, or beauty? If so, how can we gain 
access to them? How can we justify any knowledge that we 
think we have? Such questions form the substance of this 
chapter. 

Let's Be Reasonable 

We shall address first the question of reason, or rationality. 
What does it mean for us to be reasonable? Rationality surely 
requires that our thoughts be purposeful and logically coherent. 
It includes also an ability to evaluate arguments and beliefs, as 
well as the capacity to make meaningful choices and decisions.  

Closely related to rationality is knowledge. For knowledge to be 
more than mere opinion or belief, it must be rationally justified 
and shown to be true. Thus knowledge is often defined to be 
true, justified belief. Rationality and knowledge entail: (1) a 
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purposeful self (2) a reliable mind (3) objective truth (4) absolute 
values and logical laws. Let us examine these in more detail. 

Who Knows? 

For knowledge to exist there must be a knower.  There must be 
a united self that provides coherence and direction to the 
intricate web of our perceptions, memories, beliefs, and 
judgments. There must be a purposeful self that makes 
decisions and activates plans. In the previous chapter we saw 
that naturalism fails to account for such an essential self. On the 
contrary, naturalism, with its denial of the reality of beliefs, 
mental causation, and even our inner self, undermines the very 
possibility of a knower. 

Can You Trust Your Mind? 

Consider next our ability for rational thought. Our thoughts are 
usually not chaotic or incoherent. Rather, they are generally 
purposeful and have a logical flow. We presume that they reflect 
at least some measure of truth. We believe that our thinking 
process is generally reliable. We may make logical mistakes in 
our thinking, but deeper reflection usually uncovers such 
mistakes.  Can naturalistic evolution give a plausible account 
of the logical coherence of our thinking?  

Survival or Truth? 

Darwinism presumes that everything, including our thinking 
ability, evolved through blind, random mutations coupled with 
natural selection. Our minds were allegedly honed to promote 
survival and to maximize fitness. If so, why would we expect 
our minds to furnish us with true metaphysical beliefs?  

Charles Darwin himself worried about this: 
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The horrid doubt always arises whether the 
convictions of man’s mind, which has been developed 
from the mind of the lower animals, are of any value 
or at all trustworthy. Would anyone trust in the 
convictions of a monkey’s mind, if there are any 
convictions in such a mind?116 

Post-modern philosopher Richard Rorty similarly states: 

The idea that one species of organism is, unlike all 
others, oriented not just toward its own in-created 
prosperity but towards Truth, is as un-Darwinian as 
the idea that every human being has a built-in moral 
compass – a conscience that swings free of both 
social history and individual luck.117 

Evolutionary success is measured by the number of offspring 
one engenders. It would thus seem that physical prowess and 
the ability to charm members of the opposite sex are more 
pertinent to evolution than any ability for theoretical thought. 
Success in the evolutionary struggle does not in itself 
guarantee the truth of one's beliefs. Even naturalists must 
grant this to be the case. Else, given most people believe in a 
supernatural being, naturalists would have to acknowledge 
supernaturalism to be true. 

Hence, the Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga finds that it 
is irrational to believe in naturalistic evolution. According to 
Plantinga, naturalistic evolution gives us no reason to believe 
that our reasoning tells us the truth about the world. It just tells 

 

116 Darwin, Charles. 1881. The Autobiography of Charles 
Darwin and Selected Letters. Ed. Francis Darwin. New York: 
Dover [1958 reprint], p. 68. 

117 Rorty, Richard. 1995. “Untruth and Consequences”. The 
New Republic (31 July): 32-36. 
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us what we need to believe in order to survive. But this, though 
effective, could well be false. Thus, we have reason to doubt 
the truthfulness of our beliefs, including our belief in 
naturalistic evolution. So, if naturalistic evolution were true, 
then we have no good reason to believe it. Therefore, 
naturalistic evolution is self-defeating, and it would thus be 
irrational to accept it. Plantinga concludes:  

Naturalistic epistemology conjoined with naturalistic 
metaphysics leads via evolution to skepticism or to 
violation of the canons of rationality; enjoined with 
theism it does not. The naturalistic epistemologist 
should therefore prefer theism to metaphysical 
naturalism.118 

Naturalist philosopher of biology Michael Ruse, in responding 
to this argument, simply denies that truth should mean 
correspondence between one's ideas and reality. Ruse 
contends that we cannot get beyond the common-sense world 
to that of metaphysical reality. Rather, Ruse views truth as 
simply coherence among all one's beliefs.119 It is enough for 
Ruse that our reasoning works in practice. But, in that case, 
he can hardly argue that his evolutionary views are true in any 
objective sense. 

Physics or Purpose? 

We noted earlier that evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins 
believes any appearance of purpose in biological systems to 
be merely an illusion. In that case, what are we to make of 

 

118 Plantinga, Alvin. 1993. Warrant and Proper Function. New 
York: Oxford University Press, p. 237. 

119 Ruse, Michael. 1998. Taking Darwin Seriously. Amherst, 
NY: Prometheus Books, p. 297. 
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purposive human reason? Is that, too, an illusion? If so, no 
rational argument has any real purpose. Hence why should 
we believe it? If all purposes are illusionary, what rational 
grounds have we for doing anything?  On the other hand, if 
purpose is not an illusion, how did it arise? How can genuine 
purpose ever arise from completely purposeless causes and 
effects? How can meaning ever arise out of 
meaninglessness? Such questions Dawkins is unable to 
answer. 

Philosopher Richard Taylor120 gives the following argument 
against a naturalistic account of human origins. Imagine that, 
while travelling by train, you see stones on a hillside spelling out 
the words "Welcome to Wales".  This observation may cause 
you to believe that you have just entered Wales. But this 
presupposes that the stones have been purposely arranged to 
accurately convey that information. If you subsequently came 
to believe that the stones had ended up in this formation purely 
by accident, through natural laws, then it would be 
unreasonable to continue to believe that the stones transmitted 
a meaningful message. 

In similar fashion, Taylor argues, it is irrational to believe that 
your brain is the result of purely natural forces and, at the same 
time, to base this belief on the actual reasoning of your brain. 
Taylor writes: 

It would be irrational for one to say both that his 
sensory and cognitive faculties had a natural, non-
purposeful origin and also that they reveal some truth 
with respect to something other than themselves...If, 
on the other hand, we do assume that they are guides 
to some truths having nothing to do with themselves, 

 

120 Taylor, Richard 1974. Metaphysics (2nd ed.). Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, p. 114. 
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then it is difficult to see how we can, consistently with 
that supposition, believe them to have arisen by 
accident, or by the ordinary workings of purposeless 
forces, even over ages of time.121 

Philosopher of religion David Ray Griffin122 notes that, 
according to materialism, all causation is efficient causation 
(i.e., each event is completely caused by previous events). 
Rational thought, however, is guided by goals and norms, 
such as the rules of logic. As such, rational activity reflects 
final causation (i.e., causation in terms of a norm or goal), 
which is quite different from efficient causation. Materialism 
equates the mind with the brain, whose activities are 
presumed to be completely determined by the physical 
activities of its parts (e.g., brain neurons). These, in turn, are 
held to be fully explicable in terms of purely physical causes. 
Hence, materialism has no room for final causation.  

This raises the question: If everything, including thought, can 
be explained in terms of physics, how do logical norms 
influence our thinking? 

Note that it is possible for a physical mechanism to do logical 
operations. Think of computers, for example. Here there is an 
exact correlation between the flow of physical states of the 
computer and the corresponding flow of logical operations. In 
this case, however, the correspondence is specifically designed 
by an intelligent agent.  

The origin of the brain, on the other hand, is attributed to an 
allegedly purposeless process. Hence, there are no grounds for 
believing in a perfect correspondence between the brain's 

 

121 Ibid., p. 118. 
122 Griffin, David R. 2002. "Naturalism: Scientific and Religious", 

Zygon 37 (No.2): 361-380, p. 372. 
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physical flow and the mind's logical thinking. Further, in the case 
of the computer, the output is meaningless unless it is 
interpreted by an intelligent observer. But in a purely material 
brain, where is there room for an intelligent interpreter? 

Justifying Truth 

Central to knowledge and rationality are the notions of truth and 
logic. How can naturalism account for these?  

Where in the World is Truth? 

Truth, as we noted in Chapter 1, is concerned with reality. A 
statement or belief is true if and only if it corresponds with reality. 
This common- sense view of truth is known as the 
correspondence theory of truth.  

Knowing something about reality involves the capacity to 
represent some aspect of reality as a thought in our mind. Our 
beliefs are tentative representations of reality. Our beliefs are 
judged to be either true or false depending on how well they 
represent reality.  

Truth and falsity are objective properties of our representations, 
not of the external world itself. Physical objects do not, in 
themselves, represent anything. They do not refer to anything 
beyond themselves. They can, of course, be interpreted by us 
as representing something other than themselves, but the 
actual representation is then our mental interpretation. Christian 
philosopher Dallas Willard argues that no physical property or 
combination of properties can constitute a representation of 
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anything.123 Hence truth cannot be reduced to a physical 
property. It follows that truth cannot be explained by 
materialism. 

It does not help matters to adopt a pragmatic or coherence 
definition of truth, as Ruse did in response to Plantinga's 
argument. For truth so defined still applies only to our beliefs. 
As such, truth can never be reduced to a property of material 
objects or their interactions. So, even within these looser 
definitions of truth, truth still has no place in the materialist world. 

A Question of Logic 

Closely related to truth is logic. Logical propositions are either 
true or false. Logical laws and relations connect the truth-values 
of different propositions. Since truth is not a physical property, it 
follows that neither is logic.  

Moreover, logical laws are quite different from laws of physical 
or psychological fact. Logical laws are neither hypothetical nor 
inductive but, rather, necessary and universal. They remain 
valid, regardless of the state of the physical world. Hence, they 
cannot be proven from any physical laws or state of affairs.  

Logical laws, like truth, are abstractions. As such, they belong 
to the realm of ideas, not matter. Christian philosopher J.P. 
Moreland124 contends that consistent materialistic naturalism 

 

123 Willard, Dallas 2000. “Knowledge and Naturalism”. In 
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124 Moreland James P. 2000. “Naturalism and the Ontological 
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must reject abstract objects of any kind (including sets, 
numbers, propositions, and properties), if we take these in the 
traditional sense of being non-physical. 

Math is Ideal 

These considerations raise problems for a materialist view of 
mathematics. Most mathematicians believe that numbers, 
equations, perfect circles, and so on, exist in some ideal, 
abstract sense. Such non-physical mathematical objects must 
be rejected by consistent materialists. But if ideal entities do not 
exist, this means that any propositions concerning them cannot 
be true, in the sense of corresponding to anything. As Griffin 
point out,125 one is then forced to either reduce mathematics to 
a mere game, with meaningless symbols, or to think of 
mathematical objects as part of the physical world, which is 
clearly not the case. Consequently, few mathematicians are 
materialists. Most materialists, on the other hand, just ignore 
this problem.  

One further difficulty for naturalists is that the abstract entities of 
mathematics are essential for physics, which, as we saw in a 
previous chapter, relies very strongly on mathematics. Physics, 
in turn, is essential to materialism. On that ground philosopher 
Willard Quine, who is otherwise a materialist, grants the 
existence of the abstract objects of mathematics.126 However, 
Quine fails to explain how ideal mathematical objects can exist 
in his otherwise materialist universe. 

 

125 Griffin, David R. 2002. "Naturalism: Scientific and Religious", 
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Are There Absolutes? 

Thus far we have stressed that truth, logic, and mathematics 
require the existence of ideal, abstract norms. Rationality 
concerns the rightness or wrongness of our reasoning. 
Rationality assumes the existence of objective, rational 
"oughts" that prescribe how we are to reason. Given certain 
arguments and evidence, a rational person ought to accept the 
conclusions they entail. This implies the existence of objective 
laws of logic and rules of evidence. Philosopher Hillary Putnam, 
who at one time denied the existence of any ideal truths, later 
had to concede that the law of non-contradiction, at least, is an 
absolutely un-revisable ideal truth127.  

What is the status of such ideal truths? They surely exist in our 
human minds whenever we think of them. Yet they are not mere 
human inventions, limited to individual minds. The law of non-
contradiction, for example, does not depend on our thinking of 
it. On the contrary, this law constrains and guides our thinking. 
Logical and mathematical truths have a universality that 
transcends human minds.  

Michael Ruse denies the existence of any objective criteria for 
rationality. According to Ruse,128 human rationality is 
determined solely by genetic traits developed via the 
evolutionary struggle for survival. But such a claim undermines 
any claim of Ruse that his thinking is rational. As Hilary Putnam 
notes, 

 if rationality were measured by survival value, then 
the proto-beliefs of the cockroach...would have a far 

 

127 Putnam, Hilary 1983. Realism and Reason. New York: 
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higher claim to rationality than the sum total of human 
knowledge.129 

Rationality is closely linked with morality. Both are concerned 
with "oughts". Rationality has to do with how we ought to 
reason; morality has to do with how we ought to act. Are all 
moral norms merely convenient social conventions, with no 
absolute authority? Most people would dispute that.  

For example, few people defend the rightness of stealing from 
your neighbors or murdering your parents. Most people believe 
that all people ought to be fair and ought not to be selfish. Most 
people believe that promises should be kept, and agreements 
honored.  Most people abhor Hitler's mass murders. This 
suggests the existence of at least some absolute moral laws 
that transcend individual minds and cultures. 

This poses a difficulty for naturalists. Naturalist philosopher 
John L. Mackie denied the truth-value of moral claims because 
he thought that objective moral values must then exist in some 
ideal world. How, he asked, could such non-physical norms 
affect our mind so that we could come to know them? Mackie 
was convinced that one would have to appeal to some occult 
faculty of intuition. This he rejected. 

Mackie's naturalism committed him to the belief that the world 
consists solely of the physical and psychological phenomena 
that are the objects of natural science. His facts were limited to 
the way things are, and what we think or do. They did not 
include how we ought to think or act. Consequently, Mackie 
concluded that postulating objective moral values is 
incoherent,130 at least within a naturalist worldview. Hence 
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naturalists have no solid basis upon which to condemn Hitler's 
acts; moral differences can then be attributed only to different 
social conventions. 

In a later work, Mackie judged that even subjective moral 
properties are difficult to fit into a naturalist world. How can "is" 
ever give rise to "ought"? Mackie contended: 

Moral properties constitute so odd a cluster of 
properties and relations that they are most unlikely to 
have arisen in the ordinary course of events without 
an all-powerful god to create them.131 

Unhappily, this conclusion led Mackie not to God but, rather, to 
the rejection of moral properties. 

Philosopher Charles Larmore notes that moral oughts are 
similar in nature to rational oughts. Both are ideal and abstract. 
The notion of moral truth is no more dubious than the idea of 
there being a truth or falsity to any claim that something ought 
to be believed.132 Hence Mackie's argumentation can just as 
well be applied to rational norms. Mackie must then conclude 
that objective rational norms, too, are inconsistent with 
naturalism. This destroys the very idea of rationality. Any 
worldview that denies the existence of rational norms inevitably 
ends up with the self-contradictions of irrationalism. 

Larmore asserts that, whereas natural facts are found by 
observation and experiment, normative facts involve reasons, 
which are found by reflection. He writes: 

 

131 Mackie, J.L. 1982. The Miracle of Theism. Oxford: 
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The inadequacy of naturalism is in the end its inability 
to account for normative truth in general. Thus, the 
minute we suppose it is true that we ought to believe 
something, we have broken with the naturalistic 
perspective. Acknowledging that there are indeed 
reasons for belief and action is enough to dispel the 
mystery...By leaving no room for there being reasons 
for belief, naturalism contradicts itself. Or it does if it 
presents itself as the truth regarding what we ought to 
believe about the world...133 

The great Greek philosopher Plato (427-347 BC) believed that 
universal truths and ideals existed in a separate ideal world, of 
which the physical world was but a thin shadow. Larmore 
concludes that Plato was right. The world is more than the 
material world. In addition to physical and psychological facts, 
reality must include also abstract norms. 

Where Are the Standards? 

Granted that universal norms do exist, where do they exist? 
Norms are ideas, which exist only in minds. Human thoughts 
exist in human minds. But universals exist even in the absence 
of human minds. In whose mind, then, do they exist?  

Augustine (345-430) solved this dilemma by placing universals 
in the mind of God. He argued that the existence of universal, 
eternal truths, such as those of logic and arithmetic, implied the 
existence of an infinite, eternal Mind, which can only be that of 
God. 

Naturalism, on the other hand, does not acknowledge such an 
eternal Mind. Hence, even if it were to allow for universals, it 

 

133 Ibid., pp. 115-116. 
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has nowhere to place them. Thus naturalist mathematician 
Reuben Hersch rejects mathematical Platonism (the notion that 
objective mathematical truths exist) primarily because of the 
difficulties he has with the ideal, Platonic world this entails. 
Hersch writes:  

Recent troubles in philosophy of mathematics are 
ultimately a consequence of the banishment of 
religion from science.... Platonism...was tenable with 
belief in a Divine Mind.… The trouble with today's 
Platonism is that it gives up God but wants to keep 
mathematics a thought in the mind of God…. Once 
mysticism is left behind...Platonism is hard to 
maintain.134 

The same sentiment is expressed by mathematician Yehuda 
Rav, who asserts,  

Whereas the quarrel about universals and ontology 
had its meaning and significance within the context of 
medieval Christianity, it is an intellectual scandal that 
some philosophers of mathematics can still discuss 
whether whole numbers exist or not... 

There are no preordained, predetermined 
mathematical "truths" that just lie out or up there. 
Evolutionary thinking teaches us otherwise.135  

 

134 Hersch, Reuben 1997. What Is Mathematics, really? Oxford, 
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As a result, Hersch and Rav demote mathematics to a mere 
human invention, with no pretensions to any objective truth. 
This is contrary to the realist working philosophy of most 
mathematicians. Also, it fails to explain the amazing applicability 
and universality of mathematics. 

In summary, naturalism--at least in its materialist form--has 
place for neither abstract entities nor universal norms. It cannot 
provide the metaphysical structure needed for rationality and 
knowledge. Therefore, it cannot make any legitimate 
knowledge claims. 

How Do You Know? 

Rationality and knowledge, we have argued, demand the 
existence of abstract ideals that cannot be reduced to material 
properties. Hence naturalism, to be viable, must move beyond 
materialism. It must concede the existence of abstractions and 
universal norms. This raises a further question. Given the 
existence of non-material entities, how do we acquire 
knowledge about them? 

Naturalists are generally empiricists. They believe that all our 
knowledge comes to us through our senses, through seeing, 
hearing, touching, and so on. If that is the case, then 
statements can be known to be true or false only by testing 
them empirically. Empiricism thus has great difficulty 
accounting for our knowledge of non-material entities, such as 
philosophical abstractions and moral norms. This has led 
some naturalists to prescribe drastic limits on reasonable 
speech.  

Is Non-science Nonsense? 

Take, for example, the interesting tale of logical positivism. 
Logical positivism was an influential anti-metaphysical, 
naturalist movement prominent in the first half of the twentieth 
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century. Members of this philosophical school were much 
impressed by empiricism and the success of science. They 
asserted that, if a sentence was not scientifically verifiable or 
a matter of logical truth, then it was nonsense.  

One of their chief proponents was the British philosopher A.J. 
Ayer. In 1936 Ayer proposed136 the verification principle, 
which asserted that statements were meaningful and genuine 
only if they could be empirically verified. All meaningful 
statements had to be potentially falsifiable by direct 
observation. This standard was to filter out genuinely factual 
statements about the world. Applying this criterion, Ayer 
concluded that all statements of theology, metaphysics, and 
ethics were factually meaningless. 

It soon became evident, however, that the verification principle 
itself could not be empirically verified. Hence, according to its 
own standard, it, too, was meaningless. Even Ayer himself 
eventually had to grant the validity of this fatal objection.137 

Ayer was forced to concede that language, even scientific 
language, could not be reduced to purely empirical terms. 
Scientific language must do more than merely refer to the 
physical world. It must accommodate also the world of ideas 
and concepts. Science needs these if it is to explain our 
observations in terms of theoretical entities and principles.  

Philosopher Hilary Putnam argued138 that the self-refutation 
encountered by logical positivism applied to any attempt to 
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define rationality in terms of merely relative, cultural norms. Any 
such limited definition of rationality, when applied to itself, will 
fail its own test for rationality. Why? Because the claim that our 
rational standards are themselves rational involves an appeal 
to a universal standard of rationality.  

This is what Putnam calls a transcendental argument. Arguing 
about the nature of rationality is an activity that inevitably 
presupposes a notion of rationality wider than that of purely 
cultural norms. In short, the notion of rationality itself presumes 
the existence of universal norms. 

Making Sense of Sense 

Empiricism limits our knowledge to that gained through our 
senses. If followed through consistently, empiricism leads us 
unavoidably to Hume's skepticism. As Hume showed, strict 
empiricism deconstructs our knowledge into a meaningless 
stream of experiences. Empiricism cannot step out of this flow 
of data to learn about the external world beyond our 
experiences, to find any necessary connection between cause 
and effect, or even to gain knowledge of our inner self. 

Further, the empiricist is unable to solve the perplexing 
problem of how to derive a rational (or moral) "ought" from a 
physical or psychological "is". Observations alone cannot do 
the job. All we can ever observe is "what is", not "what ought 
to be". Nor does logical reasoning offer any help. Even if it 
were available to the empiricist, logic just establishes the 
conclusions that follow from given premises. Logic does not 
tell us whether the premises are true. Moreover, for the strict 
empiricist, the laws of logic themselves have first to be 
empirically established and justified.  

Clearly, rational norms require more than sense experiences 
and deductive reasoning. Since rational norms are essential 
for justifying knowledge claims, naturalist philosopher 
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Jaegwon Kim concludes139 that an adequate naturalist theory 
of knowledge is impossible. That being the case, naturalism can 
offer no rational grounds for embracing naturalism. Hence it is 
self-refuting to argue that one ought to believe in naturalism.  

The same holds for moral norms. Dutch naturalist Willem Drees 
admits that naturalism cannot explain morality. He writes: 

The view that all moral judgments are forced upon us 
by our past...seems to me to be insufficient for 
morality; it still identifies the moral justification with an 
explanation of how we came to have the preferences 
which we do turn out to have; there is no room for a 
contrast between 'what is' and 'what ought to be'. 
However, upon a naturalist view developed here, 
there seem to be no other sources for substantial 
moral judgments...There is no room for the 
justification of ethical decisions in relation to entities 
in some Platonic realm, as if we come to hold moral 
principles by intuiting an absolute moral order.140 

Empiricism gives Drees no way to access absolute moral 
norms, even if they were to exist. Therefore, Drees, like Mackie, 
is unable to establish any moral (or rational) 'oughts'. He thus 
has no means of distinguishing right from wrong. How, then, is 
he able to defend the rationality or morality of any of his writings 
or actions? 

 

139 Kim, Jaegwon. 1994. What is "Naturalized Epistemology"? 
In Hilary Kornblith (ed.) Naturalizing Epistemology.  2nd ed. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press: 33-55. 

140 Drees, Willem B. 1996. Religion, Science and Naturalism. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, p. 218. 
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The Ideal Connection 

If an ideal world of universal norms and mathematical objects 
exists, how do we gain access to it? How is moral or 
mathematical knowledge to be acquired?  

Paul Benacerraf, a philosopher of mathematics, contends that 
holding true beliefs is not enough to count as genuine 
knowledge. They could just be lucky guesses. A true belief 
constitutes genuine knowledge only if its truth is causally 
responsible for my belief of it.141 For example, my true belief 
"the moon is not made of green cheese" does not constitute 
knowledge if it is based on my underlying belief that the moon 
is made of candy. Rather, for my belief to count as knowledge, 
it should be based on pertinent observations of the moon. 

Can we apply this view of knowledge to mathematics? There is 
a difficulty. Mathematical objects are ideal, rather than physical, 
entities. Ideal entities are inert. They have no power to do 
anything. How, then, can they act upon us to cause beliefs?  

For theists this poses no problem, for mathematical objects can 
be causally effective in the world, and in our minds, by virtue of 
being in the mind of God. God can always cause the required 
connections to be made.  

Unbelievers, however, are faced with a daunting problem. 
Griffin comments: 

The implication of Benacerraf's insight...is that 
atheism renders unintelligible the idea that we can 

 

141 Benacerraf, Paul 1983. "Mathematical Truth" in Paul 
Benacerraf & Hilary Putnam (eds.) Philosophy of 
Mathematics (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, p. 412. 
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have knowledge of a Platonic realm of numbers. 
Several philosophers of mathematics, including 
Hersch himself, use Benacerraf's insight as the basis 
for rejecting a Platonic realm. As Quine points out, 
however, such a realm is presupposed by physics. 
Benacerraf's insight, plus Quine's observation, 
implies that atheism makes an adequate philosophy 
of mathematics impossible.142 

Benacerraf’s insight, when applied to morality, similarly 
undercuts any naturalist claims to moral knowledge.  

The Gift of the Gab 

Knowledge and thought are intimately connected with 
language. Concepts and propositions are formulated by 
means of words arranged in sentences. Words are symbols 
that represent things. Earlier in this chapter we noted that 
physical properties, unlike abstract words, do not represent 
anything. Hence language cannot be derived from mere 
experiences of physical things.  

Moreover, for language to be meaningful, its abstract 
representations must somehow be connected to the concrete 
world of sense experiences. How can this huge gap be 
bridged? It seems to call for a high order of intelligence 
coupled with the necessary linguistic tools.  

One amazing feature of language is its high degree of 
sophistication. It is estimated that there are currently about 
6000 languages worldwide. Yet, although some societies are 
technologically backward, their languages are not. There are 

 

142 Griffin, David R. 2002. "Naturalism: Scientific and Religious", 
Zygon 37 (No.2): 361-380, p. 373. 
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no primitive languages. Tracing language back through 
history, it does not become simpler. Ancient Greek, Hebrew 
or Hittite were no less complex than modern Greek, English 
or Turkish. Well-developed languages are as old as mankind. 
All exhibit the same high order of complexity.  All languages 
seem to follow the same general blueprint, using the same 
universal grammatical rules. 

Psychologist Stephen Pinker, a naturalist, writes, 

The universality of language is a discovery that fills 
linguists with awe and is the first reason to suspect 
that language is not just any cultural invention but the 
product of a special human instinct…There are Stone 
Age Societies, but there is no such thing as a Stone 
Age language.143 

The similarity of languages suggests that all languages stem 
from one original language. Regarding the biblical account of 
language diversity, at the tower of Babel (Genesis 11), Pinker 
comments, 

God did not have to do much to confound the 
language of Noah’s descendants. In addition to 
vocabulary—whether the word for “mouse” is mouse 
or souris—a few properties of language are simply 
not specified in Universal Grammar and can vary as 
parameters… 

There seems to be a common plan of syntactic, 
morphological, and phonological rules and principles. 
Once set, a parameter can have far-reaching 

 

143 Pinker, Stephen 1994. The Language Instinct. New York, 
NY: William Morrow, p. 14. 
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changes on the superficial appearance of the 
language.144 

Pinker argues that God would have had to introduce only a 
few minor changes in the original language in order to cause 
a wide variety of languages that are, superficially, very 
different. 

Another remarkable feature of language is how readily it is 
learned by infants. It seems implausible that babies could 
learn as fast as they do if they started off with a completely 
blank mind.  

How, then, do we acquire language ability? The famous 
linguist Noam Chomsky argues that language is essentially 
innate. He writes, 

The rate of vocabulary acquisition is so high at certain 
stages of life, and the precision and delicacy of the 
concepts acquired so remarkable, that it seems 
necessary to conclude that in some manner the 
conceptual system with which lexical items are 
connected is already substantially in place.145 

The whole conceptual system must be in place before we can 
use it to interpret our experiences. According to Pinker,146 “All 
infants come into the world with linguistic skills”. Yet they don’t 
learn to speak until these skills are applied to learning their 
mother tongue. 

 

144 Ibid., p. 239. 
145 Chomsky, Noam 1980. Rules and Representations. New 

York, NY: Columbia University Press, p. 139. 
146 Pinker, op. cit., p. 266. 
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How did this astonishing innate language ability arise? 
Stephen Pinker argues that language ability can have arisen 
only through gradual Darwinian evolution. He writes, 

Natural selection is not just a scientifically respectable 
alternative to divine creation. It is the only alternative 
that can explain the evolution of a complex organ like 
the eye. The reason that the choice is so stark—God 
or natural selection—is that structures that can do 
what the eye does are extremely low probability 
arrangements of matter… 

The language instinct, like the eye, is an example of 
what Darwin called “that perfection of structure and 
co-adaptation which justly excites our admiration,” 
and as such it bears the unmistakable stamp of 
nature’s designer, natural selection’.147 

His reasoning is that language, like the eye, is much too 
complex to have arisen as a hugely improbable accident. 
Rather, it could have arisen only gradually, step by step.  

This proposal has several weaknesses. First, Pinker gives no 
plausible scenario as to how language ability came about 
through any specific gradual process. Language ability, like 
the eye, would seem to be functional only in its completed 
form. As we noted before, a half-formed eye is useless, giving 
no vision at all, and is thus unlikely to be passed on via natural 
selection. Second, if language ability came about gradually, 
why are there no examples of primitive language ability? 
There is a huge gap between the gibberish of animals and the 
highly sophisticated speech of humans. 

 

147 Pinker, op. cit., pp. 371-373. 
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For such reasons Chomsky is skeptical about the ability of 
naturalistic evolution to explain language ability. He holds that 
language is too unusual and too unconnected with anything 
else in the animal world to have come about through gradual 
evolutionary changes. Chomsky writes, 

It is perfectly safe to attribute this development to 
“natural selection”, so long as we realize that there is 
no substance to this assertion, that it amounts to 
nothing more than a belief that there is some 
naturalistic explanation for these phenomena… 

In studying the evolution of mind, we cannot guess to 
what extent there are physically possible alternatives 
to, say, transformational generative grammar, or an 
organism meeting certain other physical conditions 
characteristic of humans. Conceivably, there are 
none—or very few—in which case talk about 
evolution of the language capacity is beside the 
point.148 

Chomsky believes that language came about quite suddenly, 
as “just an outburst of creative energy that somehow takes 

place in an instant of evolutionary time.” 149 Since all humans 

have the same language ability, Chomsky believes this 
occurred shortly before humans dispersed from Africa 
(indeed, it likely led to the dispersion), which he places up to 

 

148 Chomsky, Noam 1972. Language and Mind. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, pp. 97-98. 

149 Chomsky, Noam 2012. The Science of Language: 
Interviews with James McGilvray. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp.13-14. 
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200,000 years ago.150 Thereafter, human linguistic ability has 
remained pretty well the same. 

What happened? Chomsky conjectures that this sudden 
cognitive growth could only be explained by some genetic 
modification, caused by a small random mutation in a single 
person, called “merge”. “Merge” is a basic cognitive function 
that enables you to combine two things into a set. This allows 
one to construct complex thoughts and sentences. 

Neither Chomsky nor Pinker explains how naturalistic 
evolution bridges the yawning chasm between physical 
properties and the abstract representations of those 
properties. The problem of the origin of language ability thus 
remains a naturalist mystery. 

It is no easier to account for mathematical ability. Chomsky 
argues that the human ability to deal with numbers is much 
like language ability. Chomsky writes, 

It seems reasonable to suppose that this faculty is an 
intrinsic component of the human mind. The capacity 
to deal with the number system or with abstract 
properties of space is surely unlearned in its 
essentials. Furthermore, it is not specifically 
"selected" through evolution, one must assume--even 
the existence of the number system could not have 
been known or the capacity exercised until human 
evolution had essentially reached its current stage.151 

 

150 Berwick, Robert C., and Noam Chomsky 2016. Why only 
us? Language and evolution. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
p.157. 

151 Chomsky, Noam 1980. Rules and Representations. New 
York, NY: Columbia University Press, pp. 38-39. 
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It is thus hard to see how mathematical ability, like linguistic 
ability, could have arisen gradually. To function at all it, too, 
must be an essentially complete apparatus.  

Chomsky contends that mathematical ability could not have 
developed by natural selection, since everyone has it but 
almost nobody used it until very few people in very recent 
times. He speculates that the Merge mutation jump-started 
not just language, but also mathematics, and creativity in 
general.152 

Beauty and the Naturalist Beast 

Naturalism has difficulty accounting for, not only rationality and 
morality, but also aesthetics. Aesthetics has to do with beauty 
and our appreciation of it. Our appreciation of beauty seems to 
contribute little to our ability to survive. How, then, did this sense 
develop?  

Further, our awareness of beauty suggests that there is 
objective beauty in the physical world. This consists of such 
things as colorful flowers, majestic mountains, gorgeous 
sunsets, and cheerful birdsongs. Where did all this beauty come 
from? Where are the aesthetic norms by which we discern 
beauty? Aesthetic values--like moral and rational values--
cannot be derived from merely material properties. 

Yet, since beauty plays an important role in mathematics and 
physics, it does have a practical aspect. Paul Davies writes,  

It is widely believed among scientists that beauty is a 
reliable guide to truth, and many advances in 
theoretical physics have been made by the theorist 

 

152 Chomsky, Noam 2012. The Science of Language, p.15. 
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demanding mathematical elegance of a new 
theory.153 

Could our capacity for beauty be accounted for by natural 
selection? Davies is skeptical. He argues,  

If beauty is entirely biologically programmed, selected 
for its survival value alone, it is all the more surprising 
to see it re-emerge in the esoteric world of 
fundamental physics, which has no direct connection 
with biology. On the other hand, if beauty is more than 
mere biology at work, if our aesthetic appreciation 
stems from contact with something firmer and more 
pervasive, then it is surely a fact of major significance 
that the fundamental laws of the universe seem to 
reflect this —something.154 

If beauty is a standard of truth, then beauty must somehow 
transcend our human minds and point towards objective 
aesthetic values. 

Our experience of beauty is profound. It seems to put us in 
contact with a deeper reality. Philosopher Anthony O'Hear, in 
his book Beyond Evolution, writes, 

"Art can seem revelatory, just as it does seem to 
answer to objective standards. It can seem to take us 
to the essence of reality, as if certain sensitivities in 
us...beat in tune with reality. It is as if 
our...appreciation of things external to us...are 

 

153 Davies, Paul 1992. The Mind of God. London: Penguin, p. 
175. 

154 Ibid. 
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reflecting a deep and pre-conscious harmony 
between us and the world from which we spring...155 

O'Hear sees a close connection between beauty and religion. 
He continues, 

But how could we think of an aesthetic justification of 
experience...unless our aesthetic experience was 
sustained by a divine will revealed in the universe, 
and particularly in our experience of the beautiful? It 
is precisely at this point that many of us will draw 
back. Aesthetic experience seems to produce the 
harmony between us and the world that would have 
to point to a religious resolution were it not to be an 
illusion. But such an illusion is intellectually 
unsustainable, so aesthetic experience, however 
powerful, remains subjective and, in its full 
articulation, illusory. This is a dilemma that I cannot 
solve or tackle head on.156 

At first O'Hear is impressed by the objectivity and profundity of 
beauty. Yet, when he realizes the theistic implications, he 
dismisses beauty as illusion.  

O'Hear's difficulty stems from his inability to devise a naturalistic 
explanation of aesthetic experience and norms. Although 
O’Hear believes evolution is successful in explaining the 
development of living things, he finds that it cannot give a 
satisfactory account of such distinctive facets of human life as 

 

155 O'Hear, Anthony 1997. Beyond Evolution: Human Nature 
and the Limits of  

Evolutionary Explanation. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 
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self-consciousness, the quest for knowledge, moral sense, 
and the appreciation of beauty. O'Hear concludes,  

it is above all in aesthetic experience that we gain the 
fullest and most vividly lived sense that though we are 
creatures of Darwinian origin, our nature transcends 
our origin in tantalizing ways.157 

Thus, O'Hear is left with yet another naturalist mystery.  

Conclusions 

To sum up, naturalism has great difficulty accounting for 
rationality and knowledge. It cannot account for a unified self, 
the knower. The evolutionary process of random mutation and 
survival of the fittest cannot account for the development of a 
rational mind able to discern truth. The notion that the operation 
of our brain is fully explained at the physical level rules out the 
possibility that our thoughts are guided by rational norms. 

Rationality requires logic and truth. It requires the existence of 
universal, abstract standards. Such abstract ideals have no 
place in a naturalist world restricted to physical and 
psychological phenomena. Nor does the naturalist have any 
room for aesthetic norms, moral principles, or mathematical 
entities. The naturalist world is void of any truth, goodness, 
beauty or meaning. The naturalist world has no place for 
humans as humans. Humans may enter only at the price of 
being reduced to a bio-physical machine, stripped of all values, 
personality, and self. 

Even if naturalist were able to account for the existence of 
universal ideals, they would still need a means to gain access 

 

157 Ibid., p. 202. 
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to them. This entails abandoning strict empiricism. Rationality 
requires us to have some non-empirical mode of experience by 
which we can acquire knowledge of rational norms and 
objective truth. 

Instead of absolute, objective knowledge, naturalism is left with 
mere relative, subjective opinion. Naturalism, consistently 
applied, ultimately undermines itself.  One can hardly argue that 
it is rational to accept naturalism if such acceptance destroys 
the very possibility of objective rational knowledge.  
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8. Mysteries of Mathematics 

Crossfire 

With this new way of providing a foundation for 
mathematics, which we may appropriately call a proof 
theory, I pursue a significant goal, for I should like to 
eliminate once and for all the questions regarding the 
foundations of mathematics, in the form in which they 
are now posed, by turning every mathematical 
proposition into a formula that can be concretely 
exhibited and strictly derived, thus recasting 
mathematical definitions and inferences in such a 
way that they are unshakable and yet provide an 
adequate picture of the whole science. I believe that I 
can attain this goal completely with my proof theory… 

Already at this time I should like to assert what the 
final outcome will be: mathematics is a 
presuppositionless science. To found it I do not need 
God, as does Kronecker, or the assumption of a 
special faculty of our understanding attuned to the 
principle of mathematical induction, as does 
Poincaré, or the primal intuition of Brouwer… 

David Hilbert (“The Foundations of Mathematics” 
1927: 464, 479) 

Contra 

One of the Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, 
“Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy 
gluttons.” This testimony is true. Therefore rebuke 
them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith… 

Titus 1:12-13  
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If anything is undisputable and certain, it would seem to be 
mathematics. Who would doubt that 4 + 3 = 7? Yet, what 
guarantees the truth of mathematics? In earlier days, it was 
thought that mathematical truths were certain because they 
were upheld by an all-powerful and all-knowing God. The rise 
of naturalism, however, brought with it the need to establish a 
naturalist basis for mathematics. At first it was thought that 
mathematics could be firmly anchored by applying rigorous 
logic to self-evident axioms. David Hilbert (1862-1943), the 
foremost mathematician of the early twentieth century, was 
confident that he, using solely human reasoning, could put 
mathematics on a solid foundation, without having to resort to 
God.  

Earlier chapters revealed several mysteries involving 
mathematics. We asked why the physical world has such a 
pronounced mathematical structure. Why is human 
mathematics so highly effective in not just describing, but also 
in discovering physical phenomena? Why is mathematics so 
intimately connected to both the physical world and the human 
mind? 

We now focus more closely on mathematics itself. Do 
mathematical objects, such as numbers and theorems, really 
exist? If so, where do they exist? Can naturalism account for 
the existence of mathematics? How can we prove that 
mathematics is true?  

We shall see that Hilbert’s quest for mathematical certainty was 
thwarted. Surprisingly, a major obstacle was the liar paradox, 
which appears in the above quote from Titus. 

The Classical View on Math 

We shall consider mathematics to be the discipline dealing with 
logic, numbers, and shapes. The basic question concerning 
mathematics is this: Is mathematics a mere human 
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construction? Or is it an exploration of an already existent 
realm? Is mathematical activity invention or discovery? 

Historically, most mathematicians have believed that 
mathematical truths such as "4 + 3 = 7" are universally and 
eternally true, independent of human minds. They believed that 
they were discovering properties of, say, prime numbers, rather 
than merely inventing them.  

This view of mathematics dates back to the ancient Greek 
philosophers Pythagoras (circa 570- circa 490 BC) and Plato 
(427-347 BC). Bertrand Russell, although himself an atheist, 
concluded from his study of the history of Greek philosophy, that 
"mathematics is...the chief source of the belief in eternal and 
exact truth, as well as in a super-sensible intelligible world".158 
This is so, Russell asserts, because of the abstract nature of 
mathematical concepts. For example, geometry deals with 
exact circles, but no physical object is exactly circular. This 
suggests that exact reasoning applies primarily to ideal, rather 
than physical, objects.  

Furthermore, mathematical objects do not seem to be limited by 
time. Such things as the number "7" or an equilateral triangle 
seem to exist at all times or, even, beyond time. Mathematics 
seems to deal with an ideal, eternal world of pure thought. 
Russell notes,  

mathematical objects, such as numbers, if real at all, 
are eternal and not in time. Such eternal objects can 
be conceived as God's thoughts.159 

 

158 Russell, Bertrand 1945. A History of Western Philosophy. 
New York: Simon & Schuster, p. 37. 

159 Ibid. 
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Math in an Ideal World 

According to Plato, the world consists of two parts - Cosmos 
and Chaos. The Cosmos is the more fundamental world, 
consisting of eternal forms or ideas. These eternal forms include 
mathematical truths, beauty, justice, and so on. This ideal world 
is itself ordered by higher ordering principles. The highest 
principle is that of the Good or the One, the transcendental 
Spirit. The Good is the ultimate cause of all knowledge and 
existence. The physical world, on the other hand, was initially 
unformed matter, called Chaos. A transcendental Spirit, called 
the Demiurge, transformed it into our ordered, physical world by 
following the pattern of the Cosmos. The physical world is thus 
an imperfect, concrete, temporal copy of the perfect, ideal, 
eternal Cosmos.  

Man, according to Plato, consists of an immortal soul connected 
to a physical, temporal body. As to our knowledge, the empirical 
knowledge of our senses gives rise only to knowledge of the 
physical world. Knowledge of the eternal forms is attained only 
through reason. This non-empirical knowledge is known as a 
priori knowledge. We acquire knowledge of the ideal realm via 
our soul's memories of its former life there before it was united 
with its earthly body. 

The notion that mathematics exists objectively in some ideal 
world is often called Platonism. In order to avoid association 
with other features of Plato's philosophy, I shall just refer to this 
notion as mathematical realism. The realism here refers to the 
idea that mathematical truths have a real existence in some 
objective form. 

Math in the Mind of God 

The existence of eternal, abstract, mathematical thoughts 
seems to require the existence of something actual in which 
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they exist. This raises the questions of where and how such 
mathematical entities exist.  

The early theistic philosophers Philo (circa 20 BC - circa 50 AD) 
and Augustine (AD 354-430) placed the ideal world of eternal 
truths in the mind of God. Augustine argued that the existence 
of eternal necessary truths implied the existence of an eternal, 
necessary, infinite Mind in which all such truths exist.  

Indeed, Augustine used this as an argument for the existence 
of God. He asserted that we all know time-independent truths 
about logic (e.g., A = A) and arithmetic (e.g., 4 + 3 = 7). Where 
can such truths come from? Not from the physical world, for 
changing, material things cannot cause fixed, eternal truths. Nor 
can they come from finite human minds, since our thinking does 
not generate eternal truths but, rather, is judged by them. Thus 
truth must derive from something non-material that is superior 
to the human mind. Mathematical truths must depend on a 
universal and unchanging source that embraces all truth in its 
unity. Such a Truth must exist and is, by definition, God.160 

Thus arose the classical Christian view that mathematics exists 
in the mind of God. Mathematics was held to be true because 
of its supposed divine origin. Moreover, since God created the 
universe according to a rational plan that uses mathematics, 
and since man's creation in the image of God included 
rationality, it was thought that man should be able to discern the 
mathematical structure of creation. As we saw in Chapter 3, 
such theological considerations were key factors motivating the 
scientific revolution.  

 

160 See Geisler, Norman & Winfried Corduan 1988. Philosophy 
of Religion 2nd ed. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, p. 
154. 
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Removing God from Math 

Ironically, the very success of mathematical models in physics 
led to the demise of the classical Christian view. The clockwork 
universe of Newtonian physics worked so well that it seemed to 
tick very well by itself. It had no apparent need of divine 
adjustment. Also, the uniformity of nature implied by the 
mathematical mechanisms contradicted the supernatural 
events related in the Bible. Over-confidence in scientific models 
led to a questioning of the possibility of miracles. This 
undermined biblical authority.  

Such developments eventually induced many scientists to 
banish God from their worldview. By the end of the 19th century 
naturalism had become the dominant worldview among 
scientists. 

As we noted in the previous chapter, once theism was dropped, 
it became difficult to explain (1) where objective truths might 
exist, and (2) how we might have access to such truths. 
Mathematical realism seemed to be plausible only within a 
theistic worldview. It thus came to be questioned.  

Nowadays most philosophers of mathematics reject 
mathematical realism, primarily because of its perceived ill fit 
with naturalism. Consequently, mathematics has widely come 
to be considered as no more than a human construction. 
Nevertheless, most actual mathematicians remain 
mathematical realists, at least in their practical work. 

However, a godless worldview left mathematics without a 
solid foundation. If mathematics is not God-given, why should 
it be true? This raised the question of how the truthfulness of 
mathematics could be proven.  
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Putting Math on Its Feet 

The preferred approach for proving the truth of mathematics 
was the axiomatic method. This consisted of basing 
mathematics on a set of undoubtedly true, self-evident 
principles, called axioms. From the axioms everything else was 
to be derived using deductive logic.  

The axiomatic method had been used with great success by the 
Greek mathematician Euclid. In about 300 BC he was able to 
derive all the truths about normal (i.e., Euclidean) geometry 
from only 10 axioms, divided into 5 common notions (very 
general axioms) and 5 postulates (see Table 1). 

 

From these simple, seemingly self-evident, axioms Euclid 
proved 465 propositions. These can still be found in his book, 
Elements, which was the most successful textbook of all time; 
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at the end of the 19th century it was still used in many European 
schools. 

The axiomatic method became the model for the rest of 
mathematics. Other disciplines, such as physics and even 
philosophy, tried to follow suit. Towards the end of the 19th 
century the search was on for a set of self-evident axioms upon 
which all of mathematics could be based. Various systems were 
proposed.  

Unhappily, it was soon found that, in many cases, axioms that 
all seemed self-evident, when considered individually, 
nevertheless led to contradictions when combined into a 
system. Any such contradictory system must be false, as we 
saw in chapter 2.  

A system of axioms that will never yield a contradiction is said 
to be consistent. A system is said to be complete if all true 
pertinent theorems (and no false ones) can be derived from the 
axioms. The goal, then, was to find a set of axioms that could 
be proven to be consistent and complete for all of mathematics. 
This quest was what David Hilbert, quoted in the beginning of 
this chapter, was working on. It came to be known as Hilbert’s 
program. 

Initially, this ambitious program met with some success. It was 
soon proven that simple (“first-order”) logic was both consistent 
and complete. The same was proven true for Euclidean 
geometry and for Presburger arithmetic (a simplified arithmetic 
that uses addition and subtraction, but not multiplication or 
division). Full victory was in sight. Or so it seemed. 

The next step was to prove the consistency and completeness 
of number theory. Number theory consists of all theorems 
involving just the positive integers {0, 1, 2, ...} plus the 
operations of addition and multiplication. It is based on the laws 
of logic plus a set of axioms pertaining to the integers, as listed 
in Table 2. 
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In Table 2 S(A) stands for "the successor of A", which is the 
next integer after A. For example, S(0) = 1, S(4) = 5, and so 
on. Axiom 1 states that 0 is the lowest integer. Axioms 2 and 
3 define addition; axioms 4 and 5 define multiplication. It was 
hoped that from these basic axioms all true theorems of 
number theory could be derived.  

In 1930, when David Hilbert retired, he thought his program 
was on the verge of being completed. His last speech ended 
with the famous boast, “Wir müssen wissen, wir werden 
wissen” (We must know, we shall know).  

Math in Crisis 

Unfortunately, this early optimism was soon shattered by some 
surprising mathematical discoveries. The very next year, in 
1931 the Austrian logician Kurt Gödel proved two profound 
theorems: 
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Theorem 1. Every system S, large enough to contain number 
theory, is incomplete. 

Theorem 2. If system S, large enough to contain number 
theory, is consistent then it is impossible to prove that S is 
consistent by methods within S. 

Theorem 1 says that any system of axioms large enough for 
number theory can never completely cover the branch of 
mathematics it addresses. There will always be propositions 
that can be neither proven nor disproven by the system. This 
means that no finite set of axioms can serve as a basis for all of 
mathematics. Mathematics will always be larger than our 
human attempts to capture it with a system of axioms. 

Interestingly, this theorem is based on the Liar Paradox. This is 
a famous paradox that can be found even in the Bible. Paul 
writes: "one of them...said, 'Cretans are always liars'" (Titus 
1:12). This statement, if true must be false, since it is made by 
a Cretan, who allegedly always lie. On the other hand, if it is 
false, then it must be true, for it confirms that the Cretan lied. It 
is like the statement "this statement is false". If the statement is 
true, then it must be false, for that is what it claims to be. But if 
it is false, then it must be true, for it is says that it is false. So, 
which is it—true, false, both or neither? 

The paradox arises from the self-reference of a statement to 
itself. Self-reference can often lead to incoherence and 
confusion. It should be noted, however, that self-reference does 
not always lead to paradox. There is no paradox, for example, 
with the self-referring sentence "this sentence is true".  

Gödel found an ingenious way to transform any statement 
about number theory into a mathematical theorem in number 
theory. He could transform any proof in number theory into a 
corresponding proof about number theory. Using this 
transformation, Gödel proved that number theory contains a 
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theorem equivalent to the statement, about number theory, 
which asserts "this statement is unprovable".  

If that self-referring statement is true, then the statement is 
unprovable. This means that the corresponding theorem in 
number theory is also unprovable. This means that number 
theory is incomplete, since at least one true theorem cannot be 
proven from the axioms of number theory.  

On the other hand, if the statement is false, then the 
corresponding theorem in number theory is also false. In that 
case number theory contains a false statement, which renders 
it logically inconsistent. Since the self-referring statement must 
be either true or false, it follows that number theory--full 
arithmetic--is either incomplete or inconsistent.  

Of these two options, inconsistency is by far the worst. In 
Chapter 2 we showed that any theorem, no matter how silly, 
can be proven in a system containing an inconsistency. That 
means that, if number theory were inconsistent, we could prove 
such things as "1 + 2 = 4". Clearly, inconsistency would entail 
the death of arithmetic.  

We would thus gladly pay the smaller price of incompleteness. 
Incompleteness implies that no finite set of axioms can ever 
encompass the whole of mathematics. Given any finite set of 
axioms, we can find meaningful mathematical questions that 
the axioms leave unanswered. Using mathematics we can 
prove that there is mathematical truth beyond our ability to 
prove from our axioms. This, then, is the thrust of Gödel's first 
theorem. 

This brings us to a further question. Granting that number theory 
is incomplete, could we prove it to be consistent? Alas, no. 
Gödel's second theorem says that, even if we have a system S 
that captures most of mathematics, we can never use S to 
prove that S is consistent. To do that, we must go beyond S and 
use a larger system, say S'.  
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Suppose that we could use S' to prove that S is consistent.  How 
reliable is that proof? To ensure that the consistency proof is 
valid we must first prove the consistency of system S'. To do 
that, Theorem 2 tells us we have to go a larger system S". And 
so on, ad infinitum. In short, we can never prove the consistency 
of any system containing full arithmetic. It follows that we cannot 
prove the consistency of arithmetic, even though we use it all 
the time!  

Gödel's theorems have had a devastating effect on the 
philosophy of mathematics. The logician Christopher Leary 
writes: 

Mathematics, which had reigned for centuries as the 
embodiment of certainty, had lost that role. Thus we 
find ourselves in a situation where we cannot prove 
that mathematics is consistent. Although I believe in 
my heart that mathematics is consistent, I know in my 
brain that I will not be able to prove that fact, unless I 
am wrong. For if I am wrong, mathematics is 
inconsistent. And if mathematics is inconsistent, then 
it can prove anything, including the statement which 
says that mathematics is consistent.161 

The soundness of mathematics now had to be accepted 
largely on faith. John Barrow comments, 

...it has been suggested that if we were to define a 
religion to be a system of thought which contains 
unprovable statements, so it contains an element of 
faith, then Gödel has taught us that not only is 

 

161 Leary, Christopher C. 2000. A Friendly Introduction to 
Mathematical Logic. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 
p. 3. 
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mathematics a religion, but it is the only religion able 
to prove itself to be one.162 

The loss of uncertainty in mathematics has had profound 
effects far beyond mathematics. For millennia, mathematics 
had been upheld as the model of certain knowledge. It was 
thought that, if anything could be known with certainty, it would 
surely be mathematical knowledge.  

Hence, the demise of mathematical certainty brought with it 
the demise of human certainty in any discipline. Bertrand 
Russell, who in his earlier years had done very important work 
on the foundations of mathematics, concluded later in his life: 

I wanted certainty in the kind of way in which people 
want religious faith. I thought that certainty is more 
likely to be found in mathematics than elsewhere. But 
I discovered that many mathematical demonstrations, 
which my teachers expected me to accept, were full 
of fallacies, and that, if certainty were indeed 
discoverable in mathematics, it would be in a new 
field of mathematics, with more solid foundations than 
those that had hitherto been thought secure. But as 
the work proceeded, I was continually reminded of the 
fable about the elephant and the tortoise. Having 
constructed an elephant upon which the 
mathematical world could rest, I found the elephant 
tottering, and proceeded to construct a tortoise to 
keep the elephant from falling. But the tortoise was no 
more secure than the elephant, and after some 
twenty years of very arduous toil, I came to the 
conclusion that there was nothing more that I could 

 

162 Barrow, John 1992. Pi in the Sky. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, p. 19. 
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do in the way of making mathematical knowledge 
indubitable...163 

The splendid certainty which I had always hoped to 
find in mathematics was lost in a bewildering maze.164 

Thus, amazingly, the ancient liar paradox, transformed into 
Gödel's theorems, played a major role in thwarting the modern 
human quest for truth and certainty.   

Man-made Math 

The rejection of theism, with the consequent concerns for the 
soundness of mathematics, had implications also for the actual 
content of mathematics. Classical mathematics was based on 
the concept of an Ideal Mathematician. It assumed the 
existence of a God who was all-knowing, all-powerful, and 
infinite. The operations and proofs allowed in classical 
mathematics were those that could in principle be performed by 
such a God.  

Some naturalist mathematicians, considering mathematics to 
be no more than the free creation of the human mind, felt that 
the methods of mathematics should be adjusted accordingly. 
Only those mathematical concepts and proofs were to be 
considered valid that could be (mentally) constructed in a finite 
number of explicit steps. The "there exists" of classical 
mathematics was to be replaced by "we can construct." 

 

163 Russell, Bertrand 1956. Portraits from Memory. London: 
George Allen and Unwin, pp. 54-55. 

164 Russell, Bertrand 1975. My Philosophical Development. 
London: George Allen and Unwin, p. 157. 
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Accordingly, this came to be known as constructive 
mathematics.  

The constructionist mathematician Errett Bishop notes: 

Classical mathematics concerns itself with operations 
that can be carried out by God...You may think that I 
am making a joke...by bringing God into the 
discussion. This is not true. I am doing my best to 
develop a secure philosophical foundation...for 
current mathematical practice. The most solid 
foundation available at present seems to me to 
involve the consideration of a being with non-finite 
powers - call him God or whatever you will - in 
addition to the powers possessed by finite beings.165 

Bishop himself rejected classical mathematics and urged a 
constructive approach to mathematics. He writes, 

Mathematics belongs to man, not to God. We are not 
interested in properties of the positive integers that 
have no descriptive meaning for finite man. When a 
man proves a positive integer to exist, he should show 
how to find it. If God has mathematics of his own that 
needs to be done, let him do it himself.166 

Constructive mathematics entailed a new approach to both 
logic and proofs. Consider, first, the implications for logic. 
Classical mathematics is based on what is called two-valued 

 

165 Bishop, Errett 1985. "Schizophrenia in Contemporary 
Mathematics", in Errett Bishop: Reflections on Him and His 
Research, Murray Rosenblatt (ed.), American Mathematical 
Society, Providence, pp. 1-32, p. 9. 

166 Bishop, Errett 1967. Foundations of Constructive Analysis. 
New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, p. 2. 
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logic. Any well-posed mathematical proposition is either true 
or false; there is no third option. 

Take, for example, the famous Goldbach conjecture 
concerning primes. A prime is a whole number that is divisible 
only by itself and 1 (e.g., 2, 3, 5, 7, 11 are the first five primes). 
In 1742 the Prussian mathematician Christian Goldbach 
(1690-1764) suggested that any even whole number greater 
than 2 can be written as the sum of two primes (e.g., 10 = 3 + 
7; 20 = 13 + 7). This conjecture certainly seems to be true. No 
one has ever found a number for which it did not hold. In 2000 
the American publisher Bloomberg, in promoting a novel 
featuring the Goldberg conjecture, offered a million-dollar 
prize for the first correct proof. But no one was able to produce 
a valid proof. 

Classically, Goldbach's conjecture is either true or false, even 
though we do not yet know which it is. This follows from the 
logical Law of Excluded Middle, which asserts that any 
proposition is either true or false. Any other possibility is 
excluded.  

Constructionists, however, object to the Law of Excluded 
Middle. They insist that there is a third possibility, that a 
proposition is neither true nor false until we can construct an 
actual, finite proof.  

This radical view of logic places severe restrictions on what 
constructionists accept as valid proofs. Classical mathematics 
has two ways of proving theorems. The first is to prove a 
theorem directly, by deriving it from axioms and from other 
proven theorems. The second method is indirect, called a Proof 
by Contradiction. It is based on the Law of the Excluded Middle. 
In a proof by contradiction we assume the theorem to be proved 
is false and show that this assumption leads to a contradiction. 
The contradiction proves that our assumption (that the theorem 
was false) was false. Hence, by the Law of Excluded Middle, 
since the theorem is not false, the theorem must be true.  
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To illustrate, consider the theorem "there exist an infinite 
number of primes". A direct proof might aim to generate a list 
of primes and show that it is infinitely long.  

An indirect proof, due to Euclid, starts off by assuming that the 
number of primes is finite. In that case there must be a largest 
prime, say, the number P. We can then form the number Q by 
multiplying all the primes from 2 to P together and adding 1 

(i.e., Q = [2  3  5 ... P] + 1). Now, note that Q is larger 
than P but is not divisible by any of the primes listed. It follows 
that Q is either prime or is a multiple of primes larger than P. 

For example, if we take P to be 7, then Q = [2  3  5  7] + 1 
= 211, which is divisible only by 1 and 211.  

But this contradicts our definition of P as the largest prime. 
Hence there can be no largest prime. This means that our 
initial hypothesis (i.e., that the number of primes is finite) is 
false. Thus, by the law of excluded middle, the opposite must 
be true. Therefore, we conclude that the number of primes is 
infinite. 

Constructionists object that this indirect proof is invalid 
because it relies on the Law of Excluded Middle. Moreover, 
the proof purports to demonstrate that an infinite number of 
primes exist. Yet it does not tell us how to draw up the actual 
list of primes, as should be done by a valid constructive proof.  

Constructionism entails the rejection of many results of classical 
mathematics. So many, in fact, that it fails to support the 
sophisticated mathematics needed in modern physics.  
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For example, philosopher of mathematics Geoffrey Hellman 
contends167 that it is impossible to reformulate quantum theory 
without resorting to the Law of Excluded Middle. Advanced 
mathematical concepts, well beyond the range of constructive 
mathematics, are required to prove important theoretical results 
in physics. These include such esoteric mathematical tools as 
“infinite Hilbert spaces” in quantum mechanics, the “Hawking-
Penrose singularity theorems” in general relativity, and 
“renormalization” in quantum electrodynamics. If one is to 
believe in the truth of these theories in modern physics, then 
one must accept the truth also of the advanced classical 
mathematics that these theories presume. This involves, at the 
very least, the acceptance of the reality of several levels of 
infinite sets (e.g., natural numbers and real numbers). 

Another weakness of constructivism is that it does not do justice 
to the fact that mathematicians, when finding a new result, often 
experience a great sense of discovery. New theorems are 
viewed as discoveries, rather than inventions. For 
mathematicians, mathematics is more than a mere human 
construction. For such reasons most mathematicians are not 
constructivists. 

Further, if mathematics is a human invention, one might ask: 
how did mathematics exist before humans existed? Are we to 
believe that "2 + 2 = 4" did not hold, so that two pairs of 
dinosaurs did not add up to four? Or that the Pythagorean 
Theorem did not apply? That seems absurd. 

 

167 Hellman, G. 1993. "Constructive Mathematics and Quantum 
Mechanics: Unbounded Operators and the Spectral 
Theorem", Journal of Philosophical Logic 23: 221-228. 

Hellman, G. 1997. "Quantum Mechanical Unbounded 
Operators and Constructive Mathematics - A Rejoinder to 
Bridges". Journal of Philosophical Logic 26:121-127. 
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For theists, mathematics exists independent of human minds. 
God surely knows whether any proposition is true or false. His 
mind contains all truths, including truths about mathematics. 
Hence, a mathematical entity need not be explicitly constructed 
in order to exist. As we shall elaborate in Chapter 14, theism 
validates two-valued logic, as well as both direct and indirect 
(i.e., by contradiction) proofs.  

Evolution-made Math 

If mathematics is just a human invention, as naturalists 
supposed, how did it ever get started? How did man come to 
construct, from scratch, the magnificent tower of modern 
mathematics? We would hardly expect the primitive caveman, 
so prominent in evolutionary lore, to be proficient in 
mathematics. 

Various evolutionary mechanisms have been proposed. 
Mathematician and psychologist Stanislas Dehaene168 
suggests that human brains come equipped at birth with an 
innate, wired-in ability for mathematics. He postulates that, 
through evolution, the smallest integers (1, 2, 3...) became hard-
wired into the human nervous system, along with a crude ability 
to add and subtract. A similar position is defended by linguistics 
professor George Lakoff and philosopher Rafael Nunez.169 
They seek to explain mathematics as a system of metaphors 
that ultimately derive from neural processes. 

 

168 Dehaene, Stanislas 1997. The Number Sense: How the 
Mind Creates Mathematics. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

169 Lakoff, George and Rafael Nunez 2000. Where 
Mathematics Comes From. New York: Basic Books. 
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To answer the question of where mathematical intuition comes 
from, philosopher of science Penelope Maddy170 sketches 
another, somewhat similar scenario. She conjectures that our 
nervous system contains higher-order assemblies that 
correspond to thoughts of particular sets. Among these is an 
even higher-order group corresponding to the general notion of 
a set. These are held to be responsible for various beliefs about 
sets (e.g., the belief that sets they have number properties). 
Thus our beliefs about sets come not, in some 
incomprehensible way, from Platonic ideal forms, but, rather, 
from certain physical events, such as the development of 
pathways in neural systems. In similar fashion, we allegedly 
acquire intuitions about lines, curves, and other mathematical 
structures.  

Such evolutionary explanations seek to derive all our 
mathematical thoughts from purely physical connections 
between neurons. One weakness of the proposed explanations 
for simple arithmetic is that they are entirely hypothetical. No 
actual mathematical mechanisms have as yet been found in the 
brain. 

Even if the evolutionary mechanism of random mutation and 
natural selection could account for an innate ability for simple 
arithmetic, it is hard to see where more advanced mathematics 
comes from. An ability for simple arithmetic might be useful for 
survival. However, our capacity for advanced mathematics 
seems to be well in advance of mere survival skills. Paul Davies 
comments: 

One of the oddities of human intelligence is that its 
level of advancement seems like a case of overkill. 
While a modicum of intelligence does have a good 

 

170 Maddy, Penelope 1993. Realism in Mathematics. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
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survival value, it is far from clear how such qualities 
as the ability to do advanced mathematics...ever 
evolved by natural selection. These higher intellectual 
functions are a world away from survival "in the 
jungle"...Most biologists believe the...human brain 
has changed little over tens of thousands of years, 
which suggests that higher mental functions have lain 
largely dormant until recently. Yet if these functions 
were not explicitly manifested at the time they were 
selected, why were they selected? How can natural 
selection operate on a hidden ability? Attempts to 
explain this by supposing that, say, mathematical 
ability simply piggybacks on a more obvious useful 
trait are unconvincing in my view.171 

The evolutionary approach fails to explain also the amazing 
mathematical intuition of leading mathematicians. 

Further, if our mathematical ideas are just the result of the 
physics of neural connections, why should they be true? Such 
accounts of mathematics cannot distinguish true results from 
false ones. Nor can they yield any explanation for correctness, 
a basic issue in mathematics. Indeed, if all knowledge is based 
on neural connections, so is the idea that all knowledge is based 
on neural connections. Hence, if true, we have no basis for 
believing it to be true.  

Are Numbers Real? 

Despite what most philosophers of mathematics might believe, 
most mathematicians remain realists. In the last century realism 
has been explicitly defended by some outstanding 

 

171 Davies, Paul 1995. Are We Alone? New York: Basic Books, 
pp. 85-86. 
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mathematicians, including Georg Cantor, Kurt Gödel, G.H. 
Hardy, and Roger Penrose.  

A prime reason for this is the strong sense of discovery that 
mathematicians experience in their work. Consider, for 
example, the strange bug depicted in Figure 8.1. If we 
continuously magnify any portion of this bug, we get ever-finer 
details, entering a whole new world to be explored. In the figure, 
each picture is a blown-up of the yellow rectangle in the 
previous picture. 
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Where does this remarkable world come from? It is just a piece 
of abstract mathematics, known as the Mandelbrot Set. This 
immensely complicated structure is in fact generated by a very 
simple procedure. Each point on the picture is specified by two 
numbers: x (the horizontal position) and y (the vertical position). 
To determine how to color a point we apply the following set of 
rules:  

1. For each point (x, y), let v = x and w = y.  

2. Replace v with [v·v – w·w + x] and w with [2 v·w + y].  

3. Repeat step 2 many (say 100) times.  

4. Let D = the distance between the initial point (x, y) and the 
final point (v, w). If D is small (say less than 2) paint point (x, y) 
black. Else assign it a color depending on its value. 

For example, for point (0, 1) we generate the sequence (0,1), (-
1, 1), (0, -1), (-1, 1), (0, -1), and so on. This sequence remains 
close to (0,1), so we color point (0, 1) black. For the point (1, 0) 
the sequence is (1, 0), (2, 0), (5, 0), (26, 0), and so on. Since 
this sequence moves very far from the initial point (1, 0), we 
color point (1, 0) white.  

A computer can easily be programmed to do these simple (but 
tedious!) calculations for all the points. We end up with Figure 
8.1 

The remarkable thing about the Mandelbrot set is that its 
intricate structure was not contrived or invented by any 
mathematician. At every level of magnification novel, 
unexpected details emerge. No computer picture can fully 
capture the structure of the Mandelbrot set. It seems to have a 
reality of its own, beyond the imagination of human minds. This 
led Roger Penrose to exclaim, 
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 The Mandelbrot set is not an invention of the human 
mind: it was a discovery. Like Mount Everest, the 
Mandelbrot set is just there.172 

Likewise, the mathematician G.H. Hardy believed, 

mathematical reality lies outside us...our function is to 
discover or observe it...the theorems which we prove, 
and which we describe grandiloquently as our 
"creations", are simply our notes of our 
observations.173 

Realism has some distinct advantages over the rival view that 
mathematics is merely a human invention. Consider the 
following factors: 

(1) Realism is very effective and fruitful.  

The notion that there is a mathematical universe waiting to be 
explored provides a powerful incentive for research, much more 
so than a mere dabbling in arbitrary inventions of the mind. 
Thus, even if one really did not have a realist view of 
mathematics, it might be beneficial to pretend in it. 

 

 

(2) Realism explains the universality of mathematics.  

 

172 Penrose, Roger 1990. The Emperor's New Mind, London: 
Vintage Books, p. 124. 

173 Hardy, G.H. 1967. A Mathematician's Apology, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, pp. 123-4. 
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The notion of an objective mathematical world explains why 
mathematicians widely separated in space, time, and culture 
come up with the same mathematical theorems and ideas. 

(3) Gödel's incompleteness theorem supports realism.  

Gödel proved that not all mathematical truths can be derived 
from a finite set of axioms. This implies that mathematical truth 
extends beyond our construction of mathematical systems. We 
cannot limit mathematical truth to the logical consequences of 
our axioms. Also, since this holds for any mathematical system, 
the number of mathematical truths must be actually infinite--
more than any finite mind could construct. The vast infinities of 
objects that mathematics requires can be readily supplied by 
realism. Roger Penrose, comments on the implications of 
Gödel's theorems,  

There is something absolute and 'God-given' about 
mathematical truth...Real mathematical truth goes 
beyond mere man-made constructions.174 

The fact that Gödel's theorems came as an unexpected and 
unwelcome shock to mathematicians indicates that they 
themselves were objective discoveries rather than merely 
human inventions.  

(4) Realism is indispensable for science.  

Modern physics is so heavily dependent upon mathematics that 
its theories could hardly be even stated without mathematics. 
Since physics deals with real objects, it follows that 
mathematics must also deal with real objects. This applies even 
more so for those embracing a realist view of scientific theories. 

 

174 Penrose, Roger 1990. The Emperor's New Mind, London: 
Vintage Books, p. 146. 
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How can scientific theories, which include equations in physics, 
be true unless the underlying mathematics is also true?  

(5) Realism explains the applicability of mathematics to the 
physical world.  

If mathematics is merely a human invention, why is it that 
relatively simple mathematical theories yield such accurate 
representations of the physical world? Sophisticated theories, 
such as relativity or quantum mechanics, can be aptly 
summarized in just a few small mathematical equations and 
their logical implications. The amazing success of physics is 
largely due to its basic mathematical nature.  

This suggests that the physical world reflects the same 
mathematical structure that mathematicians explore. Eugene 
Wigner, a Nobel prize-winner in physics, in a famous article 
entitled "The Unreasonable Effectiveness of Mathematics", 
commented on the amazing applicability of complex analysis to 
quantum mechanics: 

It is difficult to avoid the impression that a miracle 
confronts us here, quite comparable to the...miracles 
of the existence of laws of nature and of the human 
mind's capacity to divine them.175  

The miracle of the appropriateness of the language of 
mathematics for the formulation of the laws of physics 
is a wonderful gift which we neither understand nor 
deserve.176 

 

175 Wigner, Eugene 1960. "The Unreasonable Effectiveness of 
Mathematics", Communications on Pure and Applied 
Mathematics 13: 1-14, p. 8. 

176 Ibid., p. 14. 
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There is thus ample evidence indicating that mathematics is 
much more than a mere human invention. Mathematics seems 
to have an objective reality of its own. 

How do we have access to the world of mathematics? It seems 
that mathematical intuition is almost like a sixth sense, by which 
we perceive the mathematical realm or, at least, the 
mathematical aspect of the physical world. Through 
mathematical intuition we "see" the mathematical realm like our 
eyes see the physical world. In some mathematicians this 
sense is developed to an extraordinary degree, enabling them 
to glimpse truths that are not evident to others. This may help 
to explain why some geniuses have an uncanny ability to make 
conjectures that are not proven true until much later. 

Conclusions 

In summary, the classical Christian view of mathematics was 
that of mathematical realism. It held that mathematical objects 
existed independently of human minds, in the eternal mind of 
God. It considered mathematics in terms of what an all-
knowing, all-powerful and infinite God could know and do.  

With the rejection of theism, mathematics came to be viewed as 
a purely human invention. The attempt to put mathematics on a 
solid axiomatic basis was defeated by Gödel's theorems. These 
theorems proved that mathematics could never be captured by 
a finite set of axioms and that the consistency of mathematics 
could never by proven by mathematics. Henceforth, the truth of 
mathematics had to be accepted on faith. 

The rejection of theism led also to the replacement of classical 
mathematics with constructive mathematics. Constructive 
mathematics entails the rejection of many results of classical 
mathematics. As a result, it cannot support the advanced 
mathematics needed for modern physics.  
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Evolutionary views of mathematics cannot account for the 
existence of advanced mathematics, its amazing applicability, 
its universality, and so on. They fail also in doing justice to 
mathematics as a form of objective knowledge. Mathematical 
realism was found to have numerous advantages over the 
notion that mathematics is a mere human invention. 
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9. Beyond Naturalism 

Crossfire 

Atheistic existentialism, which I represent.... states 
that if God does not exist, there is at least one being 
in whom existence precedes essence...This means 
that, first of all, man exists, turns up, appears on the 
scene, and only afterwards defines himself. If man, as 
the existentialist conceives, is indefinable, it is 
because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he 
be something, and he himself will have made what he 
will be. Thus, there is no human nature since there is 
no God to conceive it. Not only is man what he 
conceives himself to be, but he is only what he wills 
himself to be after this thrust toward existence. Man 
is nothing else but what he makes of himself. 

Jean-Paul Sartre (Existentialism and Human 
Emotions 1957:15) 

Contra 

My son, do not forget my teaching, but let your heart 
keep my commandments, for length of days and 
years of life and peace they will add to you. Let not 
steadfast love and faithfulness forsake you; bind them 
around your neck; write them on the tablet of your 
heart. So you will find favor and good success in the 
sight of God and man. Trust in the LORD with all your 
heart, and do not lean on your own understanding. In 
all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make 
straight your paths. Be not wise in your own eyes; fear 
the LORD and turn away from evil. 

Proverbs 3:1-8  
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The French atheist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) 
rejected naturalism, with its denial of a willful self. Sartre was 
a major promoter of existentialism, which holds that each 
person is the sole judge of his own actions in an absurd, 
godless universe. Man is to create his own nature and destiny. 
Indeed, Sartre contended177 that "man is the being whose 
project is to be God". What defines and drives man is his deep 
desire to be God. 

Thus far we have concentrated on the plight of naturalism. 
Naturalism, we saw, leaves many mysteries unresolved. In 
particular, it has difficulty accounting for absolute rational and 
moral norms. The shortcomings of naturalism have led to 
various forms of post-modernity. These include Sartre's 
existentialism and other types of relativism. Like naturalism, 
post-modernity is motivated by man's urge to become God. 
Like naturalism, post-modernity, we shall soon see, is 
burdened with lethal shortcomings. 

Naturalism's Failures 

First, we shall briefly summarize the conclusions of the 
previous chapters. We found that naturalism has great 
difficulty solving the following mysteries: 

● why the universe exists and continues to exist. 

● why the universe is orderly and uniform.  

● why the universe is mathematically comprehensible to 
humans. 

 

177 Sartre, Jean-Paul 1957. Existentialism and Human 
Emotions, Secaucus, NJ: The Citadel Press, p. 63. 
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● why the universe has a (particular) mathematical structure. 

● how a mathematical possibility can be physically actualized. 

● how purposeful life arose from purposeless non-life. 

● how random interactions give rise to increasingly complex 
information. 

● how mind can arise from matter. 

● how our conscious self unifies are many experiences. 

● how non-physical factors (e.g., logic and morals) influence 
the mind. 

● what transforms mental choice into physical action. 

● why our minds are capable of purposeful, rational thought. 

● how non-physical absolutes in truth and morals can exist 

● how we acquire knowledge of non-physical absolutes. 

● why advanced mathematics is true and applicable to the 
physical world. 

These numerous explanatory gaps are even more glaring 
given the grandiose claims of naturalists. Consider, for 
example, Edward Wilson's Pulitzer Prize winning book 
Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge.178 Wilson, who believes 
in universal truth, asserts that all truth can be acquired by the 

 

178 Wilson, Edward O. 1998. Consilience: The Unity of 
Knowledge. New York: Vintage. 
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reductionist methods of natural science. All knowledge, he 
believes, can ultimately be reduced to the laws of physics. 

How does Wilson account for the failure of naturalism to 
explain the gaps? He is confident that, since scientific 
reductionism has answered many questions about the natural 
world, it will eventually be able to answer all questions. This is 
typical of naturalists. Naturalist explanations are deferred to 
yet unknown (natural) laws, to be discovered by future 
research. But these are mere promissory notes of wishful 
thinking. 

It is not even the case that materialist science is steadily 
reducing the mystery even about material reality. For 
example, the discovery of quantum mechanics deepens, 
rather than explains, the mysteries of how matter behaves 
and how it connects with mind and mathematics. Similarly, the 
discovery of DNA, with its intimate connection to information, 
which is generally a product of intelligence, deepens the 
mystery of life.  

The Magic of Emergence 

Naturalists often bridge gaps by an appeal to emergence. At 
certain levels of complexity new properties allegedly emerge, 
introducing new laws. Emergence, we saw, is held to account 
for the jumps from non-life to life, to consciousness, to rational 
thought, and so on. Such appeals are, however, never backed 
up by any plausible mechanisms. Surely the onus is on 
naturalists to show how these gaps can be bridged, at least in 
principle if not in practice.  

The difficulty is that these gaps are anything but trivial. It is not 
a question of merely filling in a few minor details in an 
otherwise complete naturalist portrait of reality. Rather, these 
are huge leaps across quite different categories, from non-life 
to life, from matter to mind, and so on. These are, in fact, the 
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fundamental things that need explaining. Naturalism may be 
able to describe well how matter interacts with other matter, 
but it fails miserably in explaining the deeper mysteries of the 
universe.  

As we saw in Chapter 6, some naturalists concede that 
assertions of emergence amount to no more than appeals to 
magic.  Yet, if genuine, natural emergence is ruled out, what 
other options do naturalists have? One possibility is to simply 
accept that the jumps are inexplicable. For example, physicist 
Kenneth Denbigh doubts that genuinely new things can 
simply emerge from previously existing things. He believes 
that the emergence of a new level of reality is always 
indeterminate. It has no cause at all.179 But to say that 
emergence happens for no reason at all is to give up on 
rational enquiry, which seeks to explain why things are the 
way they are. To render the gaps naturally inexplicable is to 
admit naturalist defeat. 

Naturalist philosopher Colin McGinn believes that the deepest 
philosophical problems (such as free will, the self and how the 
brain can give rise to conscious mind) are humanly insoluble. 
Our minds have inherent limitations, imposed by the biology 
of our brains.  McGinn states, 

 it is the purest dogmatism to believe that the human 
mind, at this particular stage of evolutionary history, 
has reached the pinnacle of cognitive capacity.180  

He believes that the problem of consciousness, for example, 
is so difficult that we cannot even conceive of any process that 

 

179 Denbigh, Kenneth 1975. The Inventive Universe. London: 
Hutchinson, p. 145. 

180 McGinn, Colin 1999b. The Mysterious Flame: Conscious 
Minds in a Material World. New York: Basic Books, p. 45. 
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could account for it. Nevertheless, he is confident that there is 
a naturalist explanation, even though humans are incapable 
of conceiving it. He insists that this mystery requires no 
theistic miracle. Yet, were our human minds indeed as limited 
as McGinn supposes, his claim that there exists a naturalist 
explanation is itself pure naturalist dogmatism. McGinn's 
agnostic solution, too, amounts to an admission of naturalist 
defeat. 

The philosopher Thomas Nagel wrote an interesting critique 
of materialist naturalism in his book Mind and Cosmos,181 
revealingly subtitled, Why the Materialist Neo-Darwinian 
Conception of Nature Is Almost Certainly False. 

Nagel argues that materialist Neo-Darwinism can’t explain 
consciousness (i.e., our self-awareness), cognition (i.e., our 
sense of truth, or values (i.e., our moral sense of right and 
wrong), which seem developed far beyond a basic need for 
survival. So, the cosmological history that led to the origin of 
life cannot be a merely materialist history. 

Nagel proposes the existence of a non-material aspect of 
reality, where ideas and Mind exist. Since materialist evolution 
cannot account for the emergence of consciousness, Nagel 
believes it must have existed from the start, a form of pan-
psychism that we discussed previously. He believes also that 
there must be (so far undiscovered) laws of nature that lead 
toward more complex goals, such as the existence of Mind. 
But he concedes that this is all very speculative. His proposals 
did not receive much support from other naturalists. 

 

181 Thomas Nagel 2012. Mind and Cosmos: Why the Materialist 
Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature Is Almost Certainly 
False. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 
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The Dangers of Self-refutation 

Another strategy for naturalists is to deny the real existence 
of any but material phenomena. Then there are no gaps to 
cross. Thus, for example, we saw that Sir Francis Crick 
dismisses all our beliefs, even of our freewill and inner self, as 
just so many illusions caused by brain neurons. A fully 
material world has no place for such immaterial things as 
consciousness, mental causation, rationality, universal 
norms, mathematical entities, and objective truth. Small 
wonder, then, that some naturalists have denied the reality of 
all of these.  

Yet, as we noted in Chapter 2, such basic things as a purposeful 
self, an effective mind, a real external world, absolute rational 
standards, logic, and objective truth are essential for scientific 
activity and, indeed, for any intelligent discourse. They are part 
of what philosopher of religion David Ray Griffin calls our hard-
core common sense.182 Hard-core common-sense beliefs are 
universal beliefs that must inevitably be pre-supposed in 
practice.  

Any viable worldview must be consistent with what must 
necessarily be presumed. Performative contradictions arise 
when whatever is being claimed is at odds with the 
presuppositions or implications of the act of claiming it. Any 
worldview that denies hard-core common-sense beliefs is self-
refuting. How can one rationally argue for the truth of naturalism 
if such naturalism entails the non-existence of rational thought 
and objective truth?  As Griffin astutely notes, "No worldview 

 

182 Griffin, David R. 2000. Religion and Scientific Naturalism: 
Overcoming the Conflicts. Albany, NY: State University of 
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can be adequate for "science" that has no room for the activities 
of scientists!"183  

Naturalism can be argued for only by means of non-naturalistic 
concepts and philosophical arguments. Since naturalists 
generally esteem themselves to be highly rational, it is most 
remarkable that many naturalists seem to be blind to the self-
refuting nature of their worldview. 

The most tragic consequence of naturalism is its destruction 
of the central self, the thinking ego. For Descartes this was 
the one firm certainty that could not be doubted. The naturalist 
self, on the contrary, is reduced to a pathetic puppet, little 
more than a ghostly illusion, jerking and dancing to neuronic 
tunes. That is the inevitable conclusion deduced from 
materialist evolution. 

The Post-modern Backlash 

Naturalism, by positing that the ultimate reality is an objective, 
material world, inevitably ends up undermining the reality of a 
purposeful, subjective self. The loss of the self, in turn, entails 
also the loss of reliable, objective knowledge. The result is the 
demise of naturalism as a coherent worldview. 

In recent years scholars are increasingly seeing through the 
vain pretenses of naturalism, with its boastful dogmatism and 
empty promises. Unfortunately, the pendulum has swung too 
far in the opposite direction. There has been a backlash, not 
just against naturalism, but also against the basic notions of 
objective knowledge and truth that underlie modern thought. 
Many post-modern scholars have reacted by opting for the 
contrary extreme, adopting various forms of relativism. 

 

183 Ibid., p. 167. 
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Radical relativists claim that there is no objective knowledge, 
and that all worldviews are entirely subjective. In a sense, 
post-modernity is merely the logical consequence of 
naturalism's destruction of objective knowledge. 

The Loss of Truth 

Many post-modern thinkers have abandoned the notion of 
objective truth. They view truth as a mere social construct, 
something that varies with culture and history. For example, 
post-modern philosopher Richard Rorty asserts,  

there is no such thing as 'the best explanation' of 
anything; there is just the explanation that best suits 
the purpose of some given explainer.184  

Rorty contends that we have no objective facts or knowledge, 
only linguistic constructs. Some relativists go so far as to insist 
there is no objective structure to anything, not even to logic.  

If there is no objective truth, or if we have no access to such 
truth even if it did exist, then we cannot check whether our 
beliefs correspond to what actually is the case. In that case we 
cannot apply a correspondence theory of truth. Hence, post-
modernists often posit a coherence theory of truth.  

The coherence theory denies that there are any foundational 
truths upon which to found objective knowledge. Instead, it 
considers our beliefs to be an intricate inter-connected web, 
constrained only by the condition that it must cohere 
consistently. The coherence theory of truth stresses internal 

 

184 Rorty, Richard. 1991. Objectivity, Relativism and Truth, 
Philosophical Papers 1. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
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consistency, rather than consistency with some, allegedly 
inaccessible, outside reality. Some post-moderns go one step 
further and drop even this requirement for consistency. Instead, 
they adopt the pragmatic theory of truth, which affirms that we 
should just believe whatever works best for us. Even logic can 
then be considered as merely a tool, to be used or ignored as 
desired. 

Playing with Words 

Such radical notions of truth have far-reaching implications for 
language. Many post-modernists question the objectivity of 
language. The French post-modernist Jacques Derrida writes,  

there is nothing outside the text; all is textual play with 
no connection with original truth.185  

Derrida holds that words refer only to other words, not to an 
objective reality beyond the words. Words cannot convey 
objective truths. Further, Derrida contends that there is no fixed 
meaning in any sentence. We may thus interpret any text freely, 
without being constricted by considerations of its intended 
meaning. The meaning of words is then controlled by the 
interpreter. A text therefore has many meanings, none of 
which are privileged.  

Another French post-modern philosopher, Jean-Francois 
Lyotard, asserts that, since there is no inherent meaning in 
language, all speech is merely speaking-about-speech.186 

 

185 Derrida, Jacques 1976. Of Grammatology. Trans. Gayatri 
Spivak. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, p. 
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Likewise, literary critic Barbara Smith urges that doing, rather 
than meaning, should be at the center of linguistic theory.187 
The meaning of a word or sentence depends entirely on its use.  

Writers such as Rorty, Derrida and Lyotard argue that our 
thinking should transcend the rationalist attempt to describe 
an objective world. They urge us to look at the work of poets 
and other artists, whose intuitive aesthetic view of the world 
conveys a better, deeper, approach to knowledge. The 
immediate intuition is claimed to provide a surer basis to 
knowledge than rational reflection. Rational thought is 
allegedly unable to handle the complexities and nuances of 
modern (or post-modern) society. The immediate and 
fragmentary are elevated at the expense of the objective and 
universal. Poetry, aphorisms, and intentional ambiguity are 
preferred to clear, objective speech. Feeling is held to be 
superior to reason. 

Such thinking is not so much post-modern as pre-modern, a 
return to the era of pagan myth and magic, before the alleged 
corrupting influence of Western philosophy.  

Power Makes Truth 

Post-modernists reject the notion of an objective worldview, 
which they call a meta-narrative. A meta-narrative is an account 
of reality that claims to transcend one's personal, subjective 
circumstances. Post-modernists deny that meta-narratives 
can exist. They claim that modern meta-narratives are merely 
social constructions, lacking any objectivity. They are contrived 
to serve a particular purpose. That purpose is power and 

 

187 Smith, Barbara Herrnstein 1997. Belief and Resistance: 
Dynamics of Contemporary Intellectual Controversy. 
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control. By defining what is rational and real, the dominant 
meta-narrative marginalizes and oppresses minorities. Unity of 
truth is bought at the price of violence, by repressing whatever 
does not fit into the system. 

In this vein another well-known French post-modernist, Michel 
Foucault, claims that every assertion is an act of power. 
Foucault holds that there is no genuine discourse, no rhetoric 
capable of conveying "the truth," of showing us "the thing itself." 
On the contrary, all communication is concerned primarily with 
power. All discourse is violent, in the sense that it represses 
dissenting voices. Foucault writes, 

power produces: it produces reality; it produces 
domains of objects and rituals of truth.188  

By exposing the constructive and oppressive nature of meta-
narratives, post-modernists hope to make room for minority 
views. Justice may then be done to the hitherto oppressed. 
According to post-modernists, no meta-narrative is large 
enough to include all groups. Hence meta-narratives should be 
abandoned. Instead, each group should be allowed to construct 
its own local, limited narrative. None of these should be 
privileged. Grand systems of truth are to make way for a 
multitude of local stories. 

Post-modern Post-mortem 

Post-modernity makes some commendable points. It rightly 
questions the modernist assumption that human reason can 
answer all questions and solve all problems. It rightly 

 

188 Foucault, Michel 1977. Discipline and Punishment: Birth of 
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challenges the modernist quest for absolute, perfect, and 
complete knowledge. It rightly points out the subjective nature 
of scientific theorizing. It rightly notes that not all knowledge 
can be conveyed in purely rational, objective form. It rightly 
insists on making room for subjective intuition and feeling.  

Yet post-modernity, in its denial of all objective truth and 
language, goes much too far in the other direction. Consider, 
for example, the post-modern claim that no true meta-narrative 
can exist. This assertion, insofar as it makes a claim about 
reality, is itself a meta-narrative. Even the more modest claim 
that meta-narratives are unknowable is self-defeating because 
a person's perspective can never be overcome to obtain 
objective knowledge. It amounts to the objective claim that 
objective knowledge is impossible. As the English writer G.K. 
Chesterton commented, "We do not know enough about the 
unknown to know that it is unknowable".189 

To avoid such difficulties of self-refutation one must modify 
one's relativism to allow for at least some objective knowledge. 
For example, one can hardly deny the common-sense world of 
rocks and chairs. 

Consider next the post-modern notion that language cannot 
communicate truth. If no text has any objective meaning, how 
can post-modernists make use of language to convey that 
purported truth to us? Why do they write thick volumes telling 
us language cannot convey truth? Their writing, in expectation 
of being understood, contradicts the very thesis they are 
defending. It is self-refuting to use language to convey the 

 

189 cited in Marlin, George J., Richard P. Rabatin, and John L. 
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presumably objective notion that language cannot convey 
objective meaning.  

Further, if language cannot represent the external world, as 
some post-modernists maintain, how is it that they can use 
language to convey that aspect of the external world (i.e., that 
language cannot represent it)? If language cannot be used to 
represent the external world, then it is self-contradictory to use 
language to represent this alleged fact about the external 
world. 

Political scientist Joseph Wagner190 argues that all language 
presupposes objectivity, which, in turn, presupposes truth. 
Our ability to identify and to express subjective thoughts 
requires a capacity for objectivity. This, in turn, depends upon 
an ability to observe distinctions based on rules. The meaning 
of words depends on their consistent, objective usage. Else 
we could not speak coherently. 

Indeed, we could not challenge truth-claims if we did not 
possess a capacity for objectivity and truth. Philosopher 
Jürgen Habermas comments that the relativist’s own words 
depend on the essential nature of assertion. We cannot assert 
that something is the case without relying on the rules of logic, 
including the true/false distinction. For example, the skeptic 
asserts a certain thing, rather than it’s opposite. According to 
Habermas, the skeptic, in making a specific argument against 
objectivity, must inevitably presume certain rational rules that 
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contradict the content of his objection.191 Therefore, to 
challenge truth or objectivity is by its nature self-refuting. 
Again, we have a performative contradiction. 

Although language may be a human convention that 
determines what we say about the world, it does not determine 
the contents of the world. As Shakespeare noted, a rose, by any 
other name, still smells as sweet. Logical consistency and 
objectivity form universal standards that restrict meaning in any 
language. 

Of course, this critique presupposes a high regard for 
consistency and coherence. As we already noted, some post-
moderns view these as no more than convenient weapons, to 
be used or discarded as desired. Thorough-going relativists 
may well shrug off the charge of inconsistency by objecting 
that, since they are repudiating logic, why should they be 
concerned with consistency? The difficulty is that, once they 
leave the shelter of their studies, even relativists must behave 
rationally. How else could they survive in their daily lives? 
They can hardly disregard the objective meaning of traffic 
signs or labels on medicine bottles. The fact that they cannot 
live out their worldview demonstrates its practical, as well as 
rational, absurdity.  

The concern of post-moderns for oppressed minorities is 
praiseworthy. Yet, if all human judgments are subjective, on 
what basis are oppression and violence deemed bad? Are 
such judgments themselves then not merely post-modern 
constructions? Moreover, in practice, a proliferation of local 
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stories can still lead to violence when opposing groups clash. 
Richard Middleton and Brian Walsh comment: 

Given the clash of ideologies and aggressive violence 
which so characterizes post-modern plurality, why 
should we trust the outcome, unless we are rooted in 
a meta-narrative that demands this? The post-
modernist is thus caught in a performative 
contradiction, arguing against the necessity of meta-
narratives precisely by (surreptitious) appeal to a 
meta-narrative.192 

The very concept of post-modernity presupposes a master-
narrative, an all-embracing perspective that envisions a 
transition from one stage of society to a new one. Humans 
seem to have a need for meta-narratives. Local stories usually 
end up becoming universal ones. 

Naturalism placed ultimate reality in objective matter, at the 
cost of the subjective inner self. Post-modernity, on the other 
hand, places ultimate reality in the subjective self, at the cost 
of objective truth and values. Man no longer knows where he 
is, why he is, or who he is. The post-modern self is thus 
reduced to a meaningless absurdity, lost in a trackless void.  

The Ghost of Naturalism 

The shift from modernity to post-modernity was helped, if not 
caused, by dramatic changes in science.   

 

192 Middleton, J. Richard & Walsh, Brian J. 1995. Truth is 
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The main scientific model for the modern era was Newtonian 
physics. In Newtonian physics the universe was viewed as a 
huge clock, composed of material parts acting according to 
fixed laws in a fully deterministic manner. Man was viewed as 
an independent, objective observer.  

This view was challenged in the early part of the 20th century, 
with the advent of relativity and quantum mechanics. 
Relativity stressed that what we observe depends on the 
position and motion of the observer. Quantum mechanics 
introduced uncertainty and indeterminacy--at least from a 
human perspective. The hitherto independent observer now 
became an integral part of the closely inter-related quantum 
world. In mathematics, Gödel's theorems further underscored 
the inherent limitations of human knowledge. All these 
scientific developments helped to undermine the modernist 
quest for complete, objective knowledge of reality. They 
helped set the stage for post-modernity. 

Most post-modernists, despite their alleged rejection of meta-
narratives, are still naturalists. They still view the universe as 
a closed system, with no room for the supernatural. In 
particular, the bulk of academia and media still uphold the 
grand evolutionary story as truth. Perhaps this is not 
surprising. If the supernatural is denied, how else is one to 
account for the origin of all what we see? Moreover, evolution, 
which connects everything to a common origin and 
substance, fits in well with the post-modern emphasis on 
community and inter-connectedness. 

Thus post-modernity inherits modernity's problem of 
explaining how bare, purposeless matter can give rise to a 
creative mind. However, post-moderns, with their stress on 
pragmatic results and power, rather than on truth, rarely give 
this problem the attention it deserves. 
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What Does a Worldview Need? 

A viable worldview, we have argued, must account for science 
and common sense. It must explain such essentials as the 
existence of other minds, the existence of a common language 
by which we can communicate meaningful ideas to those 
minds, dependable means of communication, effective minds, 
reliable thought processes, and objective logical and rational 
standards.  

These imply the existence of three distinct worlds: the physical 
world in which we live, the mental world of our conscious 
perceptions, and the ideal world of universal truths. These are 
essentially the three worlds of Roger Penrose,193 discussed in 
Chapter 1. Any coherent, rationally defendable worldview must 
at least acknowledge the existence of these three distinct 
worlds.  

Which of these worlds is ultimate? Which came first? Penrose, 
we noted, believed that the abstract world was primary, the 
other two being mere shadows of it. He was led to this 
conclusion by the fact that the material world has a definite 
mathematical structure. World 1, our physical world, is just one 
of an infinity of possible worlds contained in the ideal realm of 
World 3; it is the physical actualization of one given member of 
World 3. Hence Penrose viewed World 3 as more basic than 
World 1.  

What provides the coherence between these three worlds? 
Note that, the actualization of one contingent world from an 
infinity of abstract possibilities requires an active power that 
makes a specific choice. Since the abstract universals are 
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themselves inert, Keith Ward suggests that this requires a 
rational Creator.194 

One problem with the ideal realm is how it could exist. Penrose 
does not elaborate on this, beyond asserting that this world is 
timeless and without physical location. One wonders, however, 
how ideas can exist other than in a mind. Eternal norms, 
Augustine argued, entail an eternal Mind. If so, reality must 
have at least four components: 

World 1:  the material world  

World 2:  human minds 

World 3:  abstract universals 

World 4:  an eternal Mind and source of coherence 

Since neither abstract universals nor bare matter can generate 
mind, we are left with only two options. The existence of World 
2 requires that either (1) mind has a supernatural origin (i.e., 
theism) or (2) all entities--even atoms--have some degree of 
consciousness (i.e., pan-psychism). 

Any workable worldview must include a viable theory of 
knowledge. Empirical knowledge, we noted, cannot acquire any 
knowledge of universals. We must thus have some other 
means of accessing the ideal realm, whether through innate 
knowledge (perhaps wired into our minds at birth), intuition 
(perhaps a sixth sense whereby we apprehend universals), or 
by divine revelation (perhaps in written form).  

 

194 Ward, Keith 1996. God, Chance and Necessity.  Oxford: 
One World, p. 38. 
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Creating a Natural God 

Can naturalism be sufficiently adapted to fulfil the requirements 
of a viable worldview? A naturalist alternative to materialism has 
been promoted by David Ray Griffin, who developed the 
process theology of British mathematician and philosopher 
Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947).  

Process theology is based on the following presuppositions: 

1. All entities, even atoms, have a subjective, experiential 
aspect, as well as a material aspect. Because of this remarkable 
feature, process theology is often referred to as pan-psychism 
(pan is Greek for all). In the more complex entities, the 
experiential aspect is more developed, eventually appearing as 
mind and consciousness. 

2. Entities at one level can give rise to entities at a higher level. 
Mind is the experiential aspect of the brain, which is made up of 
brain cells, each of which has its own experiences.  

3. All entities have a non-sensory, intuitive form of perception, 
called prehension. The mind and its brain cells interact by 
prehending each other's experiences. As our brain cells 
prehend our mind, so do our minds likewise prehend God. 
Since the primordial mind of God is the home of all ideal norms, 
we can prehend these norms. 

4. Since all entities can directly experience God, God can 
influence the world in the same way that the mind influences 
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brain cells.195 God does not contravene natural laws; he does 
not perform any miracles.  

5. This notion of God rules out any divine revelation of absolute 
truth, which would require special intervention.196 

This complicated philosophy bills itself as a naturalist theism. 
It rejects the God of orthodox Christianity. Instead, it views 
God as having two poles. In his primordial nature God is the 
(unconscious) order of all unity in the world. He upholds all 
universals. In his consequent nature God is conscious, 
dependent on the world, and the source of novelty. God never 
coerces, he never breaks the natural order. Rather, he always 
works through persuasion. God does not, and indeed cannot, 
control the free choices of creatures.  

The world is the body of God, but God also has a mind. This 
is not pan-theism, which equates the world with God, but pan-
entheism, which asserts that the world is in God. According to 
process theology, God did not create the world nor give it its 
structure. Matter has always existed. Matter and metaphysical 
principles exist independently of God.197 Perhaps better put: 
God, the world, and metaphysical principle are all mutually 
dependent. Since God did not create the world and is unable to 
control its events, he is thus not responsible for the presence of 
evil in the world. 

The God of process theology is thus not omnipotent. His powers 
are very limited. He can perform no miracles.  God’s knowledge 
also is limited. Process theology holds that God has perfect 
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knowledge of the past and present but not of the future. To 
leave room for the free actions of man, the future is 
indeterminate, unknown even to God.  

Do Atoms Have Feelings? 

Process theology rightly seeks to remedy various deficiencies 
of materialism. It makes room for subjectivity and for non-
empirical knowledge. Thereby it avoids the self-contradictions 
of materialism and provides a better fit with our experiences. 
Nevertheless, process theology has several serious 
shortcomings. 

First, it has no experimental basis. If pan-psychism were true 
we would expect to see indications of that. Physically 
indistinguishable systems would be expected occasionally to 
diverge in their physical behavior because of their mental 
aspects. But this is never observed. There is no empirical 
evidence that non-living systems have any form of experience, 
subjectivity, or purposeful behavior.  

Second, it is not made clear how advanced forms of 
consciousness can develop from lower ones. Griffin198 wants to 
distinguish between mere collections (such as rocks), where the 
highest experiences are those of the constituent molecules, and 
compound individuals (such as dogs and humans), where 
higher-level conscious experience emerges. But Griffin 
provides no mechanism for this. Nor does he explain why 
conscious mind is associated only with matter found in the 
brain. 

At first sight, by postulating a two-in-one God process 
theology seems to solve the problem of the One and the 

 

198 Ibid., p. 167. 
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Many. The two poles of God seem to provide unity between 
the diverse realms of abstract universals and material 
particulars. However, unlike the Christian trinity, this divine 
duality is not absolutely sovereign. The God of process 
theology has no control over the universals, and he has only 
a very limited control over the physical world, even though that 
physical world is assumed to be God’s body.  

Moreover, this God is the Creator of neither the physical world 
nor universals. Originally, universals, physical particulars, and 
God all exist independently of each other. No explanation is 
given why these three were originally present or why they 
should have a positive affinity for each other. The Many is 
grounded in no deeper unity; there is no genuine unifying 
principle. Yet, a Many makes no sense unless there is a 
common property shared by each, so that they can be 
correlated. The philosopher Norris Clarke199 argues that, in 
the last analysis, process theology asserts a priority of the 
Many over the One. This entails a fatal lack of coherence. For 
coherence, the One and the Many should be equally ultimate 
in harmonious co-existence. 

A further problem concerns our knowledge of universal norms. 
According to Griffin, we learn about such norms through our 
intuitive prehension of God's mind. The difficulty is that not 
everyone has the same intuition of moral or mathematical 
norms. Not everyone seems to have the same experiences of 
God. In case of a dispute, how are we to distinguish genuine 
norms from mere human imagination? How are we to decide 
which intuitions truly reflect the divine mind? This requires an 
objective form of divine revelation, which process theology 

 

199 Clarke, W. Norris 1987. "Christian Theism and Whiteheadian 
Process Philosophy" in Ronald Nash (ed.) Process 
Theology. Grand Rapids: Baker, p. 228. 
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explicitly denies. Thus process theology has no means by which 
to test non-empirical knowledge claims. 

Finding Firm Ground 

Rejecting God has terrifying consequences. Jean-Paul Sartre, 
the existentialist philosopher quoted in the beginning of this 
chapter, sadly commented,  

The existentialist...thinks it very distressing that God 
does not exist, because all possibility of finding values 
in a heaven of ideas disappears along with Him; there 
can no longer be an a priori Good, since there is no 
infinite and perfect consciousness to think it. Nowhere 
is it written that the Good exists, that we must be 
honest, that we must not lie: because the fact is we 
are on a plane where there are only men. Dostoevsky 
said, 'If God didn’t exist, everything would be 
possible!' That is the very starting point of 
existentialism. Indeed, everything is permissible if 
God does not exist, and as a result man is forlorn, 
because neither within him nor without does he find 
anything to cling to.200 

The removal of God leaves man without any absolute values.  
Everything is then permissible. Forlorn man is left adrift in a 
moral fog, lacking any solid ground to anchor on or any 
compass to give direction. 

Our ideas are true only to the extent that they correspond to 
reality. They must reflect "God's view" of things. A "God's view" 
of things can, however, be known only to the extent that God 

 

200 Sartre, Jean-Paul 1957. Existentialism and Human 
Emotions, Secaucus, NJ: The Citadel Press, pp. 22-23. 
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reveals it to us in objective form, such as in sacred books. 
Without such divine help we are reduced to idle speculation.  

Has God given us verbal revelation? There are many different 
religions. Some, such as Buddhism and Confucianism, do not 
believe in any supernatural being. Others, such as Hinduism 
and Shinto, do not claim to have any divinely inspired, 
normative scriptures. 

The only religions that claim to possess divine scriptures are 
Christianity, Judaism and Islam, plus various sects that derive 
from these. All of these are based, at least to some extent, on 
the Bible. Christianity accepts the entire Bible as the Word of 
God. Judaism adheres to the Old Testament. The Islamic Koran 
asserts that the original Christian Bible was God-given (see 
Surah 3:3) but was subsequently corrupted (God allegedly sent 
Mohammed to correct the errors).  Hence all three religions "of 
the book" believe that at least significant parts of the Bible are 
divinely revealed.  

In the following chapters we shall examine what the Bible has 
to say about the worldview issues we have been addressing. 

Appendix: How to Refute Skepticism 

Skepticism about human ability to acquire knowledge is as old 
as philosophy. The Greek philosopher Pyrrho (circa 360-270 
BC), who had been in the army of Alexander the Great, taught 
skepticism regarding the senses, logic, and morals. He affirmed 
that there were no rational grounds for preferring one belief 
above another. Hence one should renounce all claims to 
knowledge.  

A somewhat more recent advocate of skepticism was the 
philosopher David Hume. Hume believed that all our 
knowledge derives from sense impressions. Consequently, 
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he denied the validity of all abstract ideas, including notions 
of causation, the external world, and even the self.  

Skepticism is appealing to the intellectually lazy for, if all 
knowledge is reduced to the status of mere opinion, the 
ignorant is as wise as the learned scholar.  

 

Testing Assumptions 

How would one refute skepticism? Any worldview, we saw, 
consists of various presuppositions, accepted on faith, and 
their logical consequences. One might start, therefore, by 
analyzing, one by one, each of the skeptic’s premises as to its 
plausibility. Take, for example, Hume's assumption that our 
minds consist entirely of a succession of perceptions, without 
any trace of intellectuality. This presupposition alone already 
leaves no room for any thinking about our perceptions or how 
they are linked. Once one adopts a more comprehensive view 
of mind, Hume’s skeptical conclusions no longer follow. 

Often, however, the initial errors are small and not easily 
discerned. It is only later, after a long train of thought, that they 
produce significant consequences. As Aristotle noted in De 
Caelo,  

The least initial deviation from the truth is multiplied 
later a thousand-fold…that which was small at the 
start turns out a giant at the end.201  

 

201 Aristotle. 1952. The Works of Aristotle Vol.I. [Great Books of 
the Western World Vol.8]. Robert M. Hutchins (ed.). Chicago, 
IL: Encyclopaedia Britannica, p. 362. 
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Trying out the system 

This suggests a second, more indirect approach. Instead of 
examining presuppositions individually, we can examine them 
together, as a unit. One way we can test the plausibility of a set 
of presuppositions is to examine the reasonableness of the 
conclusions that they entail. In any logically valid argument, the 
conclusion follows from the premises. One must then either 
accept the conclusion or reject the premises. To make a rational 
choice, one must ask: what is more plausible, that the premises 
are true or that the conclusion is false?  

Often, of course, our comparison of plausibility is itself rather 
subjective, colored by our worldview. Sometimes, however, the 
conclusions are so strongly contrary to common sense that the 
choice should be clear. In that case, we have a reductio ad 
absurdum of the premises.  

Consider, for example, George E. Moore's refutation of Hume's 
skepticism: 

It seems to me that, in fact, there really is no stronger 
and better argument than the following. I do know that 
this pencil exists; but I could not know this, if Hume's 
principles were true; therefore, Hume's principles, 
one or both of them, are false. I think this argument 
really is as strong and good a one as any that could 
be used: and I think it really is conclusive. In other 
words, I think that the fact that, if Hume's principles 
were true, I could not know of the existence of this 
pencil, is a reductio ad absurdum of those 
principles.202 

 

202 Moore, George E. 1953. Some Main Problems in 
Philosophy. New York: Collier, pp. 119-120. 
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Moore argues that, since it is more certain that his pencil exists 
than that Hume's premises are true, Hume's set of premises 
must therefore be rejected as false.  

Moore's argument is like that of Aristotle, in Physica, who met 
the skepticism of his day with the reply: 

That nature exists it would be absurd to try to prove, 
for it is obvious that there are many things of this kind 
and to prove what is obvious by what is not is the 
mark of a man who is unable to distinguish what is 
self-evident from what is not.203 

In brief, if the falsity of the conclusion is more plausible than the 
truthfulness of the premises, then it is rational to reject the 
premises. This is particularly the case if the conclusions deny 
that which is directly evident to our senses. After all, worldviews 
are supposed to explain our observations. If any theoretical 
explanation is at odds with our personal experiences, then it is 
clearly the explanation, rather than our experience, that will 
have to be revised. The advantage of this method of refutation 
is that one need not pinpoint exactly where the initial error 
occurred. 

An Impossible Life 

Hume's skepticism fails also the test of livability. Consider, for 
example, Hume's own writings on skepticism. Surely Hume, by 
writing and publishing arguments for skepticism, expected 
others to read and comprehend them. This, in turn, assumes 
the existence of an external world consisting of at least paper 

 

203 Aristotle. 1952. The Works of Aristotle Vol.I. [Great Books of 
the Western World Vol.8]. Robert M. Hutchins (ed.). Chicago, 
IL: Encyclopaedia Britannica, p. 268. 
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with symbols on it, as well as other minds to whom the symbols 
on the paper are directed. It assumes further that, in reading 
Hume's book, the senses of other people will reliably transmit 
to the mind what is written down. Hence Hume's written defense 
of skepticism is self-refuting. Hume's book itself refutes the 
theory of mind it contains. 

Indeed, Hume confessed his own inability to consistently 
maintain his skepticism: 

The great subverter of Pyrrhonism or the excessive 
principles of skepticism is action, and employment, 
and the occupations of the common life. These 
principles may flourish and triumph in the schools; 
where it is, indeed, difficult if not impossible to refute 
them. But as soon as they leave the shade, and by 
the presence of the real objects, which actuate our 
passions and sentiments, are put in opposition to the 
more powerful principles of our nature, they vanish 
like smoke, and leave the most determined skeptic in 
the same condition as other mortals.…  

Nature is always too strong for principle. And though 
a Pyrrhonian may throw himself or others into a 
momentary amazement and confusion by his 
profound reasonings; the first and most trivial event in 
life will put to flight all his doubts and scruples.… 
When he awakes from his dream, he will be the first 
to join in the laugh against himself, and to confess that 
all his objections are mere amusement...204 

 

204 Hume, David 1777. An Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding. La Salle: Open Court (1958 reprint), pp. 177-
179. 
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Hume's failure to integrate skepticism into his daily life is itself 
the practical refutation of skepticism. Deeds, not words, are the 
most telling indicator of a philosopher's deepest convictions. 

Hume conceded that "custom...is the great guide of human 
life".205 Only Hume's habits of mind enabled him to accept such 
things as, for example, the principle of causality whereby he 
could successfully navigate life. However, he was unable to 
give these a rigorous philosophical grounding in terms of his 
empirical presuppositions. Hume's skeptical worldview failed to 
adequately account for the reliability of such common-sense 
knowledge. 

The dilemma of relativism is that it asserts a non-relative claim, 
which inevitably leads to its self-refutation. As Thomas Nagel 
notes: 

The claim "everything is subjective" must be 
nonsense, for it would itself have to be either 
subjective or objective. But it cannot be objective, 
since in that case it would be false. And it cannot be 
subjective, because then it cannot rule out any 
objective claim, including the claim that it is 
objectively false.206  

Similarly, the skeptical claim "there is no objective truth" is itself 
a truth claim, contradicting itself. 

If relativists were consistent with their professed beliefs, then 
they would have to remain silent. Skepticism renders 
philosophical discourse null and void. Hume concluded his 

 

205 Ibid., p. 47. 
206 Nagel, Thomas. 1997. The Last Word. New York: Oxford 

University Press, p. 15. 
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Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding with the following 
advice on how to choose books:  

Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning 
quantity and number? No. Does it contain any 
experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and 
existence? No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can 
contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.207  

Unfortunately for Hume, this severe standard dooms his own 
works to ashes.  

In sum, a worldview may be assessed directly, by examining 
the plausibility of its presuppositions, or indirectly, by 
considering the consequences of its set of presuppositions. It 
is irrational to accept a worldview whose consequences are 
less plausible than the denial of one or more of that 
worldview's presuppositions. 

Extreme forms of skepticism or relativism cannot be rationally 
defended. Any viable worldview must allow for (and justify), at 
least to some extent, objective logic and language, as well as 
other factors that are presumed in normal intellectual 
discourse. The relativist may claim that he is not concerned 
with rationality or consistency. He may prefer to live 
inconsistently rather than opt for another worldview. However, 
this amounts to giving up on explaining reality and resigning 
oneself to superficiality. 

 

207 Hume, op. cit., p. 184. 
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10. The Christian Worldview 

Crossfire 

One had better put on gloves before reading the New 
Testament. The presence of so much filth makes it 
very advisable...  

I have searched the New Testament in vain for a 
single sympathetic touch; nothing is there that is free, 
kindly, open-hearted, or upright. In it humanity does 
not even make the first step upward--the instinct for 
cleanliness is lacking…  

Only evil instincts are there, and there is not even the 
courage of these evil instincts. It is all cowardice; it is 
all a shutting of the eyes, a self-deception. Every 
other book becomes clean, once one has read the 
New Testament... 

Friedrich Nietzsche (The Antichrist 1920, sect. 46) 

Contra 

For people will be lovers of self, lovers of money, 
proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, 
ungrateful, unholy, heartless, unappeasable, 
slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not loving 
good... 

But as for you, continue in what you have 
learned...how from childhood you have been 
acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to 
make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ 
Jesus.  
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All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, 
equipped for every good work. 

2 Timothy 3  

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), despite being the son of a 
Lutheran pastor, did not have much good to say about the 
Bible. That is clear from the above quote. Yet, as we saw, non-
biblical worldviews, such as naturalism and relativism, fail to 
explain the three worlds of matter, mind, and mathematics. 
They leave us with no firm foundation for either truth or 
morals. As for Nietzsche, his atheism led to the nihilist 
conclusions that life was meaningless, devoid of absolute 
morals or values, with no prospect of a hereafter.  

Only divine revelation, which Nietzsche vigorously rejected, 
can provide the solid ground needed for making us wise, wise 
even unto salvation. Accordingly, in the next few chapters, we 
shall examine what light the Bible can shed on the issues we 
have studied. What does the Bible have to say about the basic 
worldview questions? How well does it explain the mysteries 
we have encountered?  

Such questions will be our prime concern. In this chapter we 
shall elaborate on the presuppositions of the Christian 
worldview. Succeeding chapters will deal with various specific 
applications of the Christian worldview.  

Basics of a Christian Worldview 

In terms of our basic worldview questions, discussed in 
Chapter 2, the Christian answers are as follows. 
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1. God is the Ultimate Reality 

Central to the Christian worldview is belief in a sovereign, all-
knowing, tri-personal, good, and infinite God, who has 
revealed himself through his written Word, the Bible. This God 
is the creator of everything. He sets logical and moral 
absolutes. He gives meaning to all that happens. God has 
revealed to us various characteristics of himself. 

God is sovereign 

God is self-sufficient, dependent on nothing beyond himself, 
and the ultimate cause of everything else. God can ultimately 
be defined only in terms of himself. As God said to Moses, in 
response to the question as to who God was "I AM WHO I AM" 
(Exod. 3:14). God is independent in his thought: "How 
unsearchable are his judgments, and how inscrutable his ways! 
For who has known the mind of the Lord?" (Rom. 11:33-34). 
God is independent in his will: "for who can resist his will?" 
(Rom. 9:19) and independent in his power: "he does all that he 
pleases" (Psa. 115:3). God is totally self-contained. 

God is all-powerful 

God's sovereignty is manifested in his omnipotence. It is 
abundantly clear in the Bible that God is all-powerful: "Whatever 
the LORD pleases he does, in heaven and on earth" (Psa. 
135:6); "With God all things are possible" (Matt. 19:26). "For the 
Lord our God the Almighty reigns" (Rev. 19:6).  Nothing 
happens by chance: "the lot is cast into the lap; but its every 
decision is from the LORD" (Prov. 16:33). 

God knows everything 

God's sovereignty is further shown in his omniscience. God 
knows everything. His knowledge is complete and perfect. 
"God...knows everything" (1 John 3:20). His knowledge 
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encompasses all things actual and possible. This includes all 
events: "The eyes of the LORD are in every place, keeping 
watch on the evil and the good" (Prov. 15:3). It also covers the 
contents of our minds and hearts: "The LORD knows the 
thoughts of man" (Psa. 94:11); "The LORD looks on the heart" 
(1 Sam. 16:7); "The LORD searches all hearts and understands 
every plan and thought" (1 Chr. 28:9).  

God's knowledge encompasses also the future:  

"Behold, the former things have come to pass, and 
new things I now declare; before they spring forth, I 
tell you of them" (Isa. 42:9); "declaring the end from 
the beginning, and from ancient times things not yet 
done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will 
accomplish all my purpose’" (Isa. 46:10). 

God is a spirit 

The Bible tells us that "God is spirit" (John 4:24). This means, 
first, that God does not depend on matter ("a spirit does not 
have flesh and bones", Luke 24:39). God has a substantial 
Being all his own and distinct from the physical world. He is 
immaterial. He is also invisible ("the invisible God", Col. 1:15) to 
the bodily senses. The idea of spirit includes also that he is alive 
("the living God", Matt. 16:16). He is a person, a self-conscious 
("I am who I am", Exod. 3:14) and self-determining Being (Rom. 
9:11). 

God is tri-personal 

The biblical God is a tri-personal God. There is one God, but he 
exists as three distinguishable persons: Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. The persons of the Trinity are sometimes distinguished 
by their different functions. Thus the creation is often attributed 
to the Father, redemption to the Son, and sanctification to the 
Holy Spirit (see Eph. 1:3-14). Yet there exists a fundamental 
unity whereby all three participate in the activity of any one of 
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them. For example, creation is said to be the work also of the 
Son (John 1:3) and the Holy Spirit (Isa. 40:13). 

God is everywhere 

The Bible portrays God as being omnipresent. On the one hand, 
he transcends all spatial limitations. On the other hand, he is 
present in every point in space: 

Yet he is actually not far from each of us; for in him 
we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:27-28) 

Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I 
cannot see him? declares the LORD. Do not I fill 
heaven and earth? declare the LORD (Jer. 23:24). 

Nevertheless, even though God is present everywhere, he does 
not manifest Himself everywhere in the same manner. There 
are numerous biblical references to God dwelling particularly in 
a special place: "I dwell in the high and holy place" (Isa. 57:15). 
Moreover, the place of God's particular manifestation is not 
fixed in time; motion is often attributed to God: the spirit of God 
moves over the face of the deep (Gen. 1:2), God walks in the 
garden in the cool of the day (Gen. 3:8), the Lord comes to 
Abraham (Gen. 18), The Lord goes before the Israelites in a 
pillar of cloud (Exod. 13:21), the Lord comes down to Mount 
Sinai (Exod. 19:20), Moses sees God pass by (Exod. 33), etc.  

In the Incarnation Christ came down, from God’s place to man's 
place, taking on a human nature; in his ascension Christ's 
human, risen body goes from man's place to heaven--to a 
specific place--where he now sits at the right hand of God (Rom. 
8:34). God is a personal, living God who transcends the 
universe he has created. 

God is good 
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The prime ethical character of God's personality is his 
goodness. This is shown in his righteousness, truthfulness, 
holiness, love, faithfulness, patience, and mercy. He proclaims,  

I am the LORD who practices steadfast love, justice, 
and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I 
delight (Jer. 9:24).  

Paul writes,  

Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and 
forbearance and patience, not knowing that God’ 
kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? (Rom. 
2:4).  

God is infinite 

The infinity of God refers to his unboundedness: he is free from 
all limitations. He is in no way limited by the universe or confined 
to it. God is absolutely perfect, with no defects ("therefore you 
must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect" Matt. 5:48). 
His greatness knows no bounds ("his greatness is 
unsearchable" Psa. 145:3). God is also perfectly wise, true, 
good, holy and righteous. 

God's infinity is further manifested in his eternity, which has no 
bounds in time ("You are the same, and your years have no 
end" Psa. 102:27), and his immensity, which has no spatial 
limitations. 

2. The Universe Totally Depends on God 

The sovereignty of God is such that he freely created the 
universe out of nothing and that it completely depends on Him 
for its continued existence. No creature is autonomous; none 
can act independently of God's sustaining power. 
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 All things were created by God 

We note first that God is the creator of everything in heaven and 
earth. "In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 
earth" (Gen. 1:1). Although this creation is derived from God the 
Father, it came about through Christ in whom, 

all things were created, in heaven and on earth, 
visible and invisible...all things were created through 
him and for him. And he is before all things, and in 
him all things hold together (Col. 1:16-17). 

God created freely 

God transcends his creatures. He is "over all" (Rom. 9:5). The 
infinite, uncreated, self-sufficient Creator must be sharply 
distinguished from all his creatures. God is distinct from his 
creation. God may thus not be identified with the universe or 
any portion of it. Only God is worthy of worship. Consequently, 
man is to be admonished against serving the "creature rather 
than the Creator" (Rom. 1:25) and is commanded not to worship 
any graven image (Exod. 20:4).   

The creation must be understood not as a necessary act, but 
as a free act of God's sovereign will (cf. Eph. 1:11, Rev. 4:11). 
He did not need to create the universe (cf. Acts 17:25), but freely 
chose to do so. The universe is thus not necessary, but 
contingent. This means that the universe could have been quite 
different, had God wanted it to be. Out of an infinity of possible 
worlds, God chose this one. God's awesome power is such that 
he can actualize his choice by the mere command of his word. 
God's decision to actuate this particular universe indicates that 
the Creator is a personal God. 

The world always depends on God 

God is not only the Creator, the originator of the universe, but 
also the cause of its continuous existence: "he upholds the 
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universe by the word of his power" (Heb. 1:3). At each instant 
the universe depends entirely upon God's sustaining power. 
Without God's continual upholding Word, the universe would 
instantly cease to exist.  

Creation out of nothing 

The explicit formulation of creatio ex nihilo (Latin for "creation 
out of nothing") arose in the early church in reaction to the belief 
that matter had always existed. This challenge came in two 
forms: dualism and pantheism. The dualists held that God 
created the universe by ordering pre-existent material. Thus, 
there were two fundamental entities: the world and God. 
Pantheism, on the other hand, identified God and the world, this 
denying any independent reality to the world. 

In opposition to such views, the traditional Christian teaching is 
that the universe was created out of nothing, that is, without the 
use of any previous substance. "In the beginning God created 
the heavens and the earth" (Gen. 1:1) implies that the physical 
universe had a beginning in time, being created by God. 
Another text often cited in support of creatio ex nihilo is 

by faith we understand that the universe was created 
by the word of God, so that what is seen was not 
made of out of things that are visible. (Heb.11:3) 

Also: "for you created all things, and by your will they existed 
and were created" (Rev. 4:11). Nothing can exist without God's 
will.  

How, then, did God create the universe? Simply through his 
word of power. He simply spoke: "and God said, ‘Let there be 
light’, and there was light" (Gen. 1:3); "for he spoke, and it came 
to be" (Psa. 33:9). During the creation week God performed a 
series of specific creation acts, culminating in the creation of 
Adam and Eve (Gen. 1). 
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Creation ex nihilo applies not only to the material universe but 
also to all laws, principles, and even possibilities.  It stresses 
that God is absolutely sovereign, the ground of all being, all 
necessity, and all possibility. Nothing else that exists is self-
sufficient; everything depends totally on God. 

3. Man was created to be God's Steward 

Man is not a complex machine, assembled accidentally for no 
particular purpose. Rather, God specifically created man for a 
purposeful task. God formed man to serve and glorify Him as 
his earthly steward. 

Created in the image of God 

Man is the crown of creation. He was made in the image of 
God ("so God created man in his own image" Gen. 1:27). As 
God's image-bearer, man is given dominion over the earth 
and all creatures on it (Gen. 1:28). Man, and all of creation, 
was originally created unblemished ("And God saw everything 
that he had made, and behold, it was very good", Gen. 1:31). 

Man was made by a direct act of God:  

then the LORD God formed the man of dust from the 
ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, 
and the man became a living being (Gen. 2:7).  

The image of God initially consisted of true knowledge ("have 
put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after 
the image of its creator" Col. 3:10), righteousness and 
holiness ("and to put on the new self, created after the 
likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness" (Eph. 
4:24). Note that these refer, respectively, to man's mind, acts, 
and heart. The image of God can be extended to other 
characteristics that we seem to share, to a very limited extent, 
with God: self-consciousness, personality, creativity, 
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rationality, the unity of the self, and so on. In short, Adam was 
created with the full ability to serve God in perfect submission. 

The Fall and its fall-out 

Yet Adam willfully rebelled against God. He wanted to be 
independent, putting himself in the place of God ("You will be 
like God, knowing good and evil" Gen. 3:5). The rebellion 
involved Adam's heart (whose pride rejected God's 
command), his mind (which sought for knowledge beyond that 
which God had revealed to him), and his action (in the 
physical eating of the forbidden fruit).  

Through Adam's disobedience death entered the world and 
sin spread to all men. All three aspects of the image of God 
became grossly distorted. Instead of being inherently 
receptive to God, man willfully suppresses God and his 
revelation (Rom. 1:18-23). Fallen man serves himself, rather 
than God. Man did not want to retain God in their knowledge, 
so God gave him up to a corrupted mind and all manner of 
unrighteousness and unholiness (Rom. 1:24-32). 

Unregenerate man is wholly inclined to reject God and do evil 
(Rom. 3:9-19): 

The natural person does not accept the things of the 
Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not 
able to understand them (1 Cor. 2:14).  

God cursed also the ground, so that it would now bring forth 
thorns and thistles (Gen. 3:17-18). Indeed, "the whole creation 
has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now" 
(Rom. 8:22). 

Redemption through Christ 

Through the redeeming work of Christ - his incarnation, death, 
and resurrection - salvation became possible for man. But 
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even then, sinners are saved only through the working of the 
Holy Spirit, by the grace of God: 

For by grace you have been saved through faith. And 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a 
result of works, so that no one may boast. (Eph. 2:8-
9)  

The new, regenerated man regains, at least partially, the 
original image of God (see Col. 3:10 and Eph. 4:24 as cited 
above). 

God through Christ will reconcile to himself all things, whether 
on earth or in heaven (Col. 1:19-20). All of creation will be set 
free from its bondage to decay (Rom. 8:19-22). At the end of 
this era Christ will come to judge all men and to determine their 
eternal destiny (Rev. 20:11-15).  

The first heaven and earth shall then pass away and there will 
be a new heaven and a new earth (Rev. 21:1). "For behold, I 
create new heavens and a new earth, and the former things 
shall not be remembered" (Isa. 65:17). Then the holy city, the 
new Jerusalem, shall come down from heaven and God shall 
dwell with his people for evermore (Rev. 21:2-3). 

4. God Created Man to Know 

God infinite knowledge forms the norm for all truth. Our belief 
about anything can be true only to the extent that it 
corresponds to God's knowledge about that issue. It follows 
that we can justify our beliefs only to the extent that God 
reveals his knowledge to us. An essential premise of the 
Christian worldview is that God has revealed truths to us 
through his written Word, the Bible. 

The Bible is our standard 
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A Christian theory of knowledge is grounded upon a proper 
attitude of obedient submission to God, listening to his Word 
and doing his will. "The fear of the LORD is the beginning of 
knowledge" (Prov. 1:7). This implies that we accept his Word 
as inerrant. We do so not because we can prove it to be such, 
for that would make human reason the ultimate judge. Rather, 
because it comes from him who is Truth. "Your word is truth" 
(John 17:17). An inerrant Bible is our basic presupposition, 
not our final conclusion.  

It follows that we must strive to listen to God's Word with open 
ears and mind, applying proper principles of interpretation that 
are consistent with this high view of Scripture. Since God's 
word is truth, we can expect it to be internally consistent. 
Hence, Scripture must interpret Scripture, the clearer parts 
clarifying the less clear. Each verse must be read within its 
wider biblical context. Further, we must take God at his word. 
To minimize human distortion of the text, we should prefer its 
most direct, natural interpretation, unless internal scriptural 
evidence indicates otherwise.  

The notion that the Bible is God's Word is consistent with what 
the Bible attests about itself. "All Scripture is breathed out by 
God" (2 Tim. 3:16).  

Our faculties were created reliable 

God wanted man to be able to learn to know things. To this 
end, God created man so that his senses and rationality 
functioned reliably. "The hearing ear and the seeing eye, the 
LORD has made them both" (Prov. 20:12). The Bible 
presumes that God has created man in such a way that he 
can attain reliable knowledge of nature. Alvin Plantinga 
comments: 

God has ...created us with cognitive faculties 
designed to enable us to achieve true beliefs with 
respect to a wide variety of propositions - propositions 
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about our immediate environment, about our own 
interior lives, about the thoughts and experiences of 
other persons, about our universe at large, about right 
and wrong, about the whole realm of abstracta--
numbers, properties, propositions-- ... and about 
himself.208 

There is a close connection between divine wisdom and the 
wisdom of righteous men. In Proverbs 8, where wisdom is 
personified, we read: 

The Lord possessed me at the beginning of his work, 
the first of his acts of old. Ages ago I was set 
up...when he established the heavens, I was 
there...Blessed is the one who listens to me...For 
whoever finds me finds life. (Prov. 8: 22-35) 

The message is clear: the same wisdom used by God is 
available also to man, if only man seeks it in the right place. 

Our heart is in control 

Our reasoning ability is not confined to merely using of 
deductive logic. It includes also the capacity for abstract, 
speculative thought. Being created in the image of God 
includes an element of creativity or inventiveness, the ability 
to think novel thoughts. 

However, our reasoning is a tool manipulated by our inner 
heart, with its will and desires. As such, it can easily be 
misguided: "for out of the heart come evil thoughts" (Matt. 
15:19). As we already noted, the Fall profoundly diminished the 

 

208 Plantinga, Alvin. 1993. Warrant and Proper Function. New 
York: Oxford University Press, p. 201. 
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image of God in man. Man lost his righteous and holiness; his 
knowledge became distorted.  

Fallen man still possesses some innate knowledge, not 
derived from experience but present in the mind from birth. 
Man still has an innate awareness of God, plus a limited sense 
of right and wrong ("they show that the work of the law is 
written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears 
witness" Rom. 2:15). These imply also an innate rationality, 
the ability to think logically. 

Fallen man's ability to know is such that he should still be able 
to discern God through nature (Rom. 1, Psa. 19). Man’s 
problem is that he willfully suppresses this knowledge. He 
rejects God's Word in any form. He no longer uses his senses 
and rationality to serve God, as they were intended, but to 
serve himself. Man’s erroneous presupposition of autonomy 
causes him to misinterpret everything he experiences. 
Consequently, nothing retains any valid meaning for him. 

In short, a Christian view of knowledge embraces the Bible as 
the ultimate source of truth, while granting also a proper place 
to the senses, rationality and innate knowledge. In addition, 
God may also speak to us directly. Yet, our present 
knowledge can be only partial:  

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to 
face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even 
as I have been fully known. (1 Cor. 13:12)  

The central question is whether man uses his knowledge, 
however limited, in service to God or in rebellion against Him. 

5. God Sets the Standards 

Since God is sovereign, he sets the ultimate standards. God, 
the Absolute, is the only one who can set absolute norms. He 
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alone can endow life with meaning and value. Since God is 
truth, he sets the norms for logic, truth, and rationality. 

God, the Holy One, the overflowing fountain of all good, 
determines moral standards. Our morality must thus be based 
on those standards he has given in his Word. The Ten 
Commandments form the central core of biblical morality 
(Deut. 4:13, Matt. 5:17-20). Believers are to "love the Lord 
your God, walk in his ways, and keep his commandments" 
(Deut. 30:16). 

All meaning and beauty finds its source in God. Universal 
norms and values exist because God upholds them as such.  

6. History Unfolds God's Plan 

To Christians, history is not chaotic or meaningless. God is a 
rational Sovereign: he does everything for a reason, working out 
his eternal plan (cf. Eph. 1). Hence everything, no matter how 
seemingly trivial, occurs not by chance but according to God's 
purposes. The principle of sufficient reason is thus grounded in 
God's will, wisdom, and power. 

Everything that happens unfolds according to God's eternal 
plan. The ultimate explanation of everything and anything is 
God's will. Not all of God's will has been revealed to us: 

the secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the 
things that are revealed belong to us and to our 
children forever, that we may do all the words of this 
law (Deut. 29:2). 

Nevertheless, believers take comfort in the fact that, even 
though we may not know why certain things happen, we do 
know that they happen in full accord with God's purpose: 
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For those who love God all things work together for 
good, for those who are called according to his 
purpose (Rom. 8:28). 

The universe is purposeful because of its purposeful Creator. 
The ultimate purpose of God's work of creation is to reveal his 
glory: "whom I created for my glory" (Isa. 43:7) and "the 
heavens declare the glory of God" (Psa. 19:1).  

Examining the Christian Worldview 

Having outlined the basics of the Christian worldview, a few 
comments are in order.  

A Total Worldview 

Since everything has been created by God for a specific 
purpose, the Christian worldview is all-encompassing. Like 
naturalism, it sets out to explain everything in terms of its basic 
tenets. Everything finds its true meaning only in God, in 
relation to his comprehensive plan.  

The Bible addresses the full range of our experiences: issues 
of matter, mind, and heart. It even explains naturalism in terms 
of man's rebellion against God. We must therefore strive to 
bring all our thoughts, words, and actions into line with biblical 
norms and insights. Scripture is 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and 
for training in righteousness, that the man of God may 
be competent, equipped for every good work (2 Tim. 
3:16-17).  

Ours should be a deeply felt heart commitment, involving our 
whole being: "You shall love the LORD your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your might" (Deut. 6:5). 
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"And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the 
name of the Lord Jesus" (Col. 3:17). 

Justifying Worldview Tests 

Since the Christian worldview is comprehensive, it should, 
among other things, address also our criteria for testing 
worldviews. These, as outlined in Chapter 2, were (1) 
consistency (2) experience and (3) livability. 

We note first that the Bible itself tells us that truth claims must 
be tested. The apostle John exhorts,  

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the 
spirits, whether they are of God: because many false 
prophets have gone out into the world (1 John 4:1).  

Paul, likewise, urges, "Test everything; hold fast what is good" 
(1 Thess. 5:21).  

How are we to test the spirits? The Bible cites several specific 
tests. 

(1) The Test of Experience 

First, we consider the criterion of experience. One test for 
false prophets was the falsity of their predictions:  

And if you say in your heart, ‘How may we know the 
word that the LORD has not spoken?’  When a 
prophet speaks in the name of the LORD, if the thing 
does not come to pass or come true, that is a word 
that the LORD has not spoken; the prophet has 
spoken it presumptuously (Deut.18:21-22).  
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The Bible proclaims that only God can predict the future 
unerringly; the falsity of other gods is shown by their failure to 
make correct predictions (Isa. 41:21-26).  

More positively, various experiences can testify to the power 
and faithfulness of God: “The heavens declare the glory of 
God, and the sky above shows his handiwork” (Psa. 19:1). 

When John the Baptist sent his disciples to ask Jesus whether 
he was the one who was to come, Jesus answered them, "Go 
and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their 
sight and the lame walk..." (Matt. 11:4-5). These experiences 
should have clearly answered their question. Indeed, many 
were led thereby to belief: "many believed in his name when 
they saw the signs that he was doing" (John 2:23).  

Belief in Jesus' resurrection is grounded in the disciples' 
actual experiences: 

When therefore he was raised from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this, and they 
believed the Scripture and the word that Jesus had 
spoken (John 2:22).  

Paul backs up his claim of Christ's resurrection by appealing 
to eye- witnesses of the risen Christ (1 Cor. 15:5-8); John, too, 
bases his teachings on what he has personally heard and 
seen (I John 1:1-5). 

(2) The Test of Scripture 

But the test of experience can only go so far, since our 
experiences are often open to differing interpretations. 
Suppose, for example, that a prophet made a prediction that 
was fulfilled. Should we conclude that he was therefore a true 
prophet? No, that conclusion would commit the fallacy of 
affirming the consequent (see Chapter 2: the appendix on 
logic). It is still possible that the prophet is a false prophet. A 
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further test must be applied. If the prophet makes true 
predictions, but urges the people to follow other gods, then he 
is a false prophet. In that case God is just testing his people 
(see Deut. 13:1-3).  

The test applied here is the test of Scripture. Christians must 
reject teachings that contradict the Bible. For example, the 
Bereans were "examining the Scriptures daily to see if these 
things were so" (Acts 17:11). Jesus said, "You are wrong, 
because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of 
God" (Matt. 22:29). Since the Bible is the Word of God, and 
since God is Truth, whatever contradicts the Bible must be 
rejected as false. 

 

(3) The Test of Consistency 

A third biblical criterion of truth is that of consistency. The 
above criteria already entail that our beliefs should be 
consistent with Scripture and experience. There is, however, 
also the aspect of internal consistency. Our beliefs should not 
contradict each other. Rather, they should form a coherent 
whole. The Bible implies the need for such consistency 
whenever it presents logical arguments. 

For example, when the Pharisees charge that Jesus' casting 
out of demons is a Satanic act, Jesus responds:  

if Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. 
How then will his kingdom stand? And if I cast out 
demons by Beelzebub, by whom do your sons cast 
them out? (Matt. 12:26-27).  

In this confrontation Jesus’ miracles, which should have 
proved his divinity, were interpreted in a contrary manner. 
Jesus notes, however, that the Pharisees' interpretation is 
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incoherent. An inconsistent worldview, like a divided house, 
will eventually collapse.  

(4) The Test of Livability 

A final test is that of lifestyle. Christianity is not just academic 
talk. It is a very practical worldview that must be fully lived out. 
The Bible continually stresses that our works must be 
consistent with the faith we profess: 

Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's 
clothing but inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will 
recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered 
from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? So, every 
healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree 
bears bad fruit...Not everyone who says to me ‘Lord, 
Lord’, will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one 
who does the will of my Father in heaven (Matt. 7:15-
21). 

Likewise, James writes, "But be doers of the word, and not 
hearers only, deceiving yourselves" (James 1:22). 

Of course, as sinful humans, we all fall short in fully living the 
Christian, even after we have been regenerated by the Holy 
Spirit. Yet, that should be our aim. 

The Danger of Compromise 

Worldviews come as package deals. Compromising 
Christianity with modern, post-modern, or pagan ideals 
introduces an inconsistency into our lives that will eventually 
undermine our commitment to God. “No one can serve two 
masters” (Matt. 6:24). Likewise, no inconsistent worldview can 
hope to survive. Hence, we should diligently test the spirits of 
the day, discerning their source and implications:  
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Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may 
discern what is the will of God, what is good and 
acceptable and perfect (Rom. 12:2). 

This is no easy thing. It is difficult to avoid contamination from 
the society in which we live. It requires us to test and cleanse 
our every thought, bringing it line with God's Word and will: 

For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh 
but have divine power to destroy strongholds. We 
destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised 
against the knowledge of God, and take every 
thought captive to obey Christ (2 Cor. 10:4-5). 

Christianity, like its rivals, is all-embracing. Hence, worldview 
wars are total wars, covering every aspect of reality. Christian 
must therefore be constantly alert, relying on God and 
applying the full armor he supplies: 

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his 
might. Put on the whole armor of God, that you may 
be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. For 
we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against 
the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic 
powers over this present darkness, against the 
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places (Eph. 
6:10-12). 

Conclusions 

In this chapter we outlined the basics of the Christian 
worldview. Since these all flow from the Bible, the key 
Christian presupposition is that the Bible is God’s written Word 
and, as such, the absolute standard of truth. The prime 
worldview teaching of the Bible is the total sovereignty of God, 
who is the ultimate reality. 
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We argued that the Christian worldview justifies the general 
worldview criteria of consistency, experience, and livability. In 
addition to these it adds the test of Scripture. The Christian 
worldview justifies also the Principle of Sufficient Reason (i.e., 
everything that happens has a place in God’s purposeful, all-
encompassing plan) and, consequently, the Principle of 
Causality (i.e., everything that happens is caused, directly or 
indirectly, by God).  

The Christian worldview seeks to explain everything in terms 
of its basic tenets. In the next chapters we shall examine what 
it has to say regarding worldview-type questions concerning 
matter, mind, and mathematics.  
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11. God and the Physical World 

Crossfire 

Man's knowledge and mastery of the world have 
advanced to such an extent through science and 
technology that it is no longer possible for anyone to 
seriously hold to the New Testament view of the 
world--in fact there is no one who does... 

It is impossible to use electric light and the wireless 
and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical 
discoveries and at the same time to believe in the 
New Testament world of spirits and miracles. We may 
think we can manage it ourselves, but to expect 
others to do so is to make the Christian faith 
unintelligible and unacceptable to the modern world. 

Rudolph Bultmann (Kerygma and Myth 1964: 3-5) 

Contra 

Jesus said to him, “Have you believed because you 
have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen 
and yet have believed.” 

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of 
the disciples, which are not written in this book; but 
these are written so that you may believe that Jesus 
is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing 
you may have life in his name. 

John 20:29-31  

Can we still believe the Bible when it speaks of spirits or 
miracles? The famous New Testament scholar Rudolph 
Bultmann (1884-1976) thought not. Bultmann believed that the 
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world operated according to purely natural causes and effects. 
He was convinced that modern science had proven that there 
was no room for spiritual agents or supernatural causes. 
Consequently, his worldview was essentially naturalistic. He 
rejected even the resurrection of Jesus as primitive nonsense.  

Spirits and miracles are, however, central to the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. Paul writes, "and if Christ has not been raised, then our 
preaching is in vain, and your faith is in vain" (1 Cor. 15:14).  If 
Christ has not risen, then those placing their trust in Him are 
most to be pitied (1 Cor. 15:19). 

In this chapter we shall examine the implications of the Christian 
worldview for the physical world. How does God act in this 
world? Is there room for miracles? Does God create through 
chance? Does God limit Himself in his power or knowledge? As 
we address these questions, we shall revisit various issues that 
were previously examined from the perspective of naturalism. 

God's Creation 

We saw in the previous chapter that God is the creator of 
everything that exists in heaven and earth (Gen. 1). God 
created everything through his word of power. This creation 
was a free act of the transcendent God. The universe exists 
in its specific, detailed form because God fashioned it in 
accordance with his all-encompassing plan. It was a creation 
from nothing, other than the idea of God's eternal plan.  

Why We Can Understand the Universe 

The fact that God created the universe according to a rational 
plan has implications for the question of why the universe is 
comprehensible. Man is a major part of God's plan; God 
created the universe so that it would be a fit place for man. 
"He did not create it empty, he formed it to be inhabited" (Isa. 
45:18). God created man in his image, which includes 
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rationality and creativity, to serve Him as his steward. Man is 
"to fill the earth and subdue it" (Gen. 1:28). To accomplish the 
task set to him by God, man needs to know how the earthly 
environment functions. It is thus to be expected that man should 
be able discern something of the universe's structure and that it 
is user-friendly to him. The human comprehensibility of the 
physical world is thus no longer a mystery. Rather, it is an 
expected consequence of God's plan. 

God's Providence 

We are told that God "rested on the seventh day from all his 
work that he had done" (Gen. 2:2). God rested, however, only 
in that he ceased creating new things. God remained active in 
preserving the universe that he had created.  

The biblical God should not be confused with the watchmaker 
god of the deists, who serves only to assemble the universe, 
which thereafter runs by itself. The biblical God continues to 
uphold his creation by his “word of power” (Heb. 1:3). God's 
continuous preservation of the world is needed to keep it in 
existence. No creature can exist by itself. Nothing can exist 
independent of God. Without God's sustaining power the world 
would cease to exist. In this sense, God works always (John 
5:17). 

The Reformed theologian Herman Bavinck (1854-1921) 
distinguishes between creation and preservation as follows: 

Creation calls into being the things that are not, things 
which have no other existence than that of ideas and 
decrees in the being of God. By preservation, with the 
same power, God summons those things which have 
received an existence which is distinct from his being 
and are nevertheless solely and exclusively from, 
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through, and to God. Creation yields existence while 
preservation is persistence in existence.209 

God does not merely preserve the universe, but he also 
governs it. His governance has to do with that continued activity 
of God whereby he rules all things as to secure the 
accomplishment of his divine purpose. God "works all things 
according to the counsel of his will" (Eph. 1:11). God is the 
primary cause of all events. He is the necessary and sufficient 
cause of all events, no matter how trivial they may appear to us. 
Even the birds of the air and the lilies of the field receive his 
detailed care and attention (Matt. 6:26-28). Everything occurs 
for a purpose, in accordance with God's comprehensive plan.  

God Uses Secondary Causes 

Although God is the primary cause of everything, he usually 
works through secondary causes. Secondary agents include 
physical objects, animals, humans, and spiritual beings, such 
as angels. 

God generally upholds the universe, from one moment to the 
next, in accordance with the properties he has assigned to his 
creatures. The moon, for example, orbits the earth in 
accordance with its gravitational character; animals follow their 
specific instincts; humans act according to their individual 
characters; and so on. Yet none of their actions can occur 
without God's concurrence or cooperation. Thus every normal 
natural event has two causes: a primary, divine cause and a 
secondary, natural cause.  

 

209 Bavinck, Herman 1999. In the Beginning: Foundations of 
Creation Theology. Edited by John Bolt, translated by John 
Vriend. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, pp. 247-248. 
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God is a God of order (1 Cor.14:33). He has made a covenant 
with his creation, so that the cycle of summer and winter, day 
and night will continue as long as the earth exists (Gen. 8:22; 
9:11-12; Jer. 33:25). He has set bounds for his creatures (Job 
38-41). Hence, we can expect secondary causes to be uniform. 
This makes it possible for us to plan our lives, and to do science. 
The Christian worldview solves the problem of induction by 
grounding it in the faithfulness of the God of the Bible. No 
additional special assumption is needed. 

Miracles Happen 

However, the uniformity of nature is not absolute. God does not 
inflexibly restrict Himself to secondary causes. In extraordinary 
cases God may withhold his concurrence and substitute some 
other effect.  

Miracles do not violate the natural order. Miracles are not divine 
interventions in a world that otherwise runs by itself. As we have 
just seen, the world must at each instance be sustained by God. 
Hence, miracles are merely irregular manifestations of God's 
will. Likewise, natural laws are not rigid rules but, rather, the 
more regular manifestations of God's will. 

Some miracles clearly involve natural forces. Consider, for 
example, the parting of the Red Sea:  

Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea, and 
the LORD drove the sea back by a strong east wind 
all night and made the sea dry land, and the waters 
were divided (Exod. 14:21). 

This has led some scholars to suggest that this was a purely 
natural event, the only miracle being that God fore-knew exactly 
when it would happen. Some have gone so far as to assert that 
all biblical miracles have totally natural explanations. For 
example, the scientist-theologian James Jauncey, a theistic 
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evolutionist, believes, "the supernatural events in the world are 
merely natural events being used by God to bring about his 
purpose".210 His reasoning is as follows: 

If God had to break his own laws to bring about 
miracles, the obviously they were not flexible enough 
for every purpose of God when he originally made 
them, which is another way of saying his original 
creation was imperfect. When God created the world, 
he saw that it was good. This also included the 
existence of natural law, which must be flexible 
enough for every purpose God has in mind. So we 
have to abandon the idea of miracles as broken 
laws...It means that miracles are exhibitions of God's 
knowledge rather than mere brute power or show of 
magic.211 

This erroneous notion overlooks several pertinent factors. First, 
it ignores the possible effect of spiritual agents such as angels 
and demons. Angels can be forces of physical destruction (2 
Sam. 24:15-17 and 2 Kings 19:35); Satan can perform signs 
and lying wonders (2 Thess. 2:9). Thus, some natural events 
clearly do have a secondary spiritual cause. 

Second, the point of many of God's miracles is to show that he 
is the only true God, who alone has power even over nature. 
We think here of the dramatic confrontation between Elijah and 
the priests of Baal on Mount Carmel:  

Then the fire of the LORD fell and consumed the burnt 
offering and the wood and the stones and the dust, 
and licked up the water that was in the trench. And 

 

210 Jauncey, James 1971. Science Returns to God. Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, p. 36. 

211 Ibid. 
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when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces and 
said, ‘The LORD, he is the God. (1 Kings 18:38-39). 

Consider also the calming of the storm by Jesus, after which his 
disciples exclaim, "Who then is this, that he commands even 
winds and water, and they obey him?" (Luke 8:25). Many 
miracles of Jesus were recorded so that we might believe that 
Jesus is the Christ (John 20:29-31). 

We thus conclude that many biblical miracles are not explicable 
in terms of purely natural causes. Miracles display not only 
God's complete knowledge but also his awesome power.  

Therefore, the Christian worldview, which allows for miracles 
and spiritual agents, affirms that some historical events have no 
natural explanation. Naturalism, on the other hand, presumes 
that all events have purely natural causes. This prohibits 
miracles since, by definition, miracles have supernatural 
causes. However, as we saw in our discussion on induction 
(see Chapter 4), this naturalist view is unprovable by either 
experience or logic. It is mere assumption. 

Does God Play with Dice? 

Several recent writers believe that God creates through chance, 
so that not even God knows the future outcome of all events. 
By chance they mean chance in the sense of genuine 
randomness, rather than mere coincidence or human 
ignorance. They consider chance events to be an inherent part 
of creation, necessary for creatures to have creative freedom. 

For example, Arthur Peacocke, a biochemist who became an 
Anglican priest, asserts that God creates through law and 
chance. Consequently, he argues, the future of the physical 
world is open, rather than being fully determined. Not even 
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God fully knows the future.212 The notion that God has limited 
knowledge of the future is promoted by adherents of Open 
Theology, which has recently become quite popular in North 
America. 

According to Peacocke, God has so made the world that there 
are certain areas over which he has chosen not to have 
control. By using chance God has self-limited his 
omnipotence and omniscience. God takes risks. Only thus 
could the world produce beings fit for fellowship with God.213 
Chance, Peacocke asserts, manifests itself mainly through 
quantum uncertainty and human freewill.214 Open theologian 
Greg Boyd215 likewise claims that quantum mechanics confirms 
that the future is partly open.  

Providence and Chance 

Can chance be reconciled with the biblical God? Is it 
conceivable that God could create an entity whose actions are 
unpredictable even by God Himself, its omniscient Creator?  

This seems implausible. Consider, for example, a quantum 
event. In our discussion on quantum mechanics (Chapter 5) we 
saw that quantum mechanics certainly limits our human ability 
to know the quantum world. However, quantum mechanics 
does not demand chance.  That is merely one possible 
interpretation of quantum physics. We found that it is possible 
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to interpret quantum mechanics without appealing to chance. 
Further, even if it could be shown that quantum events have no 
sufficient physical cause, this still leaves open the possibility of 
non-physical causes. 

 Suppose a quantum event were fully determined by physical 
causes. Then, no matter how complicated the chain of causes 
leading to the event, an omniscient God would know the 
outcome. Suppose on the other hand, that a quantum event is 
not fully determined by physical causes. Then it lacks a 
sufficient physical cause. But physical causes are only 
secondary causes. Since God is the primary cause of all that 
happens, this still leaves God as the primary cause. The 
absence of a secondary cause would imply only that God is in 
this case acting directly. Thus here, too, God must foreknow the 
outcome. 

Authors who postulate that God works through chance rarely 
pause to consider how it is possible for an all-knowing, all-
powerful God to create genuine chance events. The statistician 
D. J. Bartholomew is a notable exception. He writes: 

It is difficult to conceive of how God could be 
'responsible' in some sense for pure chance without 
having designed the mechanism giving rise to it. 
Speaking personally, I find it impossible to frame any 
statement about God's action in generating random 
events which avoids the notion of design on his part 
and so justifies us in saying that chance events are 
without any explanation whatsoever. It is more 
congenial to both faith and reason to suppose that 
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God generates the requisite degree of randomness 
much as we do, by deterministic means.216 

Yet, if God generates randomness much as we do, by 
deterministic means, this means that "chance" events are 
actually fully deterministic. Then it is only God’s knowledge of 
the outcome that is uncertain. In this vein Bartholomew adds, 
"this does not imply or require foreknowledge of the 
consequences at the micro-level on God's part".217 
Bartholomew argues that, at bottom, chance is bound up with 
the notion of independence rather than lack of cause: 

To allow the existence of pure chance in any sense is 
rather like saying that God can choose to act so that 
his left hand does not know what his right is doing. Or 
to put it more formally: that there must be independent 
sources of independent action within the one 
Godhead. There seems to be nothing logically 
impossible in such a suggestion but whether or not it 
can be usefully developed is not clear.218 

The notion that "God's left hand doesn't know what his right 
hand is doing" implies a severe limit on God's self-knowledge of 
the present instant. Moreover, it is just a limit on God's 
knowledge. It does not make the universe any less 
deterministic. Thus, it offers no explanation of genuine chance. 
It just hampers God's ability to make predictions.  

Further, Bartholomew's suggestion contradicts the 
omniscience, unity and simplicity generally attributed to the God 
of the Bible. Appeals to the multi-personhood of God do not 
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help. The orthodox notion of the Trinity asserts an essential 
unity to God, particularly as it relates to knowledge: each 
Person is essentially and equally omniscient (i.e., the Father: 1 
John 3:20; the Son: Matt. 11:27; and the Holy Spirit: 1 Cor. 
2:11). Hence, the orthodox conception of the biblical God has 
no room for the notion that he could generate pure chance.  

This conclusion is further strengthened when we consider 
God's concurrence. At each instant, for God to actuate the 
universe at the next instant, he must have prior knowledge of all 
the intended actions of all his creatures. Such knowledge is 
needed to decide whether or not to concur. Indeed, how could 
God actuate the universe at each instant without first having full 
knowledge of all its details?  

However, if God can fully predict the next state of the universe, 
then, again, genuine chance seems to be ruled out. As the Bible 
says, "the lot is cast into the lap; but its every decision is from 
the Lord" (Prov. 16:33). God determines the outcome of the lot, 
no matter how random it may seem to us. 

Does God Limit Himself? 

Arthur Peacocke tries to make room for chance by suggesting 
that God has self-limited his power and knowledge.219 He 
suggests that God has so made the world that there are certain 
areas over which he has chosen not to have control. There are 
certain systems whose future states are in principle 
unknowable, even to God.220 In a similar vein, the Christian 
philosopher William Alston goes so far as to assert, “To deny 
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that God can voluntarily limit Godself in this way would itself be 
to deny God’s omnipotence”.221 

However, God’s omnipotence means that he can do all things 
that are logically possible and consistent with his character. For 
a rational, omniscient, omnipotent God to construct a purely 
random, indeterministic mechanism seems logically impossible. 
It entails that God causes an effect (e.g., a quantum event) that 
has no cause.  

Furthermore, it is an essential characteristic of God that he is 
sovereign. He is the only independent being, upon which 
everything else depends for its existence. It is contrary to God's 
essential nature that he would make creatures that are 
independent of Him. God would then no longer be God. 
Omnipotence and omniscience are necessary properties of 
God. God cannot give these up without ceasing to be God. 
Hence God, as God, must necessarily always retain his full 
omnipotence and omniscience. 

According to Peacocke, God's omniscience must be construed 
as God knowing at any time whatever it is logically possible for 
Him to know.222This, Peacocke asserts, does not include 
uncertain future quantum events, since these do not yet exist.  

Yet even this limited definition of omniscience still implies that 
God has complete knowledge of the past and present. This 
rules out Bartholomew's suggestion that, at any instant, God's 
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left hand does not know what his right hand is doing. One is 
then still left with the problem of constructing a viable 
mechanism for generating pure chance. 

The physicist W.G. Pollard223 and the philosopher Nancey 
Murphy224 advocate that the apparently random events at the 
quantum level are all specific, intentional acts of God. However, 
God limits his action at this level. First, God respects the 
integrity of the entities with which he co-operates. For example, 
God doesn't arbitrarily change the electron's mass. Second, 
God restricts his action to produce a world that is orderly and 
law-like. God, then, is the hidden cause of quantum events. 
Murphy asserts, rightly, that this position is theologically 
preferable to indeterminism. It has the further advantage of 
consistency with the principle of sufficient reason.225 Of course, 
if God is directly responsible for quantum events, then these 
events must be predictable by God. 

In short, the Christian view of God's providence affirms that the 
universe is fully determined from God's perspective. As to 
quantum events, whether they are strictly determined in terms 
of purely secondary physical causes remains an open question. 
Such secondary causes, if they do exist, may well be too deep 
for finite humans to fully comprehend, let alone to apply for 
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prediction. However, even if secondary causes were to be 
incomplete, this still leaves God as the primary cause.  

Knowing an Uncertain Future 

One could approach the question of chance also in terms of 
God's foreknowledge. If God has complete and certain 
knowledge of the future, does this not rule out the possibility of 
chance events, and the uncertain future they entail? Some 
Christians dispute this. Various attempts have been made to 
preserve God's foreknowledge of future events in a world 
containing chance.  

Consider, for example, the theologian John Jefferson Davis. He 
argues that the Bible depicts God as having a complete 
knowledge of future events (Isa 41-46), extending even to 
human thoughts (Psa 139:1-6) and quantum events. Hence, 
Davis rejects226 Peacocke's limited view of divine omniscience. 
Yet, at the same time, Davis concurs with Peacocke that 
quantum events are truly indeterministic, governed by genuine 
chance. 

How does Davis square these two seemingly contradictory 
notions? How can God foreknow an as yet uncertain future 
event? To resolve this dilemma, Davis appeals to the notion of 
middle knowledge. This concept dates back to the Jesuit 
theologian Luis Molina (1553-1600). Molina held that God has 
three types of knowledge: (1) natural knowledge of all 
necessary truths, including all possible worlds, logic, and 
mathematics, (2) free knowledge of the actual world he created, 
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and (3) middle knowledge of what any creature would freely do 
in any given hypothetical situation. 

Davis extends the notion of divine middle knowledge to 
quantum events. He postulates that God knows whether a 
given radium atom, placed in a given physical situation, would 
randomly decay at a given time. According to Davis,  

God 'sees' that a given nucleus is about to 
disintegrate, and is free either to concur--and so to 
make certain--or not to concur in the propensities and 
tendencies of the creature in question.227 

A similar appeal to Molinian middle knowledge to reconcile 
genuine chance with divine foreknowledge is made by Christian 
mathematician James Bradley.228 

 In response, Arthur Peacocke229 asks how God could possibly 
know exactly when a given nucleus will disintegrate if there are 
no underlying laws that determine this. Peacocke argues that, 
if quantum events are genuinely random, God's middle 
knowledge can be only of the probability of a quantum event 
occurring.  

Indeed, one wonders how God could know with certainty the 
future outcome of an as yet uncertain quantum event. By 
definition, it is impossible to know the outcome of an 
indeterministic event before it occurs. To say, with Davis, that 
God knows how a particle will behave in a given hypothetical 
situation implies that, given specific circumstances, the particle 
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will always behave in exactly the same way. In that case the 
outcome is not indeterministic at all. Rather, it is fully determined 
by the circumstances. In short, divine middle knowledge 
presumes determinism.  

Note, by the way, that a mere foreknowledge of the future does 
not enable God to control the future. God then merely sees what 
is about to happen. If God is to have some measure of control, 
then God must have detailed knowledge of how creatures will 
react in particular hypothetical circumstances. Such middle 
knowledge allows God to predict possible future states of the 
universe. He can then effectively plan and direct the unfolding 
of history. As the Creator of all that exists, God surely has fully 
comprehensive middle knowledge. He knows exactly how any 
of his creatures will act in any conceivable situation. 

Butterflies and Storms 

Chaotic systems, we saw in Chapter 5, offer a mechanism 
whereby small effects can be greatly amplified. Thus, a 
chaotic system could transform a tiny quantum event into a 
major physical catastrophe. Recall, for example, the butterfly 
effect in weather prediction. 

It follows that if, as open theists affirm, God cannot predict 
quantum events, then neither can he predict the future 
behavior of chaotic systems. This puts severe limitations on 
God's knowledge of the future. For example, the God of open 
theology cannot predict, say, a future storm, nor those killed 
by it.  

Hence, it is not the case, as argued by proponents of open 
theology, that a God who does not know the outcome of 
quantum events can still know the future approximately. 
Chaotic events entail that, for such a limited God, the future 
cannot be known even roughly. He can overcome the 
difficulties caused by the chaotic amplification of quantum 
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effects only by continuous direct intervention. To ensure that 
his future goals are met, the God of open theology must 
constantly perform miracles to keep his plan on track. 

Conclusions 

In summary, the Christian worldview stresses the sovereignty 
of God. The universe is structured because God made the 
universe according to a rational plan. It is comprehensible to 
man because God made man in his image to be his steward.  

God has created everything in the world, and he continues to 
sustain it in its continued existence. God is the primary cause 
of all events. Everything happens in accordance with God's 
eternal plan. God's faithfulness is reflected in the fact that he 
usually works through orderly, secondary causes. However, 
these are not absolute; God may at times act directly in 
miraculous ways.  

God’s sovereignty and omniscience rule out the existence of 
genuine chance. Genuine chance in the world would imply 
that some events happen without being fully caused. It is 
inconsistent to think that a rational, omniscient, omnipotent 
God could create a genuinely random device, of which he 
wouldn’t be able to predict the outcome. If God were to limit 
his powers so that his creatures would be independent 
agents, then God would no longer be God. God's 
omnipotence and omniscience are essential to his divine 
nature. 
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12. Free Will and Responsibility 

Crossfire 

Given our best scientific theories, factors beyond our 
control ultimately produce all of our actions…we are 
therefore not morally responsible for them. 

Derk Pereboom (Living Without Free Will, 2001: front 
flap) 

Contra 

The good person out of his good treasure brings forth 
good, and the evil person out of his evil treasure 
brings forth evil.  

I tell you, on the day of judgment people will give 
account for every careless word they speak, for by 
your words you will be justified, and by your words 
you will be condemned. 

Matthew 12:35-37  

The philosopher Derk Pereboom believes that all our acts and 
choices are ultimately produced by factors beyond our control. 
He embraces the naturalist position that our minds are run by 
our brains, which in turn are completely controlled by bio-
chemical laws. As a result, he concludes that we have no free 
will. Hence, we cannot be held morally responsible.  

Free will is perhaps the most perplexing philosophical mystery. 
It gives rise to many deep questions. Do we have such a thing 
as free will? Do we really have a choice when we make a 
choice? Or are our choices completely pre-determined by our 
character and circumstances? If our choices are pre-
determined, should we be held morally accountable? Is free will 
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possible in a determinist world, where all our choices can be 
completely explained in terms of prior causes? Or does free will 
require an element of chance? Can God fully predict all our 
human choices? How can we reconcile human free will with 
divine sovereignty?  

Many philosophers believe that human free will is impossible in 
a deterministic world, where all events and choices are fully 
predictable (at least by God). This has led to either a denial of 
the existence of free will, or to a denial that the world is 
deterministic.  

The statistician D.J. Bartholomew asserts in his book God of 
Chance230 that the universe must contain chance in order to 
have room for genuine human freedom and moral 
responsibility. Consequently, Bartholomew believes that many 
worldly events were not specifically planned by God. God can 
therefore not be held responsible for the undeserved suffering 
that his creatures may experience. 

Again, I remind the reader that the word chance refers here not 
to mere coincidence or human ignorance (i.e., apparent or 
epistemic chance). Rather, a chance event is one that happens 
without a sufficient cause (i.e., genuine or ontic chance). A 
chance event, in this sense, is one that is inherently 
unpredictable. The quantum events of the atomic world, for 
example, are often said to involve such chance. The existence 
of genuine chance has major implications regarding God's 
interaction with the universe and his knowledge of the future. 

In the previous chapter we discussed the possibility of chance 
in the quantum realm. There we noted that quantum events can 
be explained without resort to chance. Moreover, we concluded 
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that chance is inconsistent with God's sovereignty, as 
manifested in his creation, providence, and full foreknowledge 
of future events. 

Nevertheless, despite these considerations, many Christians 
believe that human free will is one aspect of creation that must 
be genuinely chance-like. It is widely thought that determinism 
rules out human freedom and responsibility.  

Thus, for example, the Oxford theologian Keith Ward231 argues 
that the universe, if it is to generate freely creative beings, must 
be indeterministic (i.e., the future must be open or indefinite, not 
determined). Similarly, Nancey Murphy232 asserts that 
indeterminism is needed for human moral responsibility since 
determinism makes God responsible for evil. Arthur 
Peacocke233 believes that human free will rules out the 
possibility that God fully knows the future. 

The question of how human free will relates to divine 
sovereignty has been much debated throughout history. There 
are two main positions. The first says that humans are to some 
degree autonomous (i.e., self-governing, and independent of 
God); we are free agents who make our own choices, in 
isolation of God’s plan. The second says that our character and 
circumstances make our choices completely predictable by 
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God, our Creator; our choices form part of God’s all-
encompassing plan.   

What is Human Free Will? 

Before comparing these two positions, let us first define what 
we mean by human free will. By free will we mean the freedom 
of the will to choose and to act of itself, without coercion. Such 
freedom we experience when we deliberate about a decision 
(e.g., I think about how to vote in an election), make a choice 
(e.g., I decide which candidate I prefer), and actualize that 
choice into a physical action (e.g., I direct my hand to put a mark 
behind the chosen name). 

Free will surely requires that we have a genuine ability to make 
a mental choice. It involves also the power to convert this 
mental choice into a physical action. My mental choice may 
depend on various abstract, non-physical factors such as, for 
example, the moral qualities of the candidates running for office. 
Hence, human free will certainly implies physical indeterminism, 
in the sense that a physical event (raising my hand) might have 
a non-physical (i.e., mental) cause. In the same physical 
situation different non-physical factors (my character, beliefs, 
and moral standards) may well cause me to choose and act 
differently.  

Free will entails that we make our choices freely, without 
coercion. We should be free to choose what we want, in 
accordance with our own character, history, and moral 
standards. Such freedom is essential for moral responsibility. 
To be morally responsible we must make our own decisions. 
They may not be forced on us contrary to our will. Responsibility 
for our actions implies that we have a measure of control. Only 
then can we be held accountable for our willful decisions and 
subsequent actions.  
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Two Views on Free Will 

Most Christians will concur that we have a will, that we make 
genuine choices, and that we are morally responsible. But now 
we come to the central point of contention. Are our decisions 
fully predictable? In the same comprehensive situation, with the 
same external physical conditions plus the same internal (i.e., 
mental) characteristics and circumstances, would the same 
person always make exactly the same decision?  

There are two responses to this question, representing two 
different notions of free will. Those who answer Yes believe in 
a freedom of spontaneity. We choose and act as we please. If 
our acts are expressions of what we want to do, then they 
should be regarded as free, even if what we want is in some 
way determined. This notion of freedom is compatible with 
determinism. Hence it is commonly called compatibilism or 
"soft" determinism (as opposed to the "hard" determinism of 
Crick's materialism).  

The compatibilist argues that our choices are always based on 
reasons, even though we may not always be fully aware of 
them. Our choices are made in accordance with our character 
and experiences. Hence God, who knows us perfectly, can 
surely predict our free choices. Our choices are free because 
they were willingly made by us, rather than coerced against our 
will.  

On the other hand, those who answer No believe in a freedom 
of indifference. We have the freedom to choose either of two 
different actions with equal ease, out of no necessity. We have 
the freedom to act contrary to our nature. Our decisions are 
not fully determined by our character and history. This is 
called libertarianism. Since the word libertarian is sometimes 
used also in connection with certain political and social 
theories, I stress that I use this word here only in connection 
with free will, as here defined. 
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Freedom Within Uncertainty 

We shall consider first libertarianism. Libertarians contend 
that our will is genuinely free only if our choosing is not pre-
determined by external and internal conditions. They assert 
that our motives and beliefs may incline us toward a particular 
choice, but they should not guarantee it.  

The Need for Chance 

Libertarianism assumes that our choices are not entirely 
caused by such things as character and circumstances. This 
implies that our choices are, at least to some extent, 
indeterministic. Only thus, with an element of pure chance, 
might the same agent choose differently in identical situations. 
Hence Bartholomew asserts,  

the reality of chance is not merely compatible with the 
doctrine of creation but is required by it...only in a 
world with real uncertainty can people grow into free 
responsible children of their heavenly father.234 

Not all libertarians believe that our choices require an element 
of randomness. The evangelical theologian Norman Geisler,235 
for example, contends that human decisions are neither 
determined nor uncaused but, rather, self-caused.  

Now, the issue is not whether a human self makes its own 
decisions, after due deliberation and without external coercion. 
That much is granted by compatibilists. The issue is whether 
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the circumstances and constitution of the self fully determine its 
decisions. Will the same self, under the same conditions, 
always make the same decision?  

Libertarians answer No. But then we must ask: what is the 
decisive factor in making a choice, if not the internal constitution 
of the self and its external circumstances? What other cause 
can there be? The inevitable implication is that the self's 
decisions are, at least to some extent, uncaused.  

The libertarian lack of a sufficient cause implies that our 
decisions involve an essential element of genuine chance. Such 
a position faces much the same difficulties as quantum chance. 
For one, the notion that our choices are to some extent 
uncaused contradicts the basic Principle of Sufficient Reason 
(i.e., that nothing happens without a sufficient reason). Hence 
David Hume, arguing against libertarian free will, writes, "liberty, 
when opposed to necessity, not to constraint, is the same thing 
with chance, which is universally allowed to have no 
existence".236 

A Missing Proof 

Libertarianism faces a further weakness. How can we ever 
prove that our decisions are not fully determined by causes? 
Theologian R.K. McGregor Wright237 notes that belief in 
libertarianism seems to require omniscience. There may well be 
subtle causes we are not aware of. As, the French 
scientist/philosopher Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) remarked, "the 
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heart has its reasons, which reason does not know". The 
assertion that pure chance is necessary for free will is no more 
than a metaphysical assumption.  

Human free will is often linked to quantum events. For 
example, neuro-scientist Sir John Eccles238 believes that 
quantum uncertainty leaves room for humans to act in the 
physical world. Yet, as we have seen, quantum mechanics 
does not require nature to be inherently chance-like. 
Determinist interpretations of quantum mechanics are 
possible. Moreover, no relation between quantum effects and 
mental choices has ever been found. For example, there is no 
evidence that the human mind can influence where a photon 
will hit a photographic plate, or when a radium atom will decay. 

Freedom Shackled 

Libertarianism, to the extent that it requires an element of 
chance, seems to entail that I make choices based on no good 
reason but, rather, capriciously, somewhat like flipping coins. 
Yet, as physicist Henry Stapp239 notes, any play of chance 
would falsify the idea that I, from the ground of my essential 
nature, make a true choice.  

Indeed, uncaused, random events, occurring without sufficient 
reason, are beyond our control. They do not enhance our 
human free will at all. Philosopher Richard Taylor240 remarks, 
"the conception that now emerges is not that of a free man, but 
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of an erratic and jerking phantom, without any rhyme or reason 
at all".  

How can I make any practical plans if I do not have control over 
my choices? Imagine that I set out to fly an airplane from 
London to Vancouver. Keeping the airplane safely aloft and on 
course will keep me very busy. It will require many quick 
decisions. How can I hope to arrive at my planned destination, 
if all my actions involve an element of chance? In that case I 
cannot predict how I shall act. I may do things that will astonish, 
not only my passengers, but even myself.  

Further, if my free acts are outside my full control, how can I be 
held responsible? Responsibility is closely tied to causation. I 
cannot be held responsible for something I did not cause or 
intend to cause. As theologian Terrance Tiessen241 points out, 
moral responsibility requires our acts to be intentional. Hence 
random actions are not free in the sense required for 
accountability. McGregor Wright242 asserts that chance events 
cannot be the stuff of character. To be of good character means 
that our moral actions are reliably predictable. We cannot be 
held responsible for actions of the will unless these are tied 
directly to our character. 

In short, chance undermines, rather than bolsters, moral 
responsibility. 
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Press, p. 247. 

242 Wright, R.K. McGregor 1996. No Place for Sovereignty: 
What's Wrong with Freewill Theism. Downers Grove. IL: 
Intervarsity Press, p. 47. 
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Limiting God 

There is another difficulty with libertarian free will. How are we 
to reconcile it with divine sovereignty? Libertarianism holds 
that humans are, at least to some degree, uncaused causers, 
an attribute normally limited to God. This puts a severe 
restraint on God's powers. Indeed, the existence of genuine 
chance has profound implications for God’s providence. D. J. 
Bartholomew concedes: 

But such a view...places limitations on the manner in 
which God can interact with creation. It implies, for 
example, that the vast majority of events are not 
directly planned by God to achieve some immediate 
and specific end...243 

In our discussion of quantum events we already noted the 
difficulty of fitting in chance with the notions of God as Creator 
and upholder of the universe. The same problems arise in 
connection with libertarian free will.  

The biblical view of providence attributes all events to God's 
purposeful plan. This includes human choices. We are 
"predestined according to the purpose of him who works all 
things according to the counsel of his will" (Eph.1:11). We are 
told, 

there were gathered together...Herod and Pontius 
Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of 
Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had 
predestined to take place (Acts 4:27-28).  

 

243 Bartholomew, D.J. 1984. God of Chance. London: SCM 
Press, p. 145. 
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Or, as Joseph said to his brothers, "you meant evil against me, 
but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people 
should be kept alive" (Gen.  50:20). Joseph's brothers willfully 
followed their sinful inclinations. Yet even their sinful choices 
formed part of God's comprehensive plan. 

Creatures, unlike God, can neither create from nothing nor 
sustain themselves in being. They, and their powers, continue 
to exist only through God's providential power. It follows that 
all the actions of creatures must likewise depend on God's 
sustaining power. Hence creatures cannot act independently 
of God.  

Ron Highfield, responding to a defense of libertarianism by 
open theists (recall that open theology posits that the future is 
open, so that even God does not yet know it), comments, 

Acknowledging that God must act for the agent and 
its powers to continue in existence and yet 
contending that God need not--indeed, for the sake of 
our freedom, must not--act in our action so that it may 
have being...lands open theism in a self-
contradiction.244 

Libertarian freedom requires that an action of an agent, to be 
free, must originate and be carried out independently of God. 
This contradicts God's sovereignty, which is essential to his 
nature. 

Even if our decisions were to lack sufficient secondary causes, 
this still leaves the direct, primary causation of God. However, 
attributing our choices directly to God makes God responsible 

 

244 Highfield, Ron. 2002. "The Function of Divine Self-Limitation 
in Open Theism." Journal of the Evangelical Theological 
Society 45/2: 279–99, p. 296. 
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for our sinful decisions. This defeats Murphy's argument that 
libertarianism is necessary to make humans, rather than God, 
responsible for their sins.  

Moreover, as we noted in our discussion of quantum events 
(Chapter 11), it is inconceivable that an all-powerful, all-
knowing God could make a creature so sophisticated that God 
would not be able to predict its every action. 

God’s Knowledge of Our Choices 

Libertarianism poses problems also for God's omniscience, 
particularly regarding future events. The biblical God foreknows 
the future fully, in all its details. If our future decisions are 
inherently uncertain, how can God foreknow them? If God 
knows our decisions beforehand, does this not imply that they 
are fully predictable? 

One might conjecture that, if God were timeless, he would not 
literally foreknow anything. Yet, as William Craig245 points out, 
the statement "God knows timelessly that some event occurs in 
my future" is still true prior to the event. One is thus still faced 
with the problem of how God can have certain knowledge of an 
as yet uncertain future.   

On what basis can God know what libertarian decisions I shall 
make next year? Some libertarians appeal to Molina's concept 
of middle knowledge, which we discussed in the previous 
chapter. This referred to God's knowledge of how men would 
act in hypothetical situations.  

 

245 Craig, William L. 1987. The Only Wise God: The 
Compatibility of Divine Foreknowledge and Human 
Freedom. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, p. 65. 
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There are a few biblical incidents that suggest that God has 
such knowledge. For example, God told David that the men 
of Keilah would betray David if he were to stay in Keilah (1 
Sam. 23:12). Thus forewarned, David left Keilah and the 
hypothetical event never took place. Also, we are told that the 
people of Tyre and Sidon would have repented if the mighty 
works done in Bethsaida had been done there (Matt. 11:21). 
However, such divine middle knowledge implies that identical 
agents in identical situations make identical choices. How else 
could God know how we would act in a hypothetical situation? 
It follows that God’s middle knowledge does not help 
libertarianism.  

How, then, according to libertarianism, does God know our 
future decisions? It might be thought that such a question is 
impious. How can we presume to ask how God knows? Yet, we 
may expect God to act coherently. One might conjecture that 
perhaps God's view of the future is like consulting a crystal ball 
or previewing a film. But what makes the crystal ball or film? 
What forms the future, if not God? The notion that God simply 
foreknows the future, without predetermining it, entails that 
there exists an independent force that forms the future. Such an 
independent force, we just saw, contradicts God's sovereignty. 
The sovereign God of the Bible has complete knowledge of the 
future because he has decreed all that comes to pass. 

On such grounds the Reformer Martin Luther (1483-1546) 
refuted the famous humanist Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), 
who defended libertarian free will. Luther, in his famous book 
The Bondage of the Will, writes: 

For if we believe it to be true, that God fore-knows and 
fore-ordains all things; that he can be neither 
deceived nor hindered in his Prescience and 
Predestination; and that nothing can take place but 
according to his Will, (which reason herself is 
compelled to confess;) then, even according to the 
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testimony of reason herself, there can be no "Free 
will" - in man, - in angel, - or in any creature!246 

Luther’s affirmation of the sovereignty of God led him to 
embrace a compatibilist view of free will.  

Where Does It Lead? 

Libertarianism has various negative theological implications. 
One consequence is that it diminishes the gospel message. 
Indeed, Martin Luther believed that the essential issue at 
stake in the Reformation was precisely the denial of human 
(libertarian) free will. At the end of The Bondage of the Will 
Luther praises Erasmus, whom he is rebutting, for raising the 
matter: 

you alone in pre-eminent distinction from all others, 
have entered upon the thing itself; that is, the grand 
turning point of the cause; and have not wearied me 
with those irrelevant points about popery, purgatory, 
indulgences, and other like baubles, rather than 
causes, with which all have hitherto tried to hunt me 
down, - though in vain! You, and you alone saw, what 
was the grand hinge upon which the whole turned, 
and therefore you attacked the vital part at once.247 

To Luther, the denial of libertarian free will was the foundation 
of the biblical doctrine of grace. He held that the principle sola 
fide (by faith alone) must be based on the broader principle 
sola gratia (by grace alone). A faith based on man's will is like 

 

246 Luther, Martin 1525. The Bondage of the Will (trans. by 
Henry Cole). 1976 reprint. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book 
House, section 167. 

247 Ibid., section 168. 
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a salvation based on works. It is then up to man to save 
himself. Rather, faith is itself a gift of grace: "For by grace you 
have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing: 
it is the gift of God" (Eph. 2:8). Hence Luther stressed that our 
salvation is due entirely to God's merciful intervention in our 
hearts. 

Another casualty of libertarianism is God's knowledge of the 
future. Open theists correctly note that libertarianism is 
inconsistent with divine foreknowledge. Their prior 
commitment to libertarianism thus leads them to deny that 
God has full knowledge of the future.  

Libertarianism effects also divine sovereignty. Human 
autonomy and genuine chance imply that some areas of the 
universe are not fully under God's control. They are 
independent of God. This entails a reduced God, who no 
longer upholds all things by the mere word of his power. 
McGregor Wright248 contends that libertarianism leads 
eventually to process theology, discussed in Chapter 9. 

The Bible is very insistent on God's comprehensive 
sovereignty and foreknowledge. Any denial of these thus 
requires also a rejection of the corresponding biblical texts. 
However, once we pick and choose which portions of the Bible 
to uphold, we have undermined any genuine biblical authority. 
This contradicts the Christian worldview, which requires us to 
judge all our thoughts in the light of Scripture, rather than vice 
versa. 

To sum up, libertarianism faces serious problems. It is based 
on an unprovable assumption. Its reliance on chance 

 

248 Wright, R.K. McGregor 1996. No Place for Sovereignty: 
What's Wrong with Freewill Theism. Downers Grove. IL: 
Intervarsity Press, p. 59. 
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contradicts the Principle of Sufficient Reason. It introduces a 
fatal lack of control that destroys our freedom and responsibility. 
Theologically, it undermines God's grace, sovereignty, and 
omniscience.  

Why, then, is libertarianism so widely held? Mainly because it is 
thought that the prime alternative, compatibilism, is even worse 
off. Let us then examine the case for compatibilism. 

Freedom Within Reason 

Compatibilism, unlike libertarianism, holds that our choices are 
fully caused. We make decisions for reasons, in accordance 
with our character and circumstances. In the same 
circumstances the same person will always make the same 
decisions.  

Our choices are therefore quite predictable to someone who 
knows us well. How often is it not the case, for example, that my 
wife comments to me "I knew you would say that"? Consider 
then the predictive ability of God, our Creator, who knows us 
completely. The author of Hebrews writes, 

For the word of God is living and active, sharper than 
any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul 
and of spirit, and of joints and of marrow, and 
discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 
And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are 
naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we 
must give account. (Heb. 4:12-13) 

And David, the psalmist, elaborates, 

O LORD, you have searched me, and known me! You 
know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern 
my thought from afar: you search out my path and my 
lying down and are acquainted with all my ways. Even 
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before a word is on my tongue, behold, O lord, you 
know it altogether. You hem me in, behind and before, 
and lay your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too 
wonderful for me. (Psa. 139:1-6) 

God, who knows us perfectly, even our inmost thoughts and 
intents, surely knows exactly what future decisions we shall 
make.   

There are three common objections to compatibilism: (1) it 
reduces us to puppets, (2) it is equivalent to fatalism, and (3) it 
removes moral responsibility. Let's examine each of these 
claims.  

More Than Physics 

Compatibilism should not be confused with physical 
determinism. Physical determinism is the notion that all our 
thoughts, choices and actions are ultimately completely 
explicable in terms of purely physical laws and concepts. This 
is the materialism of Sir Francis Crick. In this case our 
thoughts and choices are just illusions, and we are indeed 
reduced to mere puppets. 

Compatibilism, on the other hand, is a much wider form of 
determinism. It gives proper recognition to the important role 
of my mind, beliefs, and choices. I am a real self, who 
deliberates and makes decisions. Yet I make my decisions for 
reasons, determined by my character and wants. 

Previously (in Chapter 6) we noted that physical determinism 
implies we are physically determined to believe whatever we 
believe, regardless of its truth. Hence the rational defense of 
physical determinism is self-refuting. That critique does not 
apply to compatibilism. Although what we believe is still 
determined, the determining process now includes our beliefs, 
our ideas of rationality and, also, our assessment of the 
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truthfulness of the belief in question. What we believe 
therefore does depend on the truth of our beliefs. If our 
thinking apparatus were foolproof, then our thinking, though 
determined, would nevertheless be determined to produce 
only true beliefs. 

Forming Your Fate 

Compatibilism implies that God, with his complete knowledge 
of all his creatures and their decisions, can fully predict all future 
states of the world. Hence, God knows the future completely. 
Moreover, God fully knows also how that future would change 
if he were to alter some current detail. God can thus completely 
plan how the future will enfold. 

Does such divine foreknowledge leave room for human 
freedom? A common objection is that, if God knows that 
tomorrow I shall mow my lawn, it is therefore true that I shall 
mow my lawn. Hence, I do not have the power to refrain from 
mowing my lawn. Thus, I am not free.  

Such reasoning confuses determinism with fatalism. 
Determinism means that all events are rendered unavoidable 
by their causes, including our choices and actions. Fatalism, on 
the other hand, holds that all events happen unavoidably, 
regardless of our choices and actions; there is nothing we can 
do to escape our fate. 

Fatalism is a fallacy. It fails to observe that my will is an active 
cause that helps to determine my future. Clearly, our choices 
do make a difference. Else there would be no point in getting 
out of bed in the morning or driving your car with your eyes 
open. The fact that our decisions are predictable does not 
detract from their effect on the future. We cannot change the 
future, but we can surely help determine what the future will be. 
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It sometimes said, even by Christians, "you won't go before your 
time." This saying is fine, if its intent is to stop us from undue 
worry about things beyond our control. It is certainly comforting 
to know that everything is ultimately in God's hands. However, 
this gives us no excuse for irresponsible behavior, such as, for 
example, driving an unsafe car at high speed. The time of our 
death is often closely related to our prior actions. Thus, while 
our time is surely foreknown by God, it may well have been set 
largely by our own foolish decisions. 

Further, God's knowledge of our future decisions generally 
does not influence our decisions. How could it, seeing that we 
have no access to such divine knowledge? Hence divine 
foreknowledge does not constrain our freedom. Were our 
decisions to be different, God's foreknowledge of our decisions 
would be correspondingly different. 

Such reasoning applies also to our need for prayer. One might 
ask, if all things are determined by God's eternal plan, why 
should we bother to pray? The proper answer to this, as 
Terrance Tiessen249 notes, is that God has foreseen our 
prayers, and his responses to them. As the prophet Isaiah 
proclaims, "before they call I will answer; while they are yet 
speaking I will hear" (Isa. 65:24). Our prayers help determine 
the future. They are part of God's eternal plan.  

Do You Really Have a Choice? 

The most common objection to compatibilism is that it seems to 
lead to a denial of moral responsibility. Compatibilism implies 
that all the causes of my choices have previous causes. The 

 

249 Tiessen, Terrance 2000. Providence and Prayer: How Does 
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series of causes that formed my character goes back to my 
birth, and even before that. All my character traits, dispositions, 
wants, and so on can then be traced to prior conditions, such 
as genetics and environment, beyond my control. Had these 
conditions been different, I would have been different. How, 
then, I might ask, can I be held accountable for my choices?  

Compatibilists reply that all that is required for moral 
responsibility is that we willfully act upon our wants, regardless 
of how these were formed. We shall elaborate upon this in the 
next section. First, we shall examine several other views. 

The Christian philosopher William Hasker argues that, if 
compatibilism were true, I could not have acted differently even 
had I wanted to. How, he asks, could I have wanted something 
different from what I want? Since my wants are determined, my 
freedom to choose is illusionary. According to Hasker, real 
freedom requires that I should be free to change my wants. 
Hasker250 concludes that compatibilism is incompatible with 
moral responsibility. This, in turn, Hasker takes to be a strong 
argument for libertarianism, which he deems to be the only 
alternative. 

Suppose, however, that I were free to change my wants. On 
what basis would I choose my new wants? Based on my 
present character, with all its wants? That would lead back to 
compatibilism. Nor does a random change help, for that 
removes my wants from my control. Thus, Hasker’s objection 
has no substance. 

As we saw, libertarianism, to the extent that it requires 
chance, is even less compatible with moral responsibility. 
Although Hasker denies that libertarianism requires chance, 

 

250 Hasker, William 1983. Metaphysics: Constructing a 
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he offers no explanation of how libertarianism can be 
indeterminate without some degree of chance. Nor does he 
explain how libertarianism can establish moral responsibility. 

If moral responsibility were indeed undermined by both 
compatibilism and indeterminism, where would that leave 
moral responsibility? Philosopher Derk Pereboom, in his book 
Living Without Free Will,251 argues that we have no moral 
responsibility. He maintains that we can be held morally 
responsible only if we are the ultimate causal source of our 
actions. Pereboom contends that, according to our best 
scientific theories, our world is wholly governed by the laws of 
physics. Factors beyond our ultimate control thus cause all 
our actions. Hence, we are not morally responsible for any of 
them. 

Since we cannot be held morally accountable for our actions, 
Pereboom contends that we should therefore change our 
notions of justice. A murderer, for example, should not be held 
morally responsible for killing. Therefore, Pereboom urges 
that he should not be given a severe punishment, such as 
death or prison confinement. Instead, the courts should aim 
at modifying his criminal behavior, perhaps through 
rehabilitation programs. 

Obviously, one's views on free will and responsibility can have 
serious implications for society. 

Leaving aside the perplexing question of how moral and 
rational oughts can function in a world completely determined 
by physical laws (see Chapter 7), Pereboom’s reasoning still 
seems incoherent. He affirms that, even though we are not 
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morally responsible for our actions, those actions can be 
judged to be morally good or bad.  

Further, Pereboom clearly expects courts and judges to 
respond to moral “oughts”. Yet, if we are not responsible for 
our actions, as Pereboom claims, surely this applies as much 
to judges as to criminals. How, then, can Pereboom venture 
to instruct us in how we ought to treat criminals? In doing so 
he presumes that we are in fact morally accountable, thus 
contradicting his central thesis. 

Who Is Responsible? 

Contrary to the claims of Hasker and Pereboom, 
compatibilism does not destroy moral responsibility. This 
becomes clear when we examine what morality entails. 
Morality has to do with the rightness and wrongness of 
actions. In practice, we hold someone responsible for a crime 
if that crime was directly caused by an intentional action based 
on a willful, informed choice, with full knowledge of the 
wrongness of the act and the consequences of doing it.  

For example, if Jack, a sane man, deliberately sets his 
neighbor’s house on fire, knowing full well that it is illegal and 
that it may cause injury or death, would we not hold Jack 
morally responsible for his misdeed? The critical factor is that 
Jack’s choice was his own choice, rather than one forced 
upon him. We might not hold Jack responsible if Jack acted 
under gunpoint, or under hypnosis.  

Moral responsibility does not require that there are no reasons 
for our decisions. The freedom needed for moral responsibility 
is not a libertarian freedom from causation but, rather, a 
freedom from coercion by forces outside myself. Such is the 
freedom underlying moral responsibility. 
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What, then, of the argument that, since Jack did not cause his 
own nature, he is therefore not morally responsible for his 
actions? It fails. Moral responsibility, as outlined above, 
involves merely our present capabilities. We are morally 
responsible when we can act upon our own wants, in 
accordance with our own will, regardless of how our wants 
and will have come to be what they are. We would still hold 
Jack responsible even if Jack's vicious character is due 
largely to an unhappy childhood.  

In fact, our nature is such that we intuitively know we are 
responsible for our actions. We take ownership over our 
decisions. Our own conscience, a deep sense of guilt and 
shame, convicts us of our misdeeds. Within our innermost 
self, we know we cannot shift the blame for our actions on our 
past, or on our parents. 

Such considerations refute also a widely held defense of 
homosexual behavior. It is often argued that homosexuality is 
caused by one's genetic make-up and, hence, a homosexual is 
not responsible for his behavior. Whether homosexual desire is 
indeed genetically determined has still to be proven. Perhaps it 
is due more to upbringing and to life experiences. Perhaps it is 
more like an addictive habit. However, no matter how one came 
to have homosexual desires, the fact remains that the 
homosexual willingly chooses to act upon these desires. Thus, 
he can be held morally accountable, particularly if he knows that 
his behavior is sinful (cf. Rom. 1:24-32). 

We conclude that compatibilism does not erase moral 
responsibility. Rather, compatibilism establishes it. Moral 
responsibility exists because we make our choices for reasons. 
Hence, we can be influenced by reasoning, criticism or the 
prospect of reward or punishment. The knowledge that we shall 
be held accountable for our actions is itself a factor that 
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influences our actions. On such grounds David Hume252 
asserted that only on the assumption of determinism can there 
be moral responsibility  

The Bible and Responsibility 

Thus far we have discussed various philosophical factors 
regarding moral responsibility. Ultimately, however, morality 
is established by God. He sets the absolute standards for right 
and wrong. He assesses our degree of responsibility. He 
rewards and punishes our actions. The Bible is thus the most 
pertinent authority to consult on moral responsibility.  

What does the Bible teach about responsibility? We can 
summarize its main teachings as follows: 

1. We are held accountable for all our deeds and words, even 
though these are determined by our heart: 

The good person out of his good treasure brings forth 
good things, and the evil person out of his evil 
treasure brings forth evil. I tell you, on the day of 
judgment people will give account for every careless 
word they speak, for by your words you will be 
justified, and by your words you will be condemned.  
(Matt. 12:35-37). 

Judas is held responsible, even though his betrayal of Jesus 
was predetermined: 

 

252 Hume, David 1777. An Enquiry Concerning Human 
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For the Son of man goes as it has been determined, 
but woe to that man by whom he is betrayed! (Luke 
22:22) 

Since we are held responsible for all our voluntary decisions, 
we are responsible also for the extent that these have formed 
our character through developing bad habits, addictions, and 
so on. 

2. Our hearts are enslaved to sin (Rom. 6:20), so that of 
ourselves we have no ability to change them: 

The natural person does not accept the things of the 
spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not 
able to understand them because they are spiritually 
discerned (1 Cor. 2:14). 

For those who are in the flesh cannot please God 
(Rom.8:8).  

The Bible does not support the notion that inability limits 
responsibility. Man's heart is sinful from birth and is beyond 
man's ability to change. Yet he is still held accountable. The 
key fact is that we sin willingly. Indeed, 

People loved the darkness rather than the light (John 
3:19.) 

Though they know God’s decree that those who 
practice such things deserve to die, they not only do 
them but give approval to those who practice them 
(Rom. 1:32). 

Adam, the first man, was created good and upright, in the 
image of God. Yet, he was not perfect: he had the potential to 
fall. He could freely choose between good and evil. He had 
the capacity to serve God. Unhappily, Adam chose not to do 
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so. Giving in to the devil, he willfully subjected himself to sin 
and death. Thereafter man became enslaved to sin.  

Adam was not forced against his will to eat the fruit. Nor did 
he do it arbitrarily. On the contrary, Adam did so for reasons 
sufficient to him. he acted knowingly, willingly, and 
spontaneously, with no violence done to his will. 

God created Adam as he was. God knew that Adam's nature 
and circumstances would lead to his fall. Yet, God held Adam 
fully responsible for his actions. 

Fallen man is free to do what he wills, but his will is not free in 
the sense that it can determine itself. As Henry Stob253 notes, 
man responds to his nature, which is what it is either by sin, 
or by God's sovereign grace. This leaves human responsibility 
fully grounded. Nothing more is required for holding a man 
accountable than his acting with the consent of his will, 
however much his will may be determined by nature or 
nurture. 

3. Salvation is offered to all who believe in Jesus Christ: 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only 
begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should 
not perish, but have eternal life (John 3:16).  

Yet we are so inclined to evil that, of ourselves, we reject 
God's merciful offer.  

Jesus remarked, "No one can come to me unless the Father 
who sent me draws him" (John 6:44). Only the operation of 
the Holy Spirit can change our sinful hearts. "Unless one is 
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born of water and the spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of 
God" (John 3:5).  

This free gift of grace is entirely unmerited by us: 

For by grace you have been saved through faith. And 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a 
result of works, so that no one may boast (Eph. 2:8-
9).  

 For it is God who works in you, both to will and to 
work for his good pleasure (Phil. 2:13).   

However, the Holy Spirit does not work faith in everyone. Only 
the elect are saved: 

Even as he chose us in him before the foundation of 
the world, that we should be holy and blameless 
before him. In love he predestined us for adoption 
through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his 
will (Eph. 1:4-5). 

And as many as were appointed to eternal life 
believed (Acts 13:48). 

Still, this includes, “a great multitude that no one could 
number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and 
languages” (Rev. 7:9). 

Some Christians argue that such election is based on human-
generated faith, which God merely foresees ahead of time. 
One problem with this explanation is that it implies that God 
does not fully fore-ordain the future. As we noted before, 
God's sovereignty entails that all that happens occurs in 
accordance with God's eternal decree. Hence, if God foresees 
our faith, this requires that he has also chosen the world to be 
such that our faith would come about. Out of all possible 
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universes, God chose that one in which the elect saints 
consist precisely of those whom he wanted to be saved.  

God could have created each human to have such a character 
and such experiences so that the elect--and only the elect--
would of their own free will choose to believe in Jesus Christ. 
In such a plan, salvation would then depend on both God's 
sovereign decree of election and human choices. It is clear 
from the Bible, however, that this is not how the elect are 
saved. As we noted above, the special and powerful operation 
of the Holy Spirit is needed to bring even the elect to faith. 

4. Is this fair? How can God blame us if our actions are the 
inevitable consequences of the heart and nature that he has 
given us? This question is addressed in Romans 9: 

What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s 
part? By no means! For he says to Moses, “I will have 
mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have 
compassion on whom I have compassion.” So then it 
depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, 
who has mercy... 

You will say to me then, “Why does he still find fault? 
For who can resist his will? “But who are you who, O 
man, to answer back to God? Will what is molded say 
to its molder, “Why have you made me like this?” Has 
the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the 
same lump one vessel for honored use and another 
for dishonorable use?  

What if God, desiring to show his wrath, and to make 
known his power, has endured with much patience 
vessels of wrath prepared for destruction, in order to 
make known the riches of his glory for vessels of 
mercy...?  (Rom. 9:14-23) 
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We are responsible to God because he is our Creator, and we 
are mere creatures. The potter has the authority to make of the 
clay what he wills. Responsibility entails accounting for our 
actions to a higher authority. The ultimate authority is God. God 
is responsible only to Himself. Responsibility is what it is 
because of the power and authority of God. God's will sets the 
final standards for morality and justice. Who are we, to argue 
with God?  

One might ask, if election is not based on human faith or works, 
on what basis does God choose his elect? To answer this 
question, we can go no further than the words of God to his 
ancient people: he chose them simply because “the Lord loved” 
them (Deut.7:7-8). God’s electing love is free, sovereign, and 
unconditional. It is not drawn forth because of anything good or 
desirable in the object of that love. That is why the apostle Paul 
quotes the Lord’s words to Moses, “I will have mercy upon 
whom I will have mercy, and I will have compassion upon whom 
I will have compassion”. 

The Problem of Evil 

The most common reason unbelievers give for rejecting 
Christianity is the so-called problem of evil:  an all-loving God 
would want to prevent evil, and an all-powerful God could 
prevent evil; yet there is much evil in the world; hence, it seems 
that God must be lacking in either love or power. 

Evil is associated with pain and suffering. These are caused by 
two types of evil. Moral evil (e.g., murder, theft, verbal abuse, 
etc.) is caused by free persons, through their sinful thoughts, 
words, and actions. Natural evil (e.g., cancer, earthquakes, 
savage animals, etc.) is caused by impersonal objects or forces. 

How should Christians respond? 
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Process theologians assert that God does not have the power 
to destroy evil. He just persuades, and never coerces. Since 
this solution to the problem of evil denies God's sovereignty, it 
is not a viable Christian option. 

A theodicy is an attempt to justify why God permits evil. Most 
Christian theodicies are some form of the greater-good 
theodicy, where evil plays a necessary role in bringing about 
goods that outweigh the evil involved. 

What possible good could outweigh all the world’s evil? Alvin 
Plantinga,254 in his free will theodicy, posits that God valued so 
highly the freely given love and worship from creatures that he 
risked the evils that might be incurred by creaturely rebellion. 
The price for creaturely freedom, for agents outside God’s 
control, is the moral evil caused by such freedom.255  

For this theodicy to work, this must be a libertarian freewill. 
However, as we noted earlier, libertarian free will calls for 
indeterminism. Hence, this removes the responsibility for evil 
from man. The responsibility is then shifted either (1) to 
uncaused chance, which denies God's sovereignty, or (2) to 
God, as the primary and only cause, which makes God directly 
responsible for our evil decisions. Either option is biblically 
unacceptable. 

Are there other goods that could justify the existence of evil? 
Yes, the Bible indicates that God has morally sufficient reasons 

 

254 Plantinga, Alvin 1977. God, Freedom, and Evil. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.  

255 A good discussion of this, and of the problem of evil in 
general, can be found in Welty, Greg 2018. Why is There Evil 
in the World (And so much of it)? Glasgow, UK: Christian 
Focus. 
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for using evil, thus offering support for a greater-good theodicy. 
We can summarize the biblical teaching on evil as follows. 

1. God Is Sovereign even over Evil 

God is completely sovereign. He brings 
about all events, even human decisions, including 
natural and moral evil. Nothing happens that is not 

foreordained by God as part of his plan. God is the ultimate 
cause of all that happens. God proclaims,  

I form light and create darkness, I make well-being 
and create calamity, I am the LORD, who does all 
these things (Isa. 45:7). 

Does disaster come to a city, unless the LORD has 
done it? (Amos 3:6).  

The Lord has everything for its purpose, even the 
wicked for the day of trouble (Prov. 16:4).  

2. God is not the Author of Sin 

Although God is the ultimate, primary cause of all 
things, he is never the proximate, secondary cause 
of moral evil, which is always committed by willing 
humans (or fallen angels). God is not directly responsible 

for moral evil; he is not the author of sin. 

God Himself does not sin. God is wholly good: "A God of 
faithfulness and without iniquity, just and upright is he" (Deut. 
32:4).  

God does not sin in ordaining sin, since His intent is 
good, unlike the evil intent of the person who actually 
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does the sin. As Joseph said to his brothers, “you 
meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to 
bring it about that many people should be kept alive” 
(Gen. 50:20). 

Nor does God Himself tempt anyone: "God cannot be tempted 
with evil, and he himself tempts no one" (James 1:13). The sin 
that God has foreordained comes about completely through 
secondary causes. "But each person is tempted when he is 
lured and enticed by his own desire" (James 1:14).  

As we saw in the previous section, the moral responsibility of 
sin remains with the person who directly commits the sin. Man 
is held accountable for his own voluntary choices, however 
predictable they may be. Man is directly responsible for his 
sins, and their consequences of pain and suffering. 

3. God Uses Evil for Good Purposes 

God has a morally sufficient reason for everything he does, 
including all the suffering and evil that he foreordains: 

We know that for those who love God all things work 
together for good, for those who are called according 
to his purpose (Rom. 8:28).  

Since God Himself is good and righteous we may be assured 
that God's purposes shall be fulfilled in goodness and 
righteousness.  

God uses evil for various greater goods: 

(1) to punish wickedness (Amos 3:6), displaying God’s justice. 

(2) to chastise sinners and lead them to repentance (Heb. 12:5-
7), displaying God’s mercy. 
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(3) to deepen our faith (James 1:2-4) and to prepare us for glory 
(2 Cor. 4:17), displaying God’s love. 

(4) the greatest evil (the unjust suffering, crucifixion, and death 
of Jesus) is used to accomplish the greatest good: to overcome 
evil (Hebr. 2:14), displaying the greatest love of God’s sacrifice 
of his son for us sinners (John 3:16; 15:13). 

(5) Eventually, Christ shall completely conquer evil, and renew 
heaven and earth, so that, for the elect saints, pain, sorrow, and 
death will be no more (Rev. 21:4). This displays God’s power. 

The ultimate good is to display God’s glory. Reformed 
theologian Robert Reymond writes, 

The ultimate end which God decreed he regarded as 
great and glorious enough that it justified to himself 
both the divine plan itself and the ordained incidental 
evil arising along the foreordained path to his plan's 
great and glorious end.256 

The ultimate end of all things is the comprehensive glorification 
of God himself in his righteous judgments against his enemies, 
and in his great mercy and grace to his people through Jesus 
Christ. 

One might wonder, if God is so merciful, why are not all people 
among the elect? This question is even more pressing in light 
of passages (e.g., 1 Tim. 2:4) that indicate that God desires the 
salvation of all men. What restrains God's desire to save all 
men?  

 

256 Reymond, Robert L. 1998. A New Systematic Theology of 
the Christian Faith, Nashville: Thomas Nelson, p. 377. 
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A compatibilist response is given by the theologian John Piper: 

My answer to the question about what restrains God's 
will to save all people is this: It is God's supreme 
commitment to uphold and display the full range of his 
glory through the sovereign demonstration of all his 
perfections, including his wrath and mercy, for the 
enjoyment of his chosen and believing people...This 
everlasting and ever-increasing joy of God's people in 
all of God's perfections is the shining forth of God's 
glory, which was his main aim in creation and 
redemption.257 

Thus, although God has compassion for all men, his 
commitment to the glorification of his sovereign grace restrains 
Him to save only those whom he chose to be his elect.  

4. The Origin of Evil 

The world was created “very good” (Gen. 1:31). This goodness 
initially extended to the angels and to man, who was created in 
the image of God.  

Moral evil entered our world through the fall into sin of Adam 
and Eve. They were enticed by Satan. Apparently, Satan was 
created a good angel, but with the potential to fall into sin. What 
enticed Satan to sin? The details of Satan's fall have not been 
revealed to us, but it seems that Satan's depraved nature 
originated wholly from within himself. His initial sin seems to 
have been pride (see 1 Tim. 3:6), wanting to be like God. 

 

257 Piper, John 2000. The Pleasures of God. Sisters, OR: 
Multnomah, p. 339. 
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Satan, like Adam, is held fully responsible for his willful 
rebellion, even though God had created Satan as he was, 
knowing that Satan's nature and circumstances would lead to 
his fall. 

What about the origin of natural evil?  

The traditional view, by John Calvin, Martin Luther, Greg 

Welty,258 and many others, is that there was no natural evil in 

God’s initially “very good” creation. Natural evil is a result of 

Adam’s fall, which brought about a drastic corruption of nature 

(Gen. 3). Subsequently, we live in a fallen world (Rom. 8:20-

21) which contains much natural evil, so that even animals 

suffer pain. 

This clashes with mainstream science, which teaches that 

natural evil existed long before Adam. Although this claim can 

readily be contested,259 it has caused many Christians to 

believe that natural evil was part of God’s “very good” 

creation. This requires a new theodicy for natural evil.  

One proposal is the stable environment theodicy,260 which 

contends that a stable environment is needed for us to make 

meaningful choices. This requires regular natural laws, which 

necessarily open up the possibility of natural evil. For 

 

258 Welty, op. cit., p.166. 
259 See Byl, John and Goss, Tom 2020. How Should Christians 

Approach Origins? Rev. ed. Kindle ed. 
260 See Welty, op. cit., chapter 5. 
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example, the law of gravity, needed to govern motion, can 

cause suffering if we—or an animal-- fall off a cliff. 

However, one can conceive of a stable environment free from 
natural evil (e.g., the new Earth in the life hereafter). Thus, a 
stable environment does not necessitate natural evil. 
Moreover, the Bible never indicates that a stable environment 
causes natural evil, whereas there is biblical evidence for a 
fallen world. 

5. God’s Inscrutable Ways Are Just 

Christians know that all things work together for good. Yet, we 
still wonder what possible good could come out of some tragic 
event (e.g., an innocent girl brutally gang-raped and 
murdered, a young mother painfully dying of cancer, etc.), or 
why that same good could not have been brought about by 
less evil means. 

Sometimes, later, we can see good that resulted from a 
particular evil. More often, we cannot. We must then 
recognize our creaturely limitations. Paul exclaims: 

Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and 
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his 
judgments and how inscrutable his ways! (Rom. 
11:33) 

We must trust that God, with his infinite knowledge, wisdom, 
justice, and love will indeed work all things together for our 
good.  

We must also remember that, at the Last Judgment, our Lord 
Jesus Christ shall judge everyone who ever lived according to 
their thoughts, words, and deeds (Rev. 20:12-13). That shall 
be the final reckoning, when all wrongs will be fully righted. 
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Then the wicked shall be justly punished, and believers shall 
receive their glorious reward, in the everlasting life to come. 

The issues that we have discussed in this chapter are very deep 
ones. Remaining questions we must leave unanswered, since 
they ultimately concern matters of the hidden will of God, into 
which we may not pry.  

Here we must refrain from vain speculation and humbly abide 
by the wise words of the Belgic Confession (1561; revised1619) 
in its discussion of God's providence and the existence of evil: 

...nothing happens in this world without his 
appointment; nevertheless, God is neither the author 
of nor can be charged with the sins which are 
committed...And as to what he does surpassing 
human understanding, we will not curiously inquire 
into farther than our capacity will admit of; but with the 
greatest humility and reverence adore the righteous 
judgments of God, which are hid from us, contenting 
ourselves that we are pupils of Christ, to learn only 
those things which he has revealed to us in his Word, 
without transgressing those limits (Art.13).261 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, a libertarian view of free will entails that our 
decisions are not fully caused. This defeats, rather than 
supports, the notions of human choice and responsibility. To 
the extent that it leaves our decisions to the primary causation 

 

261 “The Belgic Confession” in Canadian Reformed Churches 
2014. Book of Praise: Anglo-Genevan Psalter. Winnipeg, 
Man, Premier Printing Inc, pp. 499-516. 
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of God, it makes God directly responsible for our evil 
decisions.  

On the other hand, a compatibilist view of human freedom 
stresses that we willfully make our decisions for sufficient 
reasons, in accordance with our nature, beliefs and desires. 
Since this is so, God, our Creator and Sustainer, who knows 
us completely, can fully predict all our decisions and actions. 
The Bible teaches that we are fully accountable for what we 
knowingly will and do. Although God foreordains everything 
that occurs, humans are responsible for the evil that they do. 
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13. Body, Mind, and Soul 

Crossfire 

When you die, you're not going to be surprised, 
because you're going to be completely dead. Now if 
find myself aware after I'm dead, I'm going to be really 
surprised! But at least I'm going to go to hell, where I 
won't have all of those grinning preachers from 
Sunday morning listening. 

Let me summarize my views on what modern 
evolutionary biology tells us loud and clear.... There 
are no gods, no purposes, and no goal-directed 
forces of any kind. There is no life after death. When 
I die, I am absolutely certain that I am going to be 
dead. That's the end of me. There is no ultimate 
foundation for ethics, no ultimate meaning in life, and 
no free will for humans, either... 

Christian humanism has a great deal going for it. It's 
warm and kindly in many ways. That's the good part. 
The bad part is that you have to suspend your rational 
mind. That part is really nasty. Atheistic humanism 
has the advantage of fitting natural minds trying to 
understand the world... 

William Provine (1994: 9) 

Contra 

Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and 
believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does 
not come into judgment, but has passed from death 
to life…Do not marvel at this, for an hour is coming 
when all who are in the tombs will hear his voice and 
come out, those who have done good to the 



320        The Divine Challenge 

resurrection of life, and those who have done evil to 
the resurrection of judgment. 

John 5:24-29  

Benjamin Franklin famously said, “In this world, nothing can be 
said to be certain, except death and taxes.” Death is 
unavoidable. We must all come to terms with the fact that, 
sooner or later, we shall die. The natural question that arises is: 
What then? What happens after death? Is there life after death? 
or not? Few questions are of greater significance. As Blaise 
Pascal remarks, 

The immortality of the soul is of such vital importance 
to us and affects us so deeply that we must have lost 
our wits if we no longer care about it. All our actions 
and thoughts will follow different paths, according to 
whether there is hope of eternal blessing.262 

One path we examined was that of naturalism. We saw that 
naturalism has great difficulty with the notion of an immaterial 
soul or mind. If man evolved solely from matter, how can he 
ever acquire an immaterial soul? If mind evolved from matter, 
then mind must ultimately be explicable solely in terms of neuro-
physiological activities. Such a matter-based mind or soul could 
not survive bodily death. That is the inevitable conclusion drawn 
by the materialist historian of science, William Provine, in the 
above quote.263 For him there is no hope of everlasting life. The 
path of naturalism leads, quite literally, to a dead end. 

 

262 Pascal, Blaise 1989. The Mind on Fire: An Anthology of the 
Writings of Blaise Pascal. Edited by James M. Houston. 
Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, p. 120. 

263 Provine, William 1994. "Darwinism: science or naturalistic 
philosophy?", Origins Research 16(1/2): 9. 
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The path of Christianity, on the other hand, leads to eternal life. 
Biblical Christianity views humans as consisting of two distinct 
substances: a material body united with an immaterial soul. 
Christianity stresses the importance of our soul and its proper 
relation to God. The soul is vital to spiritual life. It survives 
physical death. Ultimately the soul of the Christian is re-united 
with his (renewed and transformed) body when he receives his 
eternal reward. 

In our day mind/body dualism is widely thought to be 
scientifically untenable. Even many Christian philosophers and 
scientists assert that the human soul is just a complex property 
of our body and, as such, cannot exist apart from our body. 

In this chapter we shall examine the relation between body, 
mind, and soul. What is the soul? How is it related to mind? How 
are both related to the body? What does the Bible have to say 
on these issues? Is an immaterial soul essential to Christianity? 
How strong are the objections against mind/body dualism? 
Such questions will be our prime concern. 

What is the Soul? 

The common-sense view that most people instinctively hold is 
that we consist of an immaterial soul inside a material body. My 
soul is my innermost I, my conscious self, that drives my life and 
unifies all the mental experiences of my mind. It is the real me. 
Although my body is currently an integral part of me, most 
people can imagine inhabiting a different body, or having an out-
of-body experience. 

Clearly, soul and body are intimately related. Physical events 
can cause mental events (e.g., a blow to my head causes me 
pain). Conversely, mental events can cause physical events 
(e.g., I decide to write down a mathematical equation).  
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This common-sense view is called interactive substance 
dualism. Various forms of it have been dominant throughout 
history.  

Aristotle, in De Anima (i.e., On the Soul), distinguished between 
three aspects of the soul: the zoe (the property of life, which 
included plants and animals), the psucho (a sensitive 
awareness, which is shared by animals and humans) and the 
pneuma (the rational mind, which only humans have).  

Similar distinctions were made by Augustine and Thomas 
Aquinas (1224-74). Aquinas viewed the soul as a substance 
present in any living organism, whether human, dog, or even 
simple one-cell life. The Thomistic soul is a self that directs the 
formation of the body and mind as the organism grows. The 
soul gives purpose and direction to the developing body. This 
concept of the soul is promoted also by the Christian scholars 
J.P. Moreland & Scott Rae.264 On this view the soul is present 
in the body from the moment of conception.  

John Calvin defined the soul to be the essence of a person. It 
was the proper seat of God’s image in man. To Calvin, the soul 
is an immaterial substance, dwelling in the body but separable 
from it. The soul has various powers, the two most basic ones 
being the power to understand and the power to will.265 

Rene Descartes reduced the human soul to the mind, 
identifying the person with a purely conscious substance. He 
considered the human body to be a material machine 
controlled by an immaterial spirit, much like a captain steers a 

 

264 Moreland, James P. & Scott B. Rae. 2000. Body & Soul. 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, p. 201. 

265 Calvin, John 1949. Institutes of the Christian Religion, John 
Allen (ed.). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, Bk I, Ch.15, sect. 
7. 
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ship. However, a soul is much more intimately connected to 
its body than a captain is to his ship. This is shown, for 
example, by the fact that the soul experiences pain when the 
body is hurt. 

Because animals did not speak, although they have the 
physical means to do so, Descartes believed that animals 
lacked souls. Consequently, he considered animals to be 
physical automata, without any actual feelings or experiences.  

Most pet-owners would probably disagree with Descartes. 
One wonders whether Descartes ever romped with a dog or 
befriended a horse. That he played with machines is well-
known. Descartes was so enthused about mechanical life that 
he acquired a human-like machine, a female robot he called 
"Franchina", who sometimes accompanied him on his 
travels266.  

Do You Need a Non-material Soul? 

Currently the notion of a non-material soul is not popular 
among scientists and philosophers, most of whom are 
physicalists. Physicalism is the belief that everything is 
physical; there are no non-physical substances, such as a 
non-material soul. 

There are two types of physicalism. Reductive physicalists, 
such as Francis Crick believe that all mental events (e.g., 
thoughts and beliefs) can be fully reduced to brain events 
(e.g., neural and chemical processes). Non-reductive 
physicalists, on the other hand, believe that mental events 
cannot be fully reduced to brain events. The mind, although 

 

266 Herbert, Nick 1993. Elemental Mind: Human Consciousness 
and the New Physics. New York: Penguin, p. 111. 
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assumed to emerge from the brain and to have no separate 
non-material substance, nevertheless is granted to exhibit 
non-physical properties such as consciousness and 
intentionalism. This latter type of physicalism, where body and 
mind share the same substance but have distinctly different 
properties, is known as property dualism, as opposed to the 
substance dualism of Descartes. 

Both types of physicalism entail that the human person cannot 
exist without a physical body, and that the mind cannot 
function without a physical brain. 

Most physicalists are naturalists. They try to explain the 
existence of everything from an initial universe of energy-
matter evolving according to purely natural laws. Given their 
atheistic worldview, it is not surprising that they would view 
humans as purely physical beings. In earlier chapters we 
discussed the difficulties naturalism has in explaining such 
things as human mind, rationality, morality, and self 

What is perhaps surprising is that (non-reductive) physicalism 
has recently gained prominence among Christian scholars. 
Christian physicalists, such as Donald MacKay,267 Arthur 

 

267 Mackay, D.M. 1979. Human Science and Human Dignity. 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 
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Peacocke,268 N.T. Wright269, and Alister McGrath270, grant 
that God is spirit, but hold that man is wholly physical. They 
assert that man's soul is no more than a complex property of 
his body, having no special substance of its own.  

Christian physicalism attempts to marry two competing 
worldviews, each with its own motivation, metaphysics, and 
epistemology271. A basic argument for physicalism is that it is 
impossible for a non-material soul to interact with a physical 
substance. But Christianity affirms that spiritual non-material 
agents (e.g., God, angels, demons) can influence material 
things. In particular, Christianity holds that the conscious self, 
or soul, does not need a physical brain. If angelic souls can 
exist without a physical body, why not human souls? 

Christian physicalism faces several theological problems. For 
example, if the human soul is just a complex property of the 
body, how can it survive bodily death? And if the soul dies with 
the body, so that the person ceases to exist, how can the 

 

268 Peacocke, Arthur 1993. Theology for a Scientific Age 
(Enlarged ed.), London: SCM Press. 

269 Wright, N.T. 2011. “Mind, Spirit, Soul and Body: All for One 
and One for All, Reflections on Paul’s Anthropology in his 
Complex Contexts.” Delivered at the Eastern Division 
meeting of the Society of Christian Philosophers (March 
2011). Available at 
http://www.ntwrightpage.com/Wright_SCP_MindSpiritSoulB
ody.htm. 

270 McGrath, Alister 2015. The Big Question: Why We Can't 
Stop Talking about Science, Faith and God. New York: St. 
Martin's, pp.131-137. 

271 The coherence of Christian physicalism is questioned by 
Vallicella, William F. 1998. "Could a Classical Theist be a 
Physicalist?". Faith and Philosophy: Journal of the Society of 
Christian Philosophers: Vol. 15: Issue 2, Article 6. 
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resurrected person be the same as the person that died? We 
shall consider these problems in the following sections. 

Body and Soul in the Bible 

How does the Bible view the soul? The pertinent biblical words 
are nephesh (Hebrew) and psuche (Greek), which are generally 
translated in English as soul, and ruach (Hebrew) and pneuma 
(Greek), which are usually translated as spirit. In the Bible, soul 
and spirit are often used interchangeably. 

The Bible tells us that God, the ultimate person, is a Spirit 
(pneuma) (John 4:24), a non-material reality. In the beginning, 
the spirit (ruach) of God moves upon the face of the waters 
(Gen.1:2). Similarly, angels and demons (fallen angels) are 
persons who are spirits (ruach or pneuma). Angels are said to 
be "ministering spirits" (Hebr. 1:14). There are also "demonic 
spirits" (Rev. 16:14). Thus, it is evident that persons can exist 
without physical bodies, as immaterial spirits. 

Such spirits can relate with bodies. For example, God and 
angels can take on physical forms (Gen.18; 19:1). Demons can 
dwell in human bodies ("the evil spirits came out of them" Acts 
19:12), as well as in swine (Matt. 8:28-32). Further, Satan and 
his angels were expelled from heaven: "there was no longer any 
place for them in heaven" (Rev.12:8). This implies that spirits 
occupy a spatial position. Spirits, then, are immaterial persons 
that occupy space and can be embodied. 

With respect to the creation of Adam, the Bible teaches that his 
spirit was added to flesh and bones to form a living person: 

then the LORD God formed the man of the dust from 
the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life (ruach), and the man became a living creature 
(nephesh) (Gen. 2:7; see also Ezek. 37:1-10). 
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The "breath of life (ruach)" given to Adam (Gen. 2:7) is found 
also in animals: "and they went into the ark to Noah, two by two, 
of all flesh, in which is the breath of life (ruach)" (Gen. 7:15). 
Similarly, nephesh, the word for “soul” or “being”, is also 
translated as "life" and applies to animals: "also to every beast 
of the earth, to every bird of the air, and to everything that 
creeps on the earth, in which there is life (nephesh), I have given 
every green herb for food" (Gen. 1:30). Thus animals, too, are 
said to have a soul or spirit. 

How do human souls differ from those of animals and plants? 
As Augustine notes, human souls are surely more complex and 
intelligent. We alone are formed in the image of God. Since we 
are made in the image of God, the properties most important for 
understanding our personhood are those we have in common 
with God. These include such things as a conscious self, 
rationality, creativity, righteousness, and knowledge, limited as 
these may be for humans.  

How are Souls Made? 

How human souls are made is very much a mystery. As we saw 
in previous chapters, naturalists believe either that the 
existence of soul/mind properties is purely illusionary or that 
such non-material properties somehow emerge from the brain, 
once the brain is sufficiently developed, via some as yet 
inexplicable process. 

The Bible also leaves the question largely unanswered. It is 
clear that Adam's soul was created directly by God. But what 
about Adam's offspring?  

There are two basic Christian views. The first, called 
creationism, contends that each human soul is directly created 
by God. Parents transmit to their child only its physical body. 
God unites the child’s soul to its body sometime between 
conception and birth. Creationism is based on such texts as 
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Genesis 2:7, Ecclesiastes 12:7, Isaiah 57:16 ("the breath of life 
that I made"), and Zechariah 12:1 ("the Lord who...formed the 
spirit of man within him"). This view is held by Roman Catholics 
and most Reformed theologians, including John Calvin and 
Louis Berkhof. 

The opposing view, called traducianism (from the Latin 
traducere, which means “to lead across” or “propagate”) holds 
that human parents generate both the body and the soul of their 
child. Bible texts adduced in its favor include Genesis 2:22 ("and 
the rib...he made into a woman"), which makes no mention of 
an extra soul added on by God. Other pertinent texts include: 

Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one 
man, and death through sin, and so death spread to 
all men because all sinned. (Rom. 5:12) 

One might even say that Levi himself...paid tithes 
through Abraham, for he was still in the loins of his 
ancestor when Melchizedek met him. (Hebr. 7:9-10)  

This view is supported, among many others, by Martin Luther, 
Gordon Clark, and Robert Reymond.272 

One problem for creationism is that it allows for only a physical 
connection between Adam and his offspring. Yet elsewhere in 
Scripture it seems that parents transmit also various aspects of 
character. We know that children often have character traits that 
are remarkably like those of their parents. Yet, if God directly 
creates each human soul, how could mental or moral 
characteristics be propagated?  

 

272 Reymond, Robert L. 1998. A New Systematic Theology of 
the Christian Faith, Nashville: Thomas Nelson, p. 424. 
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Also, how was Adam’s sinful nature passed on to his offspring? 
The Westminster Confession asserts, 

 Adam’s sin was imputed; and the same death in sin, 
and corrupted nature [were] conveyed to all [his] 
posterity descending from [him] by ordinary 
generation (6/iii).  

Note the closing words "by ordinary generation", which seem 
to favor traducianism. Creationism must postulate either that 
God directly creates sinful souls, or that the soul somehow 
becomes contaminated by the body. 

How are animal souls transmitted? It seems plausible that the 
same general method of generation applies to both human and 
animal souls. Are we to believe, then, that God directly creates 
the soul of each dog, bird, and bug? Or, if only human souls 
survive death, does this difference perhaps imply also a 
difference in the mode of generation? 

Traducianism seems more plausible both with respect to the 
generation of animal souls, and the transmission of human 
sinful nature. The biblical texts cited to support the divine 
creation of the human soul do not explicitly rule out secondary 
causes. Nevertheless, traducianism still leaves unanswered 
the question of how an immaterial soul can generate souls for 
its offspring. 

Perhaps the solution can be found in combining both 
approaches. God could decree that, once specific physical 
conditions arise (e.g., a fertilized human egg), a non-material 
soul is created with properties corresponding to those of its 
parents. Were this to occur according to specific rules, it would 
be part of the normal functioning of the world as decreed by 
God. In this manner souls could by directly created by God 
while, at the same time, transmitting hereditary properties. 
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Human Souls Survive Death 

What happens to me when I die? At that point my soul is 
separated from my body: "and the dust returns to the earth as it 
was, and the spirit (ruach) returns to God who gave it" (Eccl. 
12:7). My body dies and disintegrates; my spirit returns to God. 

That the soul or spirit survives physical death is indicated in 
various other biblical texts. We are told, for example, "do not 
fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul (psuche)" 
(Matt. 10:28). Christ, when he died, was still alive in the spirit: 
"being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit 
(pneuma), in which he went and proclaimed to the spirits in 
prison" (1 Pet. 3:18-19).  

Jesus' words to the thief on the cross, "today you will be with 
me in Paradise" (Luke 23:43), imply that the thief will be with 
Jesus in the intermediate, spiritual state after their physical 
deaths. Paul says that to be absent from the body is to be 
present with Christ (2 Cor. 5:1-10, Phil. 1:21-24), intimating that 
the spirit can exist separate from the body.  

The intermediate state (between death and resurrection) is a 
state in which believers enjoy a conscious communion with 
God. They are dressed in white robes, speak, remember their 
past life, and are aware of each other and what is happening on 
earth (see Luke 16:19-31; 1 Thess. 5:10; Rev. 6:9-11; 7:9; 
20:4). This suggests that they may well have temporary 
physical bodies.273 

In the Bible the interim realm of departed souls is called sheol 
(Hebrew, Old Testament) or hades (Greek, New Testament). 
Although sheol/hades is often translated as “hell”, it is generally 

 

273 See, for example, Alcorn, Randy 2004. Heaven. Carol 
Stream, Ill: Tyndale House Publishers, Chapters 6-7. 
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a neutral realm for all departed souls, whether saved or lost, 
before the final judgment. The more permanent biblical “hell”, 
the fiery place for the wicked after the final judgment, is denoted 
by the Greek word Gehenna (cf. Matt. 5:22) or as “the lake of 
fire” (Rev. 20:13-15). 

Sheol/Hades is subdivided in two places, one for the saved 
(“paradise”) and one for the unsaved. This is evident in Jesus’s 
parable of Lazarus and the rich man, whose souls both went to 
sheol/hades, but Lazarus was carried by angels to Abraham’s 
bosom, whereas the rich man went to a place of torment, 
separated from Lazarus by a great chasm (Luke 16: 19-30). 

It is evident that when Jesus died, his soul went to hades (Acts 
2:23-31), but to the good portion of hades, “Abraham’s bosom”, 
also called “paradise” (Luke 23:43). Paradise is located in the 
“the third heaven” (2 Cor. 12:2-4), near God’s heavenly throne 
(Rev. 4-6). 

The Resurrection of Human Bodies 

Since the spirit survives bodily death, it cannot be identified with 
the body. Nevertheless, the biblical view of man indicates a 
strong connection between the body and the immaterial spirit. 
In our earthly life, the two are integrally united into a living soul. 
The separation of human body and soul is unnatural. Although 
it occurs at death, when the soul continues alone, the soul is 
ultimately to be re-united with a renewed body. 

The future resurrection of all humans, when Christ returns, 
just before the final judgment, is an essential doctrine of 
Christianity. For example, Jesus said: 

 an hour is coming when all who are in the tombs will 

hear his voice and come out, those who have done 
good to the resurrection of life, and those who have 
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done evil to the resurrection of judgment. (John 5:28-
29) 

This will be a physical, bodily resurrection. Our resurrected body 
will be the same body we have when we die, but glorified (1 
Cor.15: 42-44, 1 Thess. 4:13-18), just as Christ’s resurrected 
body was still his same body, though now transformed (John 
20:24-28).  

In the case of Jesus’s resurrection, his corpse had not yet 
decomposed. The physical connection between one’s corpse 
and one’s resurrected body is more difficult to conceive when 
the corpse is totally decomposed, when the ashes following 
cremation are scattered in the wind, or when cannibals’ bodies 
share some of the same molecules. Although we might 
speculate how the same body might be resurrected under such 
extreme circumstances, God’s miraculous work is clearly 
involved in any resurrection. Thus Paul writes, 

…the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly 
body to be like his glorious body, by the power that 
enables him to subject all things to himself. (Phil. 
3:20-21) 

The Bible clearly affirms that the resurrected body is the same 
physical body as before, rather than merely a copy. 

In line with the above biblical evidence, the Reformed creeds 
teach that at death the soul is separated from the body, to be 
re-united to it at the last judgment: 

For all the dead shall be raised out of the earth, and 
their souls joined and united with their proper bodies 
in which they formerly lived" (Belgic Confession 
Article 37). 

QUESTION. What comfort does the resurrection of 
the body afford you? 



13. Body, Mind, and Soul  333      

ANSWER. That not only my soul, after this life, shall 
immediately be taken up to Christ, its head [Luke 
16:22; 23:43; Philippians 1:21, 23]; but also my body, 
raised by the power of Christ, shall again be united 
with my soul, and made like unto the glorious body of 
Christ [Job 19:25, 26; I John 3:2; Philippians 3:21] 
(Heidelberg Catechism, Lord's Day 22; Question & 
Answer 57). 

The bodies of men, after death, return to dust, and 
see corruption: but their souls, which neither die nor 
sleep, having an immortal substance, immediately 
return to God who gave them: the souls of the 
righteous...are received into the highest 
heavens...And the souls of the wicked are cast into 
hell... 

At the last day, such as are found alive shall not die, 
but be changed; and all the dead shall be raised up 
with the self-same bodies, and none other, although 
with different qualities, which shall be united again to 
their souls forever. 

 (Westminster Confession 32). 

In short, the Bible teaches that humans have a dual nature, 
consisting of a physical body and an immaterial soul. For further 
elaboration on the biblical teaching of the duality of body and 
soul the reader is referred to the books by J.P. Moreland274 and 
John W. Cooper.275 

 

274 Moreland, James P. 2014. The Soul: How We Know It’s Real 
and Why It Matters. Chicago, IL: Moody. 

275 Cooper, John W. 2000. Body, Soul & Life Everlasting (2nd 
ed.). Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 
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Physicalism and Life after Death 

Christian physicalists, we saw, hold that my soul depends fully 
on my physical body so that, when my body dies, I cease to 
exist. Thus they deny that my soul continues to exist, without a 
body, during an intermediate state. 

Since Christian physicalists do affirm a future resurrection of the 
dead, how do they reconcile this with their physical view of 
humans? Some physicalists believe that, after a gap in time, 
during which I don’t exist at all, I am resurrected with a glorified 
body. Others believe that, to ensure my continued existence, I 
am given a temporary physical body during the intermediate 
state, to be glorified at the final resurrection. 

In substance dualism, where my essential self is a non-material 
soul, it seems possible that my soul can be attached to a 
different body, so that the new me is still really me. Yet, biblical 
resurrection is not re-incarnation: I am to be re-united with my 
same body, though now glorified, at the resurrection. So even 
in dualism there is an intimate connection between my present 
body and my future one. 

In physicalism, however, where my (physical) soul completely 
depends on my body, it is more difficult to ensure such 
continuity of the same self. If my self depends fully on my body, 
then it seems that I can persist only if my body persists. I can 
survive bodily changes such as losing a leg, or replacing 
individual molecules gradually, but I cannot persist if my entire 
body is changed all at once.   

On such grounds Christian physicalist philosopher Peter van 
Inwagen concludes that, if human persons are physical 
substances, nothing but physical continuity can ground the 
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identity of human persons across time.276 That entails that, if I 
cease to exist at bodily death, then if I can never ever resume 
existing. He suggests that, just before death, God replaces my 
original body with an exact copy, which soon dies, while 
removing my body to the afterlife (heaven?), where I live on in 
my body. The corpse is no longer me, just a copy, but this 
happy exchange is humanly undetectable, at least by others.  

A similar “fission” theory is promoted by Calvin University 
physicalist philosopher Kevin Corcoran.277 According to 
Corcoran, at the moment of death my body fissions into a 
visible corpse and an un-observable living body miraculously 
transported elsewhere (heaven?). The corpse disintegrates 
into dust, never to live again, whereas, later, my living body is 
glorified in the general resurrection.  

Such far-fetched Christian physicalist attempts to 
accommodate an intermediate state of consciousness fail on 
two counts.  

First, they contradict Scripture. In all biblical accounts of 
resurrection, it is always the human corpse that is raised back 
to life from the grave: Lazarus (John 11:38-44), Jesus (John 
20:1-9), the saints raised after Jesus’ resurrection (Matt. 27: 
52-53), etc.  According to Corcoran, Jesus’ corpse was in the 
tomb while his intermediate body, later to be glorified, was 
active elsewhere. But he fails to explain the significance of the 
empty tomb, or what happened to Jesus’ corpse.  

 

276 Van Inwagen, Peter 1978. “The Possibility of Resurrection.” 
International Journal for the Philosophy of Religion 9: 114-
121. 

277 Corcoran, Kevin J. 2006. Rethinking Human Nature: A 
Christian Materialist Alternative to the Soul. Ada, MI: Baker 
Academic. 
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Second, they contradict mainstream science. A prime 
argument for physicalism is that substance dualism does not 
conform with mainstream science. However, the proposed 
miraculous, unobservable, body “fission” and removal to 
heaven is no less objectionable. If we are to break with 
mainstream science anyway, regarding human death, why not 
also regarding human nature? 

In sum, physicalism offers no plausible account of the 
continued existence of the human soul after bodily death, nor 
of a later bodily resurrection.  

Defending an Immaterial Mind 

Interactive mind/body dualism is, we have argued, the view of 
both the Bible and common sense. Why, then, do so many 
Christian scholars today reject it in favor of Christian 
physicalism? The main reason is that interactive dualism is 
widely thought to suffer from fatal deficiencies, particularly 
scientific ones. For example, according to Reformed 
theologian Michael Horton, 

“Philosophical defenses of materialism seem 
increasingly substantiated by science. Over recent 
decades of advanced research in neurobiology and 
related fields, the fact that the mind is matter (i.e. the 
brain) has become firmly established.”278 

Let us briefly look at some of the objections that have been 
voiced.  

 

278 Horton, Michael 2011. The Christian Faith: A Systematic 
Theology for Pilgrims on the Way. Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, p. 376. 
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Neuroscience and the Mind 

The notion that the mind is identical to the brain, and thus fully 
explained by neural processes, is based on experiments 
showing that the mental activity of the mind is closely 
correlated to the neural processes of the brain. From this it is 
inferred that mental states are identical to neurophysiological 
states. Assuming that neural events are fully explained by 
physical causes, this leaves no room for mental causes. This 
can easily lead to the absurd conclusion that our thoughts are 
illusions that cannot influence our actions, so that we have no 
free will. 

However, correlation should not be confused with causation. 
Even though the mind is closely related to the brain, the two 
are clearly not identical. After all, neural processes are quite 
different from chains of thoughts. Further, neuroscience has 
not been able to give plausible physical explanations for the 
existence of my thoughts, consciousness, self-awareness, 
and free will. 

There is no scientific proof that mental states cannot influence 
brain states. Rather, that is the basic, physicalist assumption 
of most neuroscientists, which drives their interpretation of the 
data. But not all neuroscientists are physicalists. All the 
neurological evidence can equally well, if not better, be 
interpreted in terms of substance dualism. This is granted by 
physicalist philosopher William Lycan279 and shown by dualist 
neuroscientist Mario Beauregard.280 

 

279 Lycan, William G. 2009. “Giving Dualism its 
Due,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 87(4): 551-563. 

280 See, for example, Beauregard, Mario, and Denyse O'Leary 
2007. The Spiritual Brain: A Neuroscientist's Case for the 
Existence of the Soul. New York: Harper One. 
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Where does the mind interact with the brain? Descartes 
thought the mind interacted with the body at the pineal gland, 
Sir John Eccles the pre-frontal lobe of the dominant 
hemisphere of the brain, Wilder Penfield the upper brain stem. 
A recent review article finds that various parts of the brain 
contribute to different functions of consciousness. The 
authors suggest that consciousness originates globally, rather 
than originating from a single brain section.281 

Even if it were to remain a mystery where and how the mind 
interacts with the brain, that the mind does interact with the 
brain is undeniable. 

How do Minds Operate? 

A common objection against mind/body dualism is that it is not 
clear how two entirely distinct substances can possibly interact. 
How can mind and matter influence each other if they are two 
totally different substances? How can mental choices, governed 
by moral “oughts”, influence the physical body, governed by 
physical laws? Conversely, how can bodily activities generate 
conscious experiences?  

We note, first, that this is no less a problem for materialism. In 
Chapter 6 we saw the great difficulty materialism had in 
accounting for conscious experiences and an active mind. As 
we already noted, physical properties cannot be merely 
different descriptions of mental properties, for physical laws are 
quite distinct from logical and moral laws.  

 

281 Zhao T, Zhu Y, Tang H, Xie R, Zhu J and Zhang JH 2019. 
“Consciousness: New Concepts and Neural 
Networks,” Front. Cell. Neuro-sci. 13:302. doi: 
10.3389/fncel.2019.00302 
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Even if we were to consider mental properties to be of an 
ultimately physical nature, mental physical properties would still 
be so unlike non-mental physical properties that we would still 
be faced with the problem of how they interact. Hence, simply 
calling mind a special form or property of matter solves nothing. 
It just rephrases the question, rather than answering it. 

A quite different resolution of the mind/body problem is to 
reduce matter to a property of mind. This is the idealism of the 
Irish philosopher George Berkeley (1685-1753). Berkeley, 
attacking the materialism of his day, denied the real existence 
of matter. He asserted that there exist only minds and ideas. All 
we really know about physical objects is the sense impressions 
they make on our minds. Berkeley argued that the physical 
universe existed not in itself, but only by its presence in the 
divine mind. God impresses the ideas of the physical world onto 
our minds. God ensures the consistency and uniformity of our 
ideas about the physical world. Thus, Berkeley solved the 
mind/body interaction problem by reducing matter to a particular 
type of idea. 282  

This ingenious philosophy seems contrary to our common 
experiences of the world. Our world seems to have a real, 
concrete existence. The English writer Samuel Johnson (1709-
1784), upon learning of Berkeley's theory, is said to have kicked 
a rock along the street, accompanied with the words "thus I 
refute you!" But Berkeley's philosophy is not easily refuted by 
either logic or experience. After all, Berkeley does not deny that 
we can have experiences of heartily booting solid stones. His 

 

282 For a more recent promotion of idealism, see Gordon, Bruce 
L. 2017. “Divine Action and the World of Science: What 
Cosmology and Quantum Physics Teach Us about the Role 
of Providence in Nature”, Journal of Biblical and Theological 
Studies 2 (2): 247-298. 
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point is that we experience only our mental sense impressions 
of rocks, never the actual rocks themselves. 

Berkeley's philosophy has the merit of stressing the 
dependence of the material world on God for its continued 
existence. God indeed upholds all things "by the word of his 
power" (Hebr. 1:3). Perhaps “word” does here convey the notion 
of an idea. Yet, if so, it must be a very special type of idea. God's 
creation of the world entails that, unlike other ideas, these are 
actualized ideas, existing in concrete form before the existence 
of man. We must then distinguish between abstract ideas and 
actualized, material ideas. This, however, brings us back to two 
different types of entities, or ideas, and the question of how they 
interact. Therefore, also Berkeley's proposed solution merely 
rephrases the problem. 

It is not only mind-matter interactions that are puzzling. As we 
saw in earlier chapters, many matter-matter interactions are no 
less mysterious. Think of the action-at-a-distance of gravity or 
the unpredictability of atomic physics. We saw that, ultimately, 
physical laws are not prescriptive of what must happen but 
simply descriptive of what does happen. Why, then, should we 
not treat mind/body connections in the same manner? Our 
experienced mind/body interactions are no less descriptive of 
what does in fact happen, regardless of whether we can 
comprehend the underlying mechanism.  

One might object that, unlike physical interactions, mind/body 
interactions involve two distinct substances that have nothing in 
common. However, even physical interactions can involve very 
different types of things. For example, the solid earth, with its 
specific shape and concrete properties, seems quite distinct 
from the invisible, all-pervasive gravitational field that it is 
thought to generate. Similarly, the probability wave of an 
electron differs greatly from the actual electron particle that 
eventually hits a photographic plate. Moreover, the Principle of 
Causality asserts only that every event has a sufficient cause. 
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It does not insist that the cause be similar in substance to the 
effect. That is merely a materialist presupposition.  

That spirit can influence matter is clear when we recall that God, 
a Spirit, created the entire universe--matter and spirit--and 
continues to uphold it at each instance. He does so by his word 
of power. Matter's very existence depends on a mind-matter 
causal relationship. Mind is therefore more fundamental than 
matter.  

Could the God-world interaction serve as a model for the human 
mind/body interaction? The similarity between the two suggests 
a close link between theism and mind/body dualism. Indeed, 
many contemporary philosophers reject dualism precisely 
because of its perceived connection to theism. Nevertheless, 
this analogy should not be pressed too hard. Our mind is, at 
least in present state, strongly dependent upon our body, 
whereas God is in no way dependent on the physical world.  

Theism does, however, provide a possible mechanism for 
mind/body interaction. At each instance God, in his providence, 
upholds both our body and mind by his word of power. 
Normally, barring miracles, the universe at the next instance will 
be in accordance with the properties God has assigned his 
creatures. One of these human properties is our mental control 
of our bodies. Hence, God, as the primary cause of all events, 
could cause our mental choices to be translated into physical 
effects. If God were to do this according to specific rules, it 
would be part of the normal functioning of his creation. 

Minding Energy 

The most common objection against dualism is that it violates 
well-established physical laws, such as conservation of energy. 
This is often upheld as the decisive refutation of dualism. For 
example, materialist philosopher Mario Bunge asserts: 
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Dualism violates conservation of energy. If immaterial 
mind could move matter, then it would create energy; 
and if matter were to act on mind, then energy would 
disappear...Energy would fail to be conserved...and 
so physics, chemistry, biology, and economics would 
collapse. Faced with a choice between these "hard" 
sciences and primitive superstition, we opt for the 
former... 

Dualism is consistent with creationism, not with 
evolutionism...A consistent evolutionist...will 
postulate that mental functions, no matter how 
exquisite, are neuro-physiological activities.283 

Similarly, philosopher Daniel Dennett writes: 

Let us concentrate on the returned signals, the 
directives from mind to brain. These, ex hypothesi, 
are not physical...How, then, do they get to make a 
difference to what happens in the brain cells they 
must affect, if the mind is to have any influence on the 
body? A fundamental principle of physics is that any 
change in the trajectory of any physical entity is an 
acceleration requiring the expenditure of energy, and 
where is this energy to come from? It is this principle 
of conservation of energy that accounts for the 
impossibility of "perpetual motion machines," and the 
same principle is apparently violated by dualism. 
This...is widely regarded as the inescapable and fatal 
flaw of dualism.284 

 

283 Bunge, Mario 1980. The Mind-Body Problem. Toronto: 
Pergamon, p. 17-18. 

284 Dennett, Daniel C. 1991. Consciousness Explained. 
London: Penguin, p. 35. 
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How well-founded is this criticism of mind/body dualism? First, 
it is not clear that mental decisions require any exchange of 
energy. For all we know, the implementation of a mental choice 
may be like opening or closing a frictionless switch in an electric 
circuit. This need not require any energy. Even if it did, chaotic 
effects might be used to amplify the initial mental signal, so that 
the initial energy required might be infinitesimally small or, at 
least, smaller than can be measured within quantum limits.  

A complicated mind-brain model, relying on quantum 
mechanics and obeying conservation of energy, has been 
developed by neuroscientist Sir John Eccles. Eccles 
optimistically concludes: 

It is reassuring that all the richness and enjoyment of 
our experiences can now be accepted without any 
qualms of conscience that we may be infringing 
conservation laws.285 

It must be stressed that Eccles' model is very speculative, and 
by no means widely accepted. Nevertheless, Eccles’ model 
does suggest that energy concerns need not be a problem. 

Consider also that the principle of conservation of energy is 
based on our observations of purely physical interactions. In the 
past, the definition of energy has been broadened to 
accommodate new discoveries. For example, to balance the 
energy equation, matter is now considered to be a form of 
energy. In a similar fashion, it may be possible that our 
conception of energy may have to be modified to accommodate 
mind/body interactions. No sufficiently precise measurements 

 

285 Eccles, John C. 1994. How the Self Controls Its Brain. New 
York: Springer-Verlag, p. 170. 
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have yet been made to prove that conservation of energy 
applies to mind/body interactions. 

Finally, remember that the notion of conservation of energy is 
itself a theoretical product of our mind. It is an extrapolation of 
our limited experiences of purely physical interactions. It 
presumes, for example, that induction is valid. The universality 
of energy conservation is thus no more than a metaphysical 
assumption. Is it not absurd, then, that a product of our creative 
mind should deny the activity of the mind that constructed it in 
the first place? 

The reality of mind/body interactions is one of our most basic, 
direct conscious experiences. The task of our scientific theories 
should be to explain these experiences, not to dismiss them. 
Hence, even if mind/body interactions did contravene energy 
conservation, we could conclude from this only that the law of 
energy conservation is a limited physical concept that does not 
apply to mind/body interactions. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, the Bible teaches that we consist of body and 
spirit. Our spirit survives physical death and is re-united with 
its renewed body at the final judgment.  

Materialist theories of soul are theologically deficient because 
they cannot account for the soul’s survival of physical death, 
or for the continuance of our identity in a future embodied life. 
Objections against mind/body dualism, on the grounds that it 
violates causality and physical laws, were found to be 
unjustified.  

As to questions of how and where the mind and body interact, 
or how new souls are generated, these remain largely 
unanswered. 
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14. A Christian View of Math 

Crossfire 

Whereas the quarrel about universals and ontology 
had its meaning and significance within the context of 
medieval Christian culture, it is an intellectual scandal 
that some philosophers of mathematics can still 
discuss whether whole numbers exist or not.... 

No, there are no preordained, predetermined 
mathematical "truths" that just lie out or up there. 
Evolutionary thinking teaches us otherwise.  

Yehuda Rav (Math Worlds 1993: 81,100) 

Contra 

Does not wisdom call? 

“To you, O men, I call…for my mouth will utter truth; 
I, wisdom, dwell with prudence, and I find knowledge 
and discretion…The LORD possessed me at the 
beginning of his work, the first of his acts of old. Ages 
ago I was set up, at the first, before the beginning of 
the earth… When he established the heavens, I was 
there; when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, 
for whoever finds me finds life and obtains favor from 
the LORD, but he who fails to find me injures himself; 
all who hate me love death.” 

Proverbs 8 (ESV) 

What does mathematics have to do with God? A few years 
ago, when traveling through the Czech Republic, my wife and 
I lodged at an inn run by a local retired engineer. In the 
evening we joined him for a cup of coffee. He asked what my 
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profession was. I told him I was a mathematics professor. 
Later the discussion turned towards religion. The engineer, 
like most Czechs we encountered, professed to be an atheist. 
When I related that I was a Christian, he was amazed. "How 
can you be a Christian if you are a mathematics professor?" 
he exclaimed. Evidently, he thought that mathematics 
contradicted Christianity.   

Most people probably believe that mathematics, if perhaps not 
hostile to Christianity, is at best neutral towards it. Even many 
Christians see little connection between God and 
mathematics. Indeed, mathematics is often considered the 
most difficult subject to integrate with Christianity. 

Earlier, in Chapter 8, we saw, however, that mathematics 
needs God. The naturalist mathematician Yehuda Rav, in the 
opening quote, notes that within the context of Christianity it 
makes sense to take about the objective existence of 
numbers and mathematical truths. However, once God is 
removed, there is nowhere to place abstract mathematical 
concepts, and nobody to guarantee their truthfulness. 
Mathematics is then reduced to a mere human invention, 
which need not be true. Consequently, the erstwhile certainty 
of mathematics is shattered.  

Against this, we supported the view called mathematical 
realism, which contends that mathematics exists beyond 
mere human minds. Augustine, we saw, placed mathematics 
in the mind of God. This led to the classical Christian view of 
mathematics, which considered mathematics in terms of what 
an all-powerful, all-knowing God could do. 

The goal of this chapter is to examine more closely the rich 
interplay between mathematics and Christianity. We shall 
consider in detail how mathematics fits within a Christian 
worldview. How does God relate to mathematics? Are 
mathematical laws necessary truths? If so, do they not 
present a challenge to God's sovereignty? Can a Christian 
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worldview provide a solid basis for believing that our current 
human mathematics is objectively true?  

God and Math 

How does God relate to mathematics? We consider first how 
God relates to logic. Note that the Bible frequently uses logical 
arguments. In fact, logic is indispensable in reading the Bible. 
The central biblical message, for example, is the good news 
of salvation, rather than its opposite. Furthermore, the Bible 
claims to be true ("your word is truth" John 17:17), not false. 
It follows that a major principle of biblical interpretation is that 
the Bible does not contradict itself. All of this presumes the 
validity of the laws of logic. Since the Bible is “God-breathed” 
(2 Tim.3:16), or inspired, this points to God as the guarantor 
of logic. 

Further, the Bible contains numerous examples of elementary 
mathematics. It has many simple arithmetic calculations. The 
Bible depicts God as performing various mathematical 
operations. For example, "He determines the number of the 
stars, he gives to all of them their names" (Psa.147:4) and 
"even the hairs of your head are all numbered" (Matt. 10:30). 
Further, Isaiah asks,  

Who has measured the waters in the hollow of his 
hand and marked off the heavens with a span, 
enclosed the dust of the earth in a measure and 
weighed the mountains in scales and the hills in a 
balance? (Isa. 40:12) 

These passages, with their rich poetic metaphors, portray a 
God whose knowledge of his creation is very intimate and 
complete. It includes, as these passages indicate, detailed 
quantitative knowledge. How God knows such numerical things 
may well differ from how we acquire such knowledge. However, 
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that the content of God's knowledge includes numerical data is 
indisputable. 

Moreover, God has created the universe according to a 
rational plan that is, at least partially, comprehensible to man, 
God's steward. God has created the universe so that it has a 
mathematical structure. Thus, God uses mathematics in both 
his spoken word (i.e., his works of creation) and his written 
word.  

The link between God and mathematics can be made even 
stronger. It is evident that some aspects of God's character 
have a mathematical nature. Let's consider these. 

God and Logic 

Logic is closely related to God's character. The biblical God 
presents Himself to us as a God of truth and faithfulness: "God 
who never lies" (Titus 1:2); "the faithfulness of the Lord endures 
forever" (Psa.117:2); "your word is truth" (John 17:17).  Since 
God's identity is eternally the same, the logical law of identity 
must be eternally valid. God is true, not false. God means what 
he says, not the opposite. Hence the law of non-contradiction 
holds.  

Logic is not above God but derives from God's constant and 
non-contradictory nature. Reformed philosopher Gordon Clark 
notes,  
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the law of contradiction is not to be taken as an axiom 
prior to or independent of God…the law is God 
thinking.286 

Clark views truth and logic as attributes of God. Many other 
Christian thinkers concur. For example, philosopher Arthur 
Holmes states: 

...A is not non-A... because God made it so, and 
because God Himself is God, and not non-God...It 
derives from God and his unchanging fidelity.287 

In a similar vein, theologian John Frame writes: 

Does God, then, observe the law of non-
contradiction? Not in the sense that this law is 
somehow higher than God himself. Rather, God is 
himself non-contradictory and is therefore himself the 
criterion of logical consistency and implication. Logic 
is an attribute of God, as are justice, mercy, wisdom, 
knowledge.288 

In short, the very nature of God implies the eternal validity of the 
basic laws of deductive logic (i.e., the laws of non-contradiction, 
identity, and excluded middle).  

 

286 Clark, Gordon 1968. The Philosophy of Gordon Clark: A 
Festschrift, Ronald H. Nash (ed.), Presbyterian & Reformed, 
Philadelphia, pp.64-70, p. 67. 

287 Holmes, Arthur 1977. All Truth is God's Truth. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, p. 88. 

288 Frame, John M. 1987. The Doctrine of the Knowledge of 
God. Phillipsburg, N.J: Presbyterian & Reformed, p. 253. 
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Hence, in the Christian worldview, the laws of logic are 
universal because they reflect the nature and decree of the 
living God, who upholds the universe.  

God and Number 

Similar considerations hold regarding numbers. God's 
comprehensive knowledge includes all facts about the physical 
world, whether past, present or future. It includes also all human 
thoughts, all necessary truths, and even all possibilities. As 
such, God's knowledge surely embraces also all possible 
mathematical truths.  

Infinity 

God's knowledge is infinite. This is proclaimed in such texts as, 
"Great is our Lord, and abundant in power; his understanding is 
beyond measure" (Psa.147:5). David exclaims:  

How precious to me are your thoughts, O God! How 
vast is the sum of them! If I would count them, they 
are more than the sand (Psa. 139:17-18). 

The concept of infinity is the key to the philosophy of 
mathematics. We can distinguish between potential infinity and 
actual infinity. 

Potential infinity is the notion of endlessness that arises from 
human counting. We soon realize that, given any large number, 
we can always obtain a yet larger one by adding 1 to it. There 
seems to be no largest number. Potentially we can go on 
forever. 

Actual infinity, on the other hand, is the notion that numbers 
exist as a totality, as a completed set.   
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Plato believed in actual infinity; his student Aristotle held to only 
a potential infinity. Theological considerations led medieval 
philosophers to postulate an actual infinity. Today, however, 
humanism views actual infinity with suspicion.  

Augustine considered actual infinity to be one of the 
mathematical entities that existed in God's mind. He wrote: 

Every number is known to him 'whose understanding 
cannot be numbered' (Psalm 147:5). Although the 
infinite series of numbers cannot be numbered, this 
infinity of numbers is not outside the comprehension 
of him 'whose understanding cannot be numbered.' 
...every infinity is, in a way we cannot express, made 
finite to God.289 

Since God knows all things possible, his knowledge must surely 
include also the totality of all possible numbers.  

Note that an ideal, all-powerful and all-knowing mathematician 
would not need an eternity to count all the numbers. For 
example, at noon he starts with "one", at 12:30 pm he counts 
"two", at 12:40 "three", and so on. Number n is counted at time 
(1 - 1/n) pm. At 1 pm all the possible members would then be 
counted. The resultant set would contain an actual infinity of 
numbers. 

Of course, this is not how God acquires his knowledge of 
numbers. God's knowledge does not grow; it has always been 
complete. Yet this example shows that it is plausible for God 
to know the whole numbers as a completed, actual infinity.  

 

289Augustine 1972. The City of God. David Knowles (ed.). New 
York: Penguin Books. Book xii, chapter 19. 
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Augustine's view regarding God's infinite knowledge was 
endorsed by the Russian-German mathematician George 
Cantor (1845-1918), one of the founders of modern set theory. 
Cantor believed that God's infinite knowledge implies an actual 
infinity of thoughts. It included, at the very least, the infinite set 
N of natural numbers {1, 2, 3...}. Actual infinity could thus be 
considered to exist objectively as an actual, complete set in 
God's mind. Cantor believed that even larger transfinite 
numbers existed in God's mind.290 

The Trinity 

Were numbers created by God? Many Christians believe that 
numbers were created either before, or along with, the physical 
universe. However, the role of number is much broader than its 
usage in the physical and mental worlds. Number is present not 
only in God's knowledge but also in his deepest being. The 
Bible presents God as consisting of three distinct persons. 
Hence, as noted by mathematician-theologian Vern 
Poythress,291 God's nature includes a numerical aspect. Since 
the three persons of the Godhead (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) 
are eternal, so is number.  

Some people think that the doctrine of the Trinity contradicts 
mathematics. Thus, for example, the engineer David Malcolm, 
writes: 

 

290 Dauben, Joseph W. 1979. Georg Cantor: His Mathematics 
and Philosophy of the Infinite. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, p. 229. 

291 Poythress, Vern 1976. "A Biblical View of Mathematics", 
Foundations of Christian Scholarship, Gary North (ed.). 
Vallecito, CA: Ross House Books, p. 180. 
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No satisfactory proof has ever been devised to show 
that the basic number theory is universally true; 
rather, proofs have been put forward indicating that 
such a proof may be impossible. Thus, mathematics 
cannot contradict Scriptural teaching that God exists 
as three persons in unity.292 

Malcolm seems to worry that, if mathematics were true, then the 
doctrine of the Trinity is undermined. Thus, he is ready to 
question the correctness of mathematics by appealing to 
Gödel's results (discussed in Chapter 8).  

However, Gödel's theorem about the inability to prove 
consistency applies only to full arithmetic, which uses both 
addition and multiplication. The alleged mathematical mystery 
in the notion of the Trinity concerns only the addition of positive 
integers (i.e., 1+1+1 = 3, not 1). Such limited arithmetic, which 
uses only addition (and no multiplication), has in fact been 
proven to be consistent. That being the case, Malcolm's 
reasoning implies that the doctrine of the Trinity is in serious 
trouble. 

Christian astronomer Hugh Ross voices a similar concern. He 
writes, 

 the Trinity is a mathematical absurdity in the context 
of just the four dimensions of length, width, height, 
and time.293 

Ross seeks to rescue the Trinity from absurdity by placing God 
in multi-dimensional space. Consider, for example, an 

 

292 Malcolm, David 1988. "Humanism and Modern 
Mathematics". Ex Nihilo Technical Journal 3: 49-58, p. 56. 

293 Ross, Hugh 1993. The Creator and the Cosmos. Colorado 
Springs, CO: NavPress, p. 148. 
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imaginary two-dimensional creature living on a flat plane. If a 
human were to stick three spread fingers of one hand through 
this plane the two-dimensional creature would experience this 
as three distinct, isolated circles. Yet, in the higher, three-
dimensional world, these three fingers are connected to a single 
body. Ross conjectures that, likewise, God's three persons 
might be unified into a single entity in a higher-dimensional 
space. 

Now, it is true that God is Spirit and, as such, transcends our 
physical dimensions. Yet the Bible is quite clear that, even in 
this spiritual realm, God still consists of three distinct persons. 
Thus, the mystery is not resolved by merely referring to a single 
Being in a higher-dimensional space.  

How, then, are we to view the Trinity? How can God be three 
and yet one?  Here we must recall that the law of non-
contradiction specifies that a proposition and its opposite cannot 
both true in the same sense at the same time. Contradiction can 
be avoided by noting that the Triune god is three in one sense, 
and one in another sense. God consists of three distinct 
persons, each with his own subjective consciousness and 
unique characteristics. Yet, these three distinct persons share 
the same divine essence, or nature, which consists of 
omniscience, omnipotence, goodness, and so on. The three 
persons have the same objective knowledge of all things, 
including each other's thoughts. They are one in purpose.  

Does this not imply tri-theism? Theologian Robert Reymond 
argues that it does not, because real tri-theism requires three 
separable Gods, so that one could be eliminated without in any 
way impinging on the "godness" of the others.294 But the three 
persons of the Trinity are not three separable and 

 

294 Reymond, Robert L. 1998. A New Systematic Theology of 
the Christian Faith, Nashville: Thomas Nelson, p. 323. 
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distinguishable Gods. Rather, they are eternally united. They 
have no separate existence. They exist only in relation to each 
other. Their dynamical interaction and communion constitute an 
essential part of their being. 

Connecting the One to the Many 

The triune nature of God resolves the problem of the One and 
the Many, discussed in Chapter 4. As the Reformed scholar 
Rousas J. Rushdoony notes,295 the diversity and the unity of the 
Godhead are equally ultimate within the Trinity. They co-exist 
harmoniously throughout eternity. Because there is no tension 
between the divine One and the Many, there is likewise no 
tension between the created One and the Many. The 
harmonious co-existence of unity and diversity in the physical 
world reflects the unity in diversity of its Creator. The plurality of 
this world - the works of God - finds its basis in the plurality of 
the fellowship of the Trinity. Similarly, the unity and inner 
consistency of the world derives from the oneness of God.  

God and Necessary Truths 

Christianity maintains that only God is self-existent. He is the 
sovereign Creator, who freely creates everything else. God 
exists necessarily, in that it is impossible for God not to exist. 
God's non-existence is inconceivable. The created universe, in 
contrast, is merely contingent, in that it could have been 
different, and need not have existed at all.  

 

295 Rushdoony, R.J. 1978. The One and the Many. Fairfax, VI: 
Thoburn Press, p. 8. 
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But what about abstract objects, such as the laws of logic and 
math, which seem to be necessary truths? How do they relate 
to God?  

Consider, for example, the mathematical equation 3 + 4 = 
7. Was there ever a time when three plus four did not equal 
seven? Surely this was always true.  So, how could this 
proposition have been created? 

Moreover, is it not necessarily true? If so, does this not suggest 
that it exists independently of God? That would challenge God’s 
sovereignty. And if necessary abstract objects do depend on 
God, was God forced to create or uphold them? That would 
challenge God’s freedom to create.  

Such questions have been much debated by Christians. 
Several theories have been proposed as to how mathematics, 
and other abstract objects, relate to God. There have been two 
main positions, associating mathematics either directly with 
God’s mind, or with his creation. 

 

1. Mathematics in God’s Mind 

We saw earlier (in Chapter 7) that Augustine placed 
mathematical objects as ideas or concepts in God’s mind. 
Augustine associated mathematics with “wisdom”, the divine 
Word (logos) that was “in the beginning,” and was both “God” 
and, also, “with God” (John 1:1). Thus, mathematical objects 
are eternal, necessary, directly connected to God, and 
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independent of human minds. This is called “theistic 
conceptualism”.296 

A closely related view is that mathematical objects are products 
of the divine mind (e.g., counting numbers, collecting sets, etc.). 
This is known as theistic activism. It has been defended by 
Christian philosophers Alvin Plantinga and Christopher 
Menzel.297 A variant of this has abstract objects depend on 
God’s awareness of his ability to plan and create, where the 
prime mathematical structures are found in God’s plan for the 
universe in Christ.298 

The details of these variants need not concern us. Augustine 
thought the exact relation between mathematics and wisdom 
was shrouded in mystery; humans cannot comprehend the 
divine mind. 

Necessary truths, eternally associated with God’s mind, do 
not in any way limit God’s sovereignty, or his freedom to act 
according to his will. For example, God cannot sin, for, being 
perfectly good, such is contrary to his will. But that self-
imposed constraint does not hamper God's plan. Likewise, 
since God is rational, he knows and upholds all necessary 

 

296 A similar position has been defended by Boyer, Stephen, 
and Walter Huddell III 2015. “Mathematical Knowledge and 
Divine Mystery: Augustine and his Contemporary 
Challengers”, Christian Scholar’s Review, 44:3, 207-236. 
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in Russell W. Howell and W. James Bradley (eds.) 
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Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, p.73. 

298 Walter Schultz 2014. “The Actual World from Platonism to 
Plans,” Philosophia Christi 16: 81–100. 
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truths. God acts according to his character, and God’s 
character determines even what is necessary.  

Alvin Plantinga argues that, since God is necessarily all-
knowing, necessary propositions (e.g., 3 + 4 = 7) are 
necessarily always known to God, who thus affirms their 
existence. The abstract objects of logic and mathematics exist 
as ideas in the mind of God. They pose no threat to God, since 
they are merely inert ideas that depend on God for their 
existence. Plantinga writes: 

According to Kronecker God created the natural 
numbers and men created the rest...Kronecker was 
wrong on two counts. God hasn't created the 
numbers; a thing is created only if its existence has a 
beginning, and no number ever began to exist. And 
secondly, other mathematical entities (the reals, for 
example) stand in the same relation to God...as do 
the natural numbers. Sequences of numbers, for 
example, are necessary beings and have been 
created neither by God nor by anyone else. Still, each 
such sequence is such that it is part of God's nature 
to affirm its existence.299 

Here Plantinga refers to the German mathematician Leopold 
Kronecker (1823-1891), who believed that, in mathematics, 
only the natural numbers had a real, objective existence. 
Plantinga believes that in exploring mathematics one is 
exploring the nature of God's rule over the universe ... and the 
nature of God Himself. He concludes, "mathematics thus takes 
its proper place as one of the loci of theology".300 

 

299 Plantinga, Alvin 1980. Does God have a Nature? Marquette 
University Press, Milwaukee, p. 142. 

300 Ibid., p. 144. 
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2. Is Mathematics Part of Creation? 

Some Christians reject such a high view of mathematics. 
Christian philosopher Roy Clouser, for example, says that 
mathematical truths are part of creation, and not eternal.301 
Creation, in his view, consists of (1) concrete things and (2) laws 
(including logic and mathematics) governing these things.  

According to Clouser, God stands above such created logic and 
mathematics; God has taken on his logical and numerical 
characteristics only for the sake of covenantal fellowship with 
us. Had God wanted to, he could have taken on quite different 
characteristics. Clouser302 contends that God accommodates 
himself to our creaturely limitations. God's uncreated, 
unrevealed being is unknowable to us.  

In short, Clouser argues that mathematics is created, so that 
mathematical (including logical) truths are not necessary truths. 
They need not apply to God. 

This raises deep, subtle questions about God's essential 
nature. Might it be the case the God, in his essential nature is 
not triune? Or not faithful, just, or good?  

True, we cannot know anything about God other than that which 
he has revealed to us. Yet, it seems implausible that God's 
unrevealed being would be inconsistent with his revealed being. 
Nowhere in his revealed Word does God give any hint of that. 

 

301 Roy Clouser is an advocate of the Cosmononic philosophy. 
For a discussion of this position, as well as other Christian 
philosophies of mathematics, see Vern S. Poythress 2015. 
Redeeming Mathematics: A God-Centered Approach. 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books. Appendix B. 

302 Clouser, Roy A. 1991. The Myth of Religious Neutrality, 
Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, p. 183. 
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The Bible gives no indication that God's logic is any different 
from ours. Rather, genuine human wisdom appears to be part 
of the same wisdom that informs God (see Proverbs 8). 

Moreover, it seems incoherent to claim that we can know 
nothing about God's essential nature and, at the same time, to 
assert that normal logic does not apply to it. This implies that we 
do know something about God's essential nature, namely, that 
it is unknowable and above logic. But how can we know this to 
be true, if God has not revealed it to us? The more prudent 
course is to accept that God really is as he presents himself to 
us in his Word. 

In summary, mathematics has close ties with God. God created 
the world with a mathematical structure. God uses mathematics 
and logic in his Word. Some essential mathematical concepts, 
such as logic, numericity and unboundedness (infinity), are 
even reflected in God's own nature. Necessary truths, such as 
those in mathematics and logic, pose no challenge to God's 
sovereignty or freedom since they ultimately derive from God's 
very character. Thus God's sovereignty extends over 
mathematics, so that he establishes, upholds, and knows all 
mathematical truth.  

Justifying Math 

All mathematical truths are known to God, but not to humans. 
So how does our human mathematics compare to God's 
mathematics? How much of human mathematics can we 
accept as true? These questions shall concern us in the 
remainder of this chapter. 

How Do We Learn Math? 

First, we must consider how finite, fallen man can come to know 
eternal mathematical truths. As the reader may recall, a prime 
objection to mathematical realism was the fact that abstract 
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truths are beyond the grasp of our physical senses. How, then, 
can we gain access to the world of mathematics?  

Our Inborn Abilities 

The Christian view of man, we noted in Chapter 10, is rooted in 
the biblical concept that man was made in the image of God 
(Gen.1:26-30; 1 Cor. 11:7). He was created with the ability to 
rule God's creation (Gen. 1:28). The divine image included not 
only righteousness but also rationality and creativity. This 
involved the capacity for abstract thought, as well as the ability 
to reason, discern and symbolize. From the start, Adam had 
sophisticated linguistic ability. He could communicate with God 
(Gen. 2:16). He could assign suitable names to the animals 
(Gen. 2:19-20).   

Mathematical ability is closely linked to linguistic ability. Both 
involve abstraction, symbolic representation, and logical 
manipulation. The ability to do mathematics thus seems to be 
innate in human minds. Man was created with the potential to 
do mathematics, as part of his role as God's steward. 

Unhappily, with Adam's fall into sin, man lost much of his 
original image. Yet, it is evident that, even after the Fall, man's 
ability to reason is still functional. He is still able to apply the 
laws of logic. He can still do valid mathematics. He may make 
logical and mathematical mistakes, but these can be detected 
and corrected. The Reformer John Calvin, comments on the 
work of unbelieving mathematicians: 

What shall we say of all the mathematics? Shall we 
esteem them the delirious ravings of madmen? On 
the contrary...we shall admire them because we shall 
be constrained to acknowledge them to be truly 
excellent. And shall we esteem anything laudable or 
excellent which we do not recognize as proceeding 
from God? ...Let us learn from such examples how 
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many good qualities the Lord has left to the nature of 
man... 303 

Thus, mathematical ability is one of the good qualities still left to 
fallen man, even to unbelievers. "Who has put wisdom in the 
inward parts or given understanding to the mind?" (Job 38:36). 
God, in his mercy, still imparts some wisdom and understanding 
to fallen man.  

In practice, it seems that we are born with various basic, innate 
mathematical concepts such as:  

● The laws of deductive logic, such as the law of non-
contradiction.  

● The concept of discreteness, the ability to distinguish between 
objects. This is closely related to counting, involving the notion 
of natural numbers, and collecting, involving the notion of sets.  

● The concept of continuity, the ability to distinguish the sizes 
and shapes of spatial objects.  

● Perhaps a limited conception of infinity: "He has put eternity 
into man’s heart" (Eccl. 3:11).  

These fundamental notions form the basis of logic, algebra, 
geometry, and analysis, respectively. 

Whatever innate mathematics we may have, its potential is best 
developed through learning from others. Human mathematics 
has a strong cultural aspect, whereby mathematical knowledge 

 

303 Calvin, John 1949. Institutes of the Christian Religion, John 
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is passed on through active interaction between teacher and 
student.  

The Rule of Logic 

How are mathematical truths established? Logic plays a major 
role in mathematics. We can demonstrate the correctness of a 
new theorem by proving that it can be logically derived from 
already known theorems. A prime goal of mathematics is to find 
all the true theorems that can be derived from a given set of 
axioms. Logical consistency is a crucial property of any 
mathematical system. Hence any mathematical conjecture 
must pass the test of logic. 

The Leaps of Intuition 

However, even to prove a theorem we need more than logic. 
Mathematics is not a purely deductive science. To prove a 
theorem from a set of axioms may require much 
experimentation using various approaches. Many dead ends 
may be encountered before a valid proof is found. What is 
needed is a well-developed insight as to whether a proposed 
line of attack may, or may, not work.  

Thus far we have just considered what goes into proving a 
theorem. But how was the theorem discovered in the first 
place? Logic alone can discover very little beyond some 
immediate consequences of known theorems. Often theorems 
are at first no more than lucky guesses. Many a profound 
theorem was postulated by an insightful mathematician who 
had no proof, but who intuitively felt that the theorem must be 
true. Some outstanding mathematicians had an uncanny knack 
of conjecturing important theorems long before they were 
proven true. Progress in mathematics is largely due to the 
results of intuition.  
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Of course, our intuition is by no means infallible. Logic must step 
in to weed out those cases where intuition missed the mark. The 
main task of logic is to secure and confirm the gains made by 
intuition. Intuition must bow before logic.  

What is mathematical intuition? It is a source of ideas and 
knowledge that transcends the senses and logic. It is closely 
related to imagination and creativity. Mathematical creativity 
involves imagining new ideas, or novel combinations of old 
ideas. Unfortunately, relatively few new ideas lead to fruitful 
results. How can we avoid wasting our time exploring numerous 
dead-ends? Here is where intuition comes in, guiding us in 
choosing which new ideas to pursue. 

Why do some people have a better mathematical intuition than 
others? Mathematical intuition has been likened to a sixth 
sense, whereby we "see" the mathematical realm. Some 
people seem to be born with a strong natural mathematical 
intuition. This sense must, however, be further developed 
through training. Intuition seems to be connected also with long, 
sustained efforts of concentration.  

The notion that some basic mathematical concepts are innate 
in man is granted also by naturalists. But naturalists consider 
the source of innate mathematics to be the evolution of human 
neural networks, rather than the direct creation of God. A 
strongly developed mathematical intuition, needed for more 
advanced mathematics, is very difficult to explain from a 
naturalist perspective. It seems to require special, non-empirical 
knowledge of a non-physical realm. 

Some mathematicians have claimed an even more direct 
contact with mathematical truth. For example, on November 10, 
1619, Rene Descartes claimed to have had a vision wherein he 
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was visited by an Angel of Truth. 304 This angel allegedly carried 
the message from God that mathematics was the conceptual 
key that unlocked the truths of physical reality. According to 
Descartes, this visit prompted him to discover analytical 
geometry, as well as the formulation of a new conception of 
metaphysical dualism. The discovery of analytical geometry 
was very significant for mathematics. It forged a link between 
abstract numbers and the form of concrete realty in space. 

Similarly, George Cantor claimed that truths about transfinite 
numbers were directly revealed to him by God.305 Although 
such special revelations are indeed possible within a Christian 
worldview, they are certainly not the common experience of 
most mathematicians. 

How Can We Justify Math? 

To be considered valid mathematical knowledge, the results of 
intuition must be proven to be derivable from the basic axioms 
of mathematics. The question then becomes, how can be 
demonstrate the soundness of our set of axioms? And what 
shall we accept as valid methods of proof? 

A Bible-based Math? 

One possible approach is to try to ground the soundness of 
mathematics on the Bible. How feasible is this?  

As we already noted, the Bible frequently uses logical 
arguments (e.g., 1 Cor. 15:12-50 or Matt. 12:25-29). Many 
types of logical constructions can be found in the Bible, as is 

 

304 Kafatos, Menas & Nadeau, Robert 1990. The Conscious 
Universe. New York: Springer-Verlag, p. 119. 

305 Dauben, op. cit., p. 290. 



366        The Divine Challenge 

pointed out by Gordon Clark.306 These include the laws of non-
contradiction, identity, excluded middle, and rational inference. 

Now, one may protest that what one finds are merely specific 
illustrations of such laws. Nevertheless, such illustrations are 
invariably in accordance with the basic laws of deductive logic. 
Further, the Bible contains the frequent usage of logical terms 
such as "if...then", "thus", "therefore", "so", etc. These all 
presume the rationality of the reader, and the general validity of 
logic. Moreover, logic is necessarily involved in any 
communication of the word of God. The Bible proclaims God's 
will, rather than the opposite (1 Tim. 1:3ff; 2 Tim. 4:2ff). So, a 
strong case could be made for the thesis that the Bible itself 
entails the validity of logical laws. 

In addition to logic, the Bible contains numerous instances of 
arithmetic operations: addition, subtraction, multiplication, and 
division. The physicist J.C. Keister307 claims that all the axioms 
of arithmetic are illustrated in Scripture. For example, he 
remarks that the text "five in one house will be divided: three 
against two, and two against three" (Luke 12:52) states that "3 
+ 2 = 2 +3". This, he contends, illustrates the more general 
arithmetic axiom "a + b = b +a".  

Such biblical examples certainly support the validity of our 
arithmetic and logic. Yet, one must be careful in drawing general 
conclusions from a limited number of specific cases. Moreover, 
even if this method were valid, it would justify only a very small 
subset of mathematics. 

 

306 Clark, Gordon 1968. The Philosophy of Gordon Clark: A 
Festschrift, Ronald H. Nash (ed.), Presbyterian & Reformed, 
Philadelphia, pp.64-70. 

307 Keister, K.C. 1982. "Math and the Bible", The Trinity Review 
No.27, pp.1-3. 
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Classical Math and God 

A better approach might be to ground the truth of mathematics 
on the attributes of the biblical God. These include his infinity, 
omniscience, and omnipotence, as well as the logical and 
numerical aspects of his nature. Classical mathematics, you 
may recall, is based on the ideal operations of such a God.  

Secular mathematicians, we saw, differ about which 
mathematical concepts and methods are valid. The rejection of 
classical mathematics, on account of its implied theism, led to 
constructivism. Constructivism denies the law of excluded 
middle, proof by contradiction and numerous classical theorems 
based on these. This illustrates that worldview presuppositions, 
particularly those concerning God, can have dramatic 
implications for the contents of mathematics. 

The Christian God, with his infinite knowledge, surely knows 
whether any mathematical proposition is true or false. Thus, 
theism validates normal, two-valued logic. From this follows the 
soundness of both direct proofs and indirect proofs by 
contradiction. Theism validates also the existence of whole 
numbers and actual infinity, since these exist as eternal 
thoughts in God's mind. 

Earlier, in Chapter 8, we noted that the quest of justifying 
mathematics boils down to finding a set of self-evident axioms 
that can be proven to be both consistent and complete. 
Consistent, so that they can never give rise to any contradiction; 
complete, so that all true mathematical theorems could be 
derived from them. Completeness and consistency have been 
proven for simple logic, Euclidean geometry, and simple 
arithmetic (without multiplication). These, too, can thus be 
justified. 

For any larger system, such as full arithmetic (with both addition 
and multiplication), Gödel proved (1) that the system is always 
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incomplete and (2) that consistency cannot be proven by 
methods within that system.  

We are thus faced with several challenges. How can we prove 
the soundness of full arithmetic? How can we construct larger 
systems that include such things as calculus, and more 
advanced mathematics? 

Some Simple Set Theory  

We consider first the problem of finding a basis for advanced 
mathematics. One possible approach is to use set theory. Set 
theory is very important for the foundations of mathematics. 
Remarkably, virtually all modern mathematics can be derived 
from the few axioms of modern set theory.  

True, Gödel proved that not all of mathematics can ever be 
derived from a limited number of axioms. Yet, in practice, all the 
mathematics that most mathematicians and physicists ever use 
can be derived from the axioms of modern set theory. Those 
parts of mathematics that are not covered concern only some 
rather esoteric aspects of set theory that have little practical 
application. 

What are sets? A set is a collection of objects. We can consider 
the set of all dogs, or the set of all even numbers, and so on. 
We use brackets {…} to denote a set. Thus, for example, the 
set of all the dogs on my street is {Max, Buddy, Rover, …} and 
the set of even numbers is {2, 4, 6, ...}. Treating each set as an 
entity, we can then do various operations on these sets, such 
as adding sets, comparing their sizes, and so on.  

The axioms of modern set theory are shown in Table 3. The first 
eight axioms are called the Zermelo-Fraenkel, or ZF, axioms. 
Add the Axiom of Choice, and we get what are called the ZFC 
axioms.  
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Note that Axiom 8 (Regularity) explicitly rules out self-reference. 
This avoids the liar paradox and other such notorious 
paradoxes.  

Axiom 7 (Power Set) refers to subsets. A subset of a set S is 
any set formed from members of S. For example, the set of all 
dogs on my street is a subset of the set of all the dogs in my 
city. Or, if set S is the set {1, 2, 3}, the possible subsets of S are: 
{}, {1}, {2}, {3}, {1, 2}, {1, 3}, {2, 3} and {1, 2, 3}. The power set 
of S is the set of all possible subsets of S. In this example the 
power set of S has 8 members.  

From these simple axioms, plus simple logic, almost all of 
mathematics can be derived.  

So far, no contradictions have been found in ZFC set theory. 
Can we be sure, however, that no contradictions will ever be 
found in this system? Taken individually, most of the ZFC 
axioms seem very plausible, perhaps even self-evident, when 
applied to finite sets. In that case constructive methods are 
adequate. 
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Difficulties arise, however, when the axioms are applied to 
infinite sets. Infinite sets are needed to get beyond number 
theory (which just concerns whole numbers) to real numbers, 

such as 2 = 1.414213..., which requires an infinite number of 
decimals to write out fully. Real numbers are needed for 
calculus, upon which physics heavily relies. The Axiom of 
Infinity is here of crucial importance. Further, we need the notion 
that certain operations on finite sets can be extended to infinite 
sets. 

Constructionists, with their demand for constructive proofs and 
finite methods, do not accept the existence of infinite sets 
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beyond that of the natural numbers. Hence, they do not 
consider the ZFC axioms to be a valid basis for mathematics.  

The situation is quite different for the theist. Given an infinite, 
all-powerful and all-knowing being, it is very plausible that the 
ZFC axioms hold for infinite, as well as finite, sets. 

Counting Beyond Infinity 

Consider, for example, the Power Set Axiom. Georg Cantor 
showed that, for any infinite set A, its power set is an order of 
infinity larger. By repeatedly applying this axiom we can 
generate an ever-increasing series of infinite sets. The set sizes 
correspond to ever-increasing transfinite numbers, designated 
by the Hebrew letter aleph. The smallest order of infinity, 
corresponding to the set of whole numbers, is called aleph null. 
Its power set, corresponding to the real numbers, has a size 
aleph one, which is the next largest known order of infinity. The 
power set of the real numbers would be aleph two, and so on. 
Most mathematicians do not use any infinities larger than aleph 
two. 

The power set of an infinite set cannot be constructed by finite 
methods since mathematicians are unable to specify any sort 
of general procedure to list every possible subset of a given 
infinite set. Thus, philosopher Christopher Menzel comments, 

In this sense, it is the Platonic axiom par excellence, 
declaring sets to exist even though humans lack the 
capacity to grasp or "construct" them.308 

 

308 Menzel, Christopher 1990. "Theism, Platonism, and the 
Metaphysics of Mathematics". In Michael D. Beaty (ed.), 
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It is for this reason that constructionists reject the Power Set 
Axiom for infinite sets, as well as Cantor’s transfinite numbers. 

Cantor, on the other hand, justified his belief in infinite sets by 
his belief in an infinite God. He thought of sets in terms of what 
God could do with them. An infinite God would have no difficulty 
forming the power set of any given infinite set. Even today, 
almost every attempt to justify the principles of set theory relies 
on the notion of an ideal all-powerful and all-knowing Ideal 
Mathematician.  

Alvin Plantinga claims that the theist has a distinct advantage 
when it comes to explaining sets and their properties. The 
existence of sets depends upon a certain sort of intellectual 
activity, a collecting or "thinking together". According to 
Plantinga,  

If the collecting or thinking together had to be done by 
human thinkers, or any finite thinkers, there wouldn't 
be nearly enough sets - not nearly as many as we 
think in fact there are. From a theistic point of view, 
the natural conclusion is that sets owe their existence 
to God's thinking things together...Christians, theists, 
ought to understand sets from a Christian and theistic 
point of view. What they believe as theists affords a 
resource for understanding sets not available to the 
non-theist...309 

 

Christian Theism and the Problems of Philosophy. Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, p. 218. 

309 Plantinga, Alvin 1990. "Prologue: Advice to Christian 
Philosophers". In Michael D. Beaty (ed.), Christian Theism 
and the Problems of Philosophy. Notre Dame, IN: University 
of Notre Dame Press, p. 35. 
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Therefore, Plantinga grounds set theory on God's infinite and 
comprehensive abilities. 

The Axiom of Choice 

The Axiom of Choice states that, from every family of sets, it is 
always possible to form a new set containing exactly one 
element from each set. Thus, for example, if our set consisted 
of all the libraries in the world, a new set could be formed by 
taking one book from each library. The newly formed set, 
consisting of books, will have just as many members as the 
original set, consisting of libraries. This axiom plays a key role 
in modern mathematics. Many important theorems depend on 
it. 

But when we apply the Axiom of Choice, how do we choose an 
element from each set? This is an important question. In the 
above case we could, for example, specify that we choose that 
book whose title comes first alphabetically. This assumes that 
the books can be arranged in alphabetical order. What happens 
if we have two or more copies of the first book? Which copy do 
we choose? Or, to take another example, what would be the 
rule for choosing one grain of sand from each of the set of dunes 
in the Sahara Desert?  

The Axiom of Choice asserts that, in principle, a suitable choice 
criterion can always be found. The thinking behind the axiom is 
that we need not specify a definite rule, if it is plausible that such 
a rule could in principle always be established.  

Thinking in terms of an Ideal Mathematician, this poses no 
problem. Difficulties arise, however, if we are constrained to the 
finite methods of constructive mathematics. The axiom can be 
readily proven if the number of sets in the family is finite. For an 
infinite number of sets this is no longer so, particularly not if the 
sets are themselves infinite. In that case one cannot always 
specify exactly how one element is to be chosen from each set. 
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Nor can one construct the new set in a finite number of steps. 
For these reasons, constructivist mathematicians reject the 
Axiom of Choice. 

The Axiom of Choice is equivalent to the Well-Ordering 
Principle, which asserts that any set can be re-arranged so that 
it has a definite first element. Once all the sets in question are 
well-ordered, one simply stipulates that the first element in each 
set be chosen to form the new set. Cantor believed that God 
could suitably re-arrange any set so that its elements would be 
well-ordered. Hence, for God, the Axiom of Choice holds. Thus, 
this axiom, too, poses no problem for an all-knowing, all-
powerful God. 

Similarly, the Axiom of Replacement, which cannot be 
constructively confirmed for infinite sets, can be shown to 
present no difficulties for an Ideal Mathematician. 

Justifying Math as a Whole 

Thus far we have argued for the theistic justification of classical 
deductive logic, the natural numbers, and the Axioms of Infinity, 
Power Set, Choice, and Replacement. These latter axioms form 
the basis for ZFC set theory, from which almost all modern 
mathematics can be derived. Most mathematicians never use 
axioms beyond ZFC. 

One problem remains. Even if the ZFC concepts and axioms 
were enough to serve as a basis for the bulk of contemporary 
mathematics, how can we be assured that this basis is 
consistent? Can we prove that this system can never give rise 
to any contradictions?  

How much of mathematics is guaranteed to be consistent? As 
we already noted, consistency has been proven for simple logic, 
Euclidean geometry, and arithmetic without multiplication. 
However, for any system large enough to include full arithmetic, 
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Gödel showed that its consistency could not be proven within 
that system. To prove consistency for such systems one must 
necessarily appeal to axioms beyond that system.  

In 1936 the German mathematician Gerhard Gentzen (1909-
1945), a student of David Hilbert, proved the consistency of full 
arithmetic by using the equivalent of the Axiom of Choice.310 
Hence, if one can accept the Axiom of Choice, arithmetic can 
be considered consistent. The above theistic justification for the 
Axiom of Choice thus validates the consistency of full arithmetic.  

How about the consistency of ZFC set theory? Almost all 
ordinary mathematics can be derived from ZFC set theory 
without the Axiom of Replacement (i.e., the set ZFC - R). 
According to the American mathematician Paul Cohen, this 
system (ZFC - R) can be proven to be consistent by applying 
the Axiom of Replacement.311 Hence, given the theistic 
justification of the Axiom of Replacement, almost all 
contemporary mathematics, derived from ZFC - R, can be 
proven consistent. A theistic justification of the full ZFC set 
theory has been developed by Christopher Menzel.312  

 

310 Gentzen, Gerhard 1936. "Die Widerspruchsfreiheit der 
reinen Zahlentheorie", Mathematischen Annalen 112:493-
565. 

311 Cohen, Paul J. 1966. Set Theory and the Continuum 
Hypothesis. New York: W.A. Benjamin. 

312 Menzel, Christopher 1987. "An Activist Model of the 
Metaphysics of Mathematics" in A Sixth Conference on 
Mathematics from a Christian Perspective, Robert L. 
Brabenec (ed.). 
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Conclusions 

In summary, the Christian worldview readily explains the 
intricate relations between mathematics, matter, and mind. It 
supports mathematical realism since God Himself possesses 
logical and numerical attributes. Further, the infinite, omniscient, 
and omnipotent God ensures the validity of two-valued logic, 
proof by contradiction, actual infinite sets and the Axioms of 
Infinity, Power Set, Choice, and Replacement. These, in turn, 
provide a solid basis for modern mathematics. 

Ultimately, the consistency and certainty of mathematics can be 
grounded upon the multi-faceted nature of God Himself. Trust 
in God generates confidence in mathematics. Of course, 
although Christian theism may provide a solid foundation for 
mathematics, our limited human abilities will ensure that human 
mathematics will of necessity always be incomplete.  

Finally, we must remember that God is, of course, much more 
than the foundation of mathematics. In this regard it is useful 
to recall Albert Einstein’s conception of God. Einstein referred 
to God on various occasions, making statements such as, 
"God does not play dice", "God is not malicious", etc. 
However, as we noted in Chapter 1, Einstein made it very 
clear that he did not believe in a personal God. Einstein 
elaborates, 

I have never imputed to Nature a purpose or a goal, 
or anything that could be understood as 
anthropomorphic. What I see in Nature is a 
magnificent structure that we can comprehend only 
very imperfectly, and that must fill a thinking person 
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with a feeling of humility. This is a genuinely religious 
feeling that has nothing to do with mysticism.313 

Einstein's God was no more than the personification of the 
mathematical structure found in nature.  

It is thus important to stress that the biblical God, who upholds 
mathematics, upholds much more than just mathematics. He 
is the living, triune God who in his mercy saves sinners through 
Jesus Christ. Let me close this chapter with the astute words of 
Blaise Pascal: 

Even if someone were convinced that the proportions 
between numbers are nonmaterial, eternal truths, 
depending on a first truth in which they subsist that 
they call God, I would not think he had made much 
progress toward his salvation. The Christian's God 
does not merely consist of a God who is the Author of 
mathematical truths and the order of the elements. 
That is the notion of the heathen and the 
Epicureans...  But the God of Abraham, the 
God of Isaac, the God of Jacob, the God of the 
Christians is a God of love and consolation. He is a 
God who fills the heart and soul of those he 
possesses. He is a God who makes them aware of 
their wretchedness while revealing his infinite 
mercy.314 

 

313 Einstein, Albert 1981. Einstein: The Human Side. Helen 
Dukas and Banesh Hoffman (eds.). Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, p. 39. 

314 Pascal, Blaise 1989. The Mind on Fire: An Anthology of the 
Writings of Blaise Pascal. Edited by James M. Houston. 
Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, p. 149. 
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15. The Challenge Settled 

Crossfire 

Even more purposeless, more void of meaning, is the 
world which science presents for our belief…That 
man is the product of causes which had no prevision 
of the end they were achieving; that his origin, his 
growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, 
are but the outcome of accidental collocations of 
atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought 
and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the 
grave; that all the labors of the ages, all the devotion, 
all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of 
human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast 
death of the solar system, and that the whole temple 
of man's achievement must inevitably be buried 
beneath the debris of a universe in ruins--all these 
things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly 
certain that no philosophy which rejects them can 
hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of these 
truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding 
despair, can the soul's salvation henceforth be safely 
built.  

Bertrand Russell (A Free Man's Worship 1957: 106) 

Contra 

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and 
death shall be no more, neither shall there be 
mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the 
former things have passed away. And he who was 
seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all 
things new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these 
words are trustworthy and true.” And he said to me, 
“It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the 
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beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give from 
the spring of the water of life without payment. The 
one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be 
his God and he will be my son. 

Revelation 21:4-7  

The time has come to settle the divine challenge. How has 
man fared in his ambitious quest for divinity? How well has he 
succeeded in explaining reality? In re-interpreting the 
universe in terms of human meaning and values? In 
establishing himself on the divine throne? Bertrand Russell's 
pessimistic words suggest that man’s divine pursuit has failed 
miserably. Prideful man, rejecting God, ends up reducing 
himself to a meaningless accident, without purpose, joy, or 
hope. Nevertheless, Russell, like other fallen men, stubbornly 
persists. He prefers to vainly seek his soul’s salvation within 
the shaky scaffolding of unyielding despair, rather than to 
switch to the other path, the path that leads to life. 

Our aim was to compare how well Christianity, naturalism, and 
post-modernity accounted for the three interacting worlds of 
matter, mind, and math. In this final chapter we shall briefly 
summarize our main conclusions, with a few final comments. 

Brief Summary 

The Nature of Worldviews 

We stressed that the issue was one of opposing worldviews. 
Everyone has a worldview, although most people may be 
unaware that they are viewing reality through the spectacles 
of their worldview. 

All worldviews are based on presuppositions, on basic initial 
assumptions about reality that are rarely stated explicitly. 
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Such worldview presuppositions set our standards for what 
we consider to be reasonable. Different worldviews may entail 
quite different views of rationality. Yet, conflicting worldviews 
can usually be assessed in terms of quite general criteria such 
as consistency, experience, and livability. Any viable 
worldview must be able to accommodate the basic common-
sense notions needed for normal conversation and scientific 
activity. We stressed the necessity of truth and logic, as well 
as the importance of the Principle of Sufficient Reason.  

Embracing a worldview is not a dry academic exercise. Our 
worldview sets the direction for our life. It determines which 
path we follow, and which goals we seek. It guides us in 
deciding how to live our lives. Our answers to worldview 
questions are matters of life and death.  

Naturalism and Relativism 

We discussed extensively the naturalist worldview. Particular 
attention was paid to its most common, materialist form. We 
found that naturalism has great difficulty explaining the 
universe's mathematical structure, the origin of life and mind, 
and our ability for rational thought. Naturalism cannot account 
for the ability of mind to cause physical effects. Naturalism 
fails to justify rational minds, immaterial norms, and non-
empirical knowledge. Its rational defense was found to be self-
refuting.  

Regarding advanced mathematics, we saw that naturalistic 
evolution cannot explain its origin, truthfulness, or applicability 
to the physical world. Naturalism has no place for moral or 
aesthetic values. It has no place for truth, meaning, love, 
goodness, or beauty. It has no place for precisely those 
aspects of man that make him human and distinguish him 
from animals. By placing the ultimate reality in matter, 
naturalism has no viable place for the worlds of mind and 
math. 
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Naturalistic attempts to bridge the gaps via promissory notes, 
or emergence, were found to be implausible. By undermining 
the reality of a purposeful self, and the possibility of objective 
knowledge, naturalism entails relativism and skepticism.  

Whereas naturalism stressed objective matter at the expense 
of the subjective self, post-modern relativism stresses the 
subjective self at the expense of objective truth and values. 
Post-modernity has in effect given up on explaining reality. 
Post-modern man no longer knows where he is, why he is, or 
who he is. The post-modern self, too, reduces to 
meaninglessness. Furthermore, like naturalism, relativism is 
hard pressed to avoid self-refutation. 

The Christian Worldview 

The Christian worldview stresses the all-embracing 
sovereignty of God. God is the ultimate reality. The Christian 
worldview grounds its knowledge in the Bible, which it affirms 
to be the Word of God. As such, the Bible is our ultimate 
standard of truth.  

The biblical God is a Spirit, personal, infinite, independent, 
omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent, and triune. He is 
distinct from everything else, which he has created and 
upholds. Everything unfolds according to his eternal plan. 

Man was created in the image of God, fell into sin, and is 
redeemed by the atoning death of Christ. Man's divine image 
includes aspects of rationality. Man's senses and logic are 
generally reliable because God has created them to function 
properly. However, fallen man no longer uses them in the 
service of God. Hence his speculative theorizing is often 
wrong. Man consists of body and spirit. Man's spirit survives 
physical death and is re-united with man’s renewed body at 
the final judgment. 
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God is the primary cause of all events. Although God normally 
works through secondary causes, sometimes God acts 
directly in miraculous ways. God's sovereignty rules out the 
existence of genuine chance. An indeterminist, libertarian 
view of human free will contradicts God's sovereignty. 
Indeterminism jeopardizes God's knowledge of the future, 
thus leading to open theism and process theology. Moreover, 
libertarianism destroys human freedom and undermines 
moral responsibility.  

The Bible teaches that, even though man’s will is enslaved by 
sin, man is nevertheless still responsible for his deeds, words, 
and thoughts. The freedom that moral responsibility requires 
is freedom from coercion, not freedom from causation. 
Compatibilism is consistent with voluntary choice; it entails 
neither physical determinism nor fatalism. Although God is the 
primary cause of everything, God is not the author of sin, 
which is always willfully done by creatures. God has a morally 
sufficient reason for everything he foreordains, including sin. 

Logic and number reflect, to a very limited degree, some 
aspects of God's multi-faceted nature. God establishes and 
upholds all necessary truths and universals. Theism validates 
full deductive logic, proof by contradiction, actual infinite sets, 
and various crucial axioms of modern set theory. Upon these, 
the vast bulk of modern mathematics can be grounded. 

Thus God, the ultimate reality, upholds the three worlds of 
matter, mind, and mathematics. He forges their links and 
ensures cohesion. He gives true meaning to everything. 

Assessing Christianity 

We have argued that the Christian worldview gives a coherent 
account of common sense, rationality, and objective 
knowledge. The Christian worldview is internally consistent. It 
accounts for the full range of human experiences. It gives us 
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a guide for our conduct, a purpose to our existence, and the 
promise of future, eternal joy with God. 

Yet we saw that the Christian worldview does not fully resolve 
all mysteries. It does not completely answer all our questions. 
The Bible itself, however, explains this limitation. First, God 
tells us that he has not (yet) revealed all his secrets:  

"The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but 
the things that are revealed belong to us and to our 
children forever" (Deut. 29:29).  

Our limited knowledge is, at least in part, an aspect of our 
present fallen state, to be broadened in our future life:  

For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to 
face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even 
as I have been fully known (1 Cor. 13:12). 

The naturalist might object that grounding the links between 
matter, mind and math in the nature and activity of God is no 
more of a solution than ascribing them to emergence. 
“Miracle” and “emergence”, it might be thought, are no more 
than empty words expressing our ignorance. Yet there is a 
difference. The Christian ascribes miracles to the purposeful 
work of a living, rational and omnipotent God. The naturalist, 
on the other hand, ascribes such miracles as the emergence 
of life, mind, and mathematics to the purposeless complexity 
of dead, insensible, and inert matter. 

Defending the Faith 

Much of our discussion is relevant to apologetics, which 
concerns our defense of our Christian faith. As the apostle 
Peter admonishes, 
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always being prepared to make a defense to anyone 
who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you; yet 
do it with gentleness and respect (1 Pet. 3:15-16).  

Apologetics has both a positive and a negative aspect. 
Positively, apologetics involves the proclamation of the 
gospel, clearing up any misunderstandings, and responding 
to the objections of unbelief. One major task of apologetics is 
to outline how the biblical worldview offers a cohesive and 
comprehensive explanation of reality, particularly concerning 
man, with all his problems. This has been the burden of the 
last half of this book. 

Apologetics has also a negative aspect. The unbeliever 
willfully suppresses his knowledge of God. He builds his 
worldview on a treacherous foundation that rejects God's 
Word. Man pits his wisdom against that of God. The second 
major task of apologetics is to expose worldly wisdom for the 
folly it is. We must unmask the foolishness of unbelief. Paul 
writes, “For the word of the cross is folly to those who are 
perishing...I will destroy the wisdom of the wise (1 Cor. 1:18 -
19). Hence, we must be busy to "destroy arguments and every 
lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God and take 
every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5).  

The approach we have followed is that of presuppositional 
apologetics. We have stressed the large role presuppositions 
play in worldviews. This approach calls for a comparison 
between the merits of the Christian and non-Christian 
worldviews. The aim is to show that the Christian worldview 
gives a coherent explanation of man and his experiences, 
whereas the unbeliever's worldview makes nonsense out of 
history, science and even reasoning itself.  
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Along these lines the Reformed philosopher Cornelius van Til, 
in his book The Defense of the Faith,315 developed his 
Transcendental Argument for Christianity. According to 
apologist Greg Bahnsen, a former student of van Til, this 
argument contends,  

only the truth of Christianity can rescue the 
meaningfulness and cogency of logic, science, and 
morality...only the Christian worldview provides the 
philosophical preconditions necessary for man's 
reasoning and knowledge in any field whatever.316 

The transcendental argument is primarily a reductio ad 
absurdum of the unbeliever's worldview. 

A main thrust of the first portion of this book was to 
demonstrate that various non-Christian worldviews cannot be 
rationally defended. We have shown that the defense of 
extreme forms of naturalism and relativism are self-refuting. 
To avoid self-refutation, these worldviews must be modified to 
allow, at the very least, for the common-sense 
presuppositions implied in daily conversation and in scientific 
work. 

Viable worldviews must account for effective minds, universal 
norms, and a means by which we can come to know these 
norms. Even then, the subjectivity of our beliefs is inescapable 
unless we have access to divine revelation. Making man, rather 
than God, the self-contained point of reference, inevitably 
leads to relativism and skepticism.  

 

315 Van Til, Cornelius 1967. The Defense of the Faith (3rd ed.). 
Philadelphia: Presbyterian & Reformed. 

316 Bahnsen, Greg L. 1998. Van Til's Apologetics: Readings and 
Analysis. Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed, p. 5. 
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Our contention is not that the unbeliever cannot know 
anything or cannot reason. Thanks to God's mercy, the 
unbeliever still reflects, however dimly, the image of God. 
Hence, the unbeliever can still reason and acquire knowledge. 
His difficulty, rather, is that, within his unbelieving worldview, 
he cannot justify or account for his knowledge or reasoning 
abilities. Non-Christians are plagued by a fatally flawed theory 
of knowledge that undermines their philosophy. 

Without belief in the absolute God of the Bible nothing in the 
world makes sense. The unbeliever's reasoning can be 
justified only on the basis of the Christian worldview. 
According to philosopher Robert Bishop, 

the belief that the universe is rational, and that we are 
able to express that rationality, finds its ground in the 
Christian view of creation.317  

This conclusion is echoed by the physicist Paul Davies, who 
writes, 

Even the most atheistic scientist accepts as an act of 
faith that the universe is not absurd, that there is a 
rational basis to physical existence manifested by a 
law-like order in nature that is at least in part 
comprehensible to us. So science can proceed only if 
the scientist adopts an essentially theological 
worldview.318 

 

317 Bishop, Robert C. 1993. "Science and Theology: A 
Methodological Comparison". Journal of Interdisciplinary 
Studies V (1/2): 141-62, p. 151. 

318 Davies, Paul 1995. "Physics and the Mind of God". First 
Things (August/Sept.): 31-35, p. 32. 
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Such sentiments confirm the judgment of Cornelius van Til 
that only Christianity gives a coherent explanation of our 
experiences. Only the Christian worldview provides an 
adequate basis for rationality and objective knowledge.  

Why (Post)Modernists Reject Christianity 

The conclusion just reached provokes a question. If Christianity 
is in fact rationally superior to other worldviews, why is it not 
more widely accepted?  

Consider first naturalism. Given the lack of evidence for 
naturalism, its inability to explain the deeper mysteries of the 
universe, and its self-contradictory nature, why do so many 
scientists persist in their support of naturalism?  

We note first that not all scientists are philosophically inclined. 
Perhaps many are simply not fully aware of the presuppositions 
underlying their worldview, or the consequences of these. 
However, among those scientists who have thought things 
through more deeply, some are forthright enough to admit that 
their materialism is grounded in faith, rather than evidence. 
Thus, for example, Harvard biologist Richard Lewontin, a 
materialist, acknowledges: 

Our willingness to accept scientific claims that are 
against common sense is the key to the 
understanding of the real struggle between science 
and the supernatural. We take the side of science - in 
spite of the patent absurdity of some of its constructs, 
in spite of its failure to fulfil many of its extravagant 
promises of health and life, in spite of the tolerance of 
the scientific community for unsubstantiated just-so 
stories, because we have a prior commitment to 
materialism.  
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It is not that the methods and institutions of science 
somehow compel us to accept a material explanation 
of the phenomenal world, but, on the contrary, we are 
forced by our a priori adherence to material causes to 
create an apparatus of investigation and a set of 
concepts that produce material explanations, no 
matter how counter-intuitive, no matter how 
mystifying to the uninitiated.319 

Lewontin is refreshingly candid about the weaknesses of 
(materialistic) science. He admits that it is primarily a question 
of presuppositions. Scientists are not neutral. They do not 
merely follow the evidence, regardless of where it might lead 
them. On the contrary, they interpret that evidence in terms of 
their adopted worldview. 

Yet, knowing the shortcomings of materialism, why does 
Lewontin not reconsider his commitment to materialism? If it is 
primarily a matter of faith, why do materialists not weigh other, 
more viable options? Why do they cling so tenaciously to 
materialism? Materialists often retort that, whatever 
weaknesses materialism may have, it is the best we can do. 
There is, allegedly, no rational alternative.  

In truth, however, any alternative is rejected from the start. This 
is clear from Lewontin when he adds: 

Moreover, that materialism is absolute, for we cannot 
allow a Divine Foot in the door...To appeal to an 
omnipotent deity is to allow that at any moment the 

 

319 Lewontin, Richard C. 1992. "The Dream of the Human 
Genome". New York Review of Books XXXIX (28 May 1992): 
31-33, p. 31. 
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regularities of nature may be ruptured, that miracles 
may happen.320 

In a similar vein, philosopher John Searle intimates that some 
philosophers and scientists deny mental causes because they 
fear what they see as the only alternative: 

How is it that so many philosophers and cognitive 
scientists can say so many things that, to me at least, 
seem obviously false? ... 

I believe one of the unstated assumptions behind the 
current batch of views is that they represent the only 
scientifically acceptable alternatives to the anti-
scientism that went along with traditional dualism, the 
belief in the immortality of the soul, spiritualism, and 
so on. Acceptance of the current views is motivated 
not so much by an independent conviction of their 
truth as by a terror of what are apparently the only 
alternatives. That is, the choice we are tacitly left with 
is between a "scientific" approach, as represented by 
one or another of the current versions of 
"materialism," and an "antiscientific" approach, as 
represented by Cartesianism or some traditional 
religious conception of the mind.321 

This suggests that, at heart, the commitment to materialism is 
driven by a deep, religious motivation.  

The strong appeal of this irrational factor is voiced quite frankly 
by naturalist philosopher Thomas Nagel: 

 

320 Ibid. 
321 Searle, John R. 1992. The Rediscovery of the Mind. 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, pp. 3-4. 



390        The Divine Challenge 

I am talking about...the fear of religion itself. I speak 
from experience, being strongly subject to this fear 
myself: I want atheism to be true and am made 
uneasy by the fact that some of the most intelligent 
and well-informed people I know are religious 
believers. It isn't just that I don't believe in God and, 
naturally, hope that I'm right in my belief. It's that I 
hope there is no God! I don't want there to be a God; 
I don't want the universe to be like that.…  

My guess is that this cosmic authority problem is not 
a rare condition and that it is responsible for much of 
the scientism and reductionism of our time. One of the 
tendencies it supports is the ludicrous overuse of 
evolutionary biology to explain everything about life, 
including everything about the human mind.322 

The feared alternative is theism, particularly biblical theism. 
Thus, at bottom, at least some naturalists own up to being 
driven by a deeply entrenched desire to avoid God, even if that 
commits them to an irrational, self-refuting worldview. 

What about post-modernity? Post-moderns, professing to 
attach little weight to rationality, might simply shrug off any 
charges of irrationality. The influential post-modern philosopher 
Richard Rorty, upon being interviewed on his views on religion, 
commented: 

I do not think that Christian theism is irrational. I 
entirely agree...that it is no more irrational than 

 

322 Nagel, Thomas. 1997. The Last Word. New York: Oxford 
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atheism. Irrationality is not the question but rather, 
desirability.323 

Post-modern man, like his modern predecessor, is propelled by 
the burning desire to avoid paying tribute to his Creator. Man 
wants to reinterpret the universe in terms of his own standards, 
no matter what the cost may be. 

World Stories: Human and Divine 

This brings us to the crux of the matter. Man's initial downfall 
was his desire to be like God. Prompted by Satan's seductive 
words, "you will be like God, knowing good and evil" (Gen. 
3:5), Adam and Eve disobeyed God. They ate from the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil. Ever since, fallen man still 
willfully rejects God and his word. Man is still searching for 
metaphorical trees of knowledge of good and evil, magical 
shortcuts leading to divine knowledge and power. 

The modern, naturalist worldview was based on the biblical 
worldview. The biblical worldview asserts that there is a real 
world beyond our senses. This world and its history have a 
purpose. There is an objective, true view of the world: God's 
view. As theologian Robert Jensen puts it,324 the biblical 
worldview has its own true story and promise. The story is the 
biblical story of creation, fall and redemption. The promise is 
the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ, and a future eternal 

 

323 Louthan, Stephen 1996. "On Religion - A Discussion with 
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life with God. The universe has a true story because there is 
a universal Historian. 

Modernity took over the biblical notion of rational man in an 
orderly world but rejected the biblical God who created man 
and the world. It was just a continuation of man's war against 
God, begun in Eden. Modernity, Jensen notes, wanted to 
maintain a realist faith while denying the God who was that 
faith's object. It tried to live in a universal story of its own 
making, without a universal storyteller. Modernity's version of 
the gospel promise was its confidence in progress, in a future 
utopia where man would solve all his social problems. 

Modernity is collapsing. In the modern world, human reason 
elevated itself above God and claimed sovereignty. This 
entailed that it could criticize all beliefs. Yet, once reason was 
given license to criticize all things, it was inevitable that it must 
eventually criticize also reason itself. Then reason unmasks 
itself as unreasonable. Critical human reason, once uncorked, 
is an insatiable acid that dissolves all absolutes, whether in 
religion, ethics, science, or logic.  Eventually it erodes even its 
own foundation, causing modernity to self-destruct.  

Modernity, having banished God, is now realizing that it is left 
with no sound basis for objective knowledge. Without a 
universal storyteller the universe can have no story. 
Meanwhile, modernity's hope in progress has been dashed by 
catastrophic world wars, the failure of Marxism, and the 
persistence of crime and violence. Modernity has lost both its 
story and its promise.  

Modernity has lived off the intellectual and moral wealth 
inherited from Christianity. This wealth is rapidly running out. 
Modernity cannot replenish it without denying itself and 
bringing back the biblical God it has banished.  

In our post-modern era, many people have given up on 
formulating a coherent worldview. Whereas modernity 
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asserted that the biblical story was wrong, post-modernity 
rejects the notion that there is a story at all. The post-modern 
world lacks any real meaning and substance. It is a hopeless, 
pointless absurdity.  

The story of modernity, and its demise into post-modernity, 
reminds one of the account of the tower of Babel (see Figure 
15.1), related in Genesis 11. 
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As Middleton & Walsh suggest,325 the tower built by modernity 
has human autonomy as its foundation. The first floor is 
science, which gives understanding. The second floor is 
technology, which gives power. The third floor is economics, 
which gives purpose for scientific and industrial progress. The 
fourth floor is consumerism, feeding superficial pleasures, and 
driving the economy.  

This modernist tower, with its pretensions of reaching into 
heaven, is, like its pagan predecessor, undermined by a 
confusion of language. This time, however, no divine 
intervention is needed. Post-modern man himself blows up his 
own tower, by emptying his language of any meaningful 
content.  

As Nietzsche had foreseen, the death of God inevitably 
entailed the death of truth. When man limits himself to unaided 
human reason, his search for truth must eventually undermine 
itself. Critical human reason, applied to itself, destroys the 
very possibility of finding truth. Consequently, ambitious 
modern man, instead of attaining god-like knowledge and 
wisdom, ends up with only the frustration of a hopeless quest. 

The Return of the Pagans 

The decline of modernity, with all its optimistic hopes of 
rational knowledge, and the advent of post-modernity, with its 
pessimistic denial of absolute truth and values, leaves a 
gaping void.  

 

325 Middleton, J. Richard & Walsh, Brian J. 1995. Truth is 
Stranger Than It Used to Be. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, pp. 16-17. 
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What will fill the vacuum? A major candidate is neo-paganism, 
the contemporary version of paganism. Paganism increases 
in popularity whenever rationality undergoes a crisis, or when 
people lose confidence in their belief in an intelligent, 
transcendental God. Neo-paganism is pantheistic. Everything 
is inter-connected and divine. Nature and its parts--objects, 
persons, places, times, and events--can all be worshipped as 
sacred. Ultimately, however, all the gods of neo-paganism are 
only manifestations of the supreme divinity--the self.  

The prime enemy of neo-paganism is Christianity. Christianity 
proclaims a God who insists that he alone is sacred, good, 
and perfect. Christianity asserts that man receives his 
existence and values from God. Neo-pagans reject such a 
view of God and man. The pagan gods are imperfect and 
amoral. They impose no obligations on man. Hence, pagan 
man has no burden of sin, and he is free to create his own 
values.  

Theologian Peter Jones, in his book The Other 
Worldview,326contends that there are really only two 
competing worldviews: One-ism, where everything is 
interconnected and divine, particularly the self, and Two-ism, 
which posits a radical distinction between God and His 
creatures. One-ism is reflected in Eastern religions, such as 
Buddhism and Hinduism, and in neo-paganism.  

Neo-paganism is closely related to cultural Marxism.327 
Having failed to gain power in the West through violent 
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revolution, Marxists switched their tactics. They perceived that 
western nations still clung to values that were largely 
Christian, although belief in the Christian God had diminished. 
Thus, they sought to change those values, by gaining access 
to positions of power in politics, education, and media. The 
main goals were the destruction of Christian sexual ethics and 
the Christian father-headed family structure. 

In this they have now, in AD 2021, largely succeeded in what 
has been termed “the long march” through the institutions. In 
the USA, the neo-Marxist ideas of Herbert Marcuse (1898-
1979) became very influential. Today, particularly in North 
America and Europe, most political parties, universities, and 
mainstream media are strong promoters of cultural 
Marxism.328 

Toleration is mandated for such pagan things as radical 
feminism, easy divorce, pre-marital and extra-marital sex, 
homosexuality, same-sex “marriage”, transgenderism, 
abortion, euthanasia, pornography, etc., while any opposition 
to these is increasingly labelled as offensive “hate” speech, 
which must be shut down. Toleration for Christian views is 
rapidly diminishing. 

The pagan world is without any objective reality, without prior 
concepts and norms. The universe is a pointless flux wherein 
meaning can come only from humanity--not from God. Neo-
pagans seek to create a new civilization with new values 
based on a non-Christian foundation. This requires that the 
world must first be emptied of Christian meaning. Thus, neo-

 

328 For a good discussion of this see Jon Garvey 2020. Seeing 
Through Smoke: Living the Truth in an Age of Deception. 
http://www.jongarvey.co.uk/download/pdf/Seeing%20Throu
gh%20Smoke.pdf.  Accessed 12 August 2020. 
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pagans welcome the rehabilitation of non-Christian religions, 
art forms, and social structures. 

Neo-paganism is accompanied by the new occult. Humanity 
is to be transformed through a new kind of scientific super-
magic. The modern magicians replace astrology and alchemy 
with sociology, technology, and psychotherapy. Philosopher 
Thomas Molnar comments, the goal is "the transformation of 
man himself: his mind, body, genes, basic attitudes to others, 
orientations, and concepts of what is human, natural, and 
traditional".329 Molnar concludes his analysis: 

Everybody may join, but the erasure of distinctions 
and rational judgments is precisely the factor that 
radically lowers the resisting capacity of prospective 
members. The magicians then move in...to teach the 
"true doctrine", usually a caricature of monotheistic 
religion and with just enough "spirituality" to put to 
sleep any suspicion. This spirituality is most 
ambiguous because it does not observe the balance 
between body and soul--our normal condition--but 
insists on "raising our consciousness" and abolishing 
our sense perception and natural sensuality for the 
benefit of absolute immateriality. In other words, just 
as alchemy is supposed to accelerate the virtues 
inherent in minerals in view of a supernatural 
maturation, so this mental alchemy is supposed to 
produce a super-mankind. But this is no longer a 
community of wise men: it is a group of magical 
manipulators aspiring at naked power over the rest.330 

 

329 Molnar, Thomas 1995."Paganism and Its Renewal". The 
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This brings to mind the warnings of Jesus that, in the last 
days, "false Christs and false prophets will rise and show 
great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the 
elect" (Matt. 24:24). 

With the return of paganism, we have a return also of the 
ancient heresies that sought to undermine Christianity. 
Theologian Peter Jones, in his book Spirit Wars,331 related 
how Gnosticism is, once again, attempting to subvert the 
Christian gospel. Modern Gnosticism does so by adding 
gnostic books to the biblical cannon, by advocating mystic 
interpretations of the Bible, and by promoting homosexuality, 
feminism, goddess worship and witchcraft.  

In sum, neo-paganism rejects the sterile rationalism of 
modernity. It advocates a return to a more mystical, man-
made world of myth and magic. Neo-paganism is yet another 
phase in fallen man's long war against God. 

Finale 

Fallen man--whether modern, post-modern, or pagan--wants 
to dethrone God. Yet, having seized the divine throne, the 
self-made god does not experience the expected exhilaration. 
Instead, he encounters a depressing emptiness. Materialist 
Sir Francis Crick ends up reducing the self to a pitiful illusion. 
His co-believer William Provine laments, "the universe cares 
nothing for us...there is no ultimate meaning for humans."332 
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Post-modernity is, if anything, even more pessimistic and 
disillusioned. The existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre, we saw, was 
very distressed since  

everything is permissible if God does not exist, and 
as a result man is forlorn, because neither within him 
nor without does he find anything to cling to.333 

The cost of eliminating God is immense. It entails spiritual, 
moral and philosophical bankruptcy.  

The late philosopher Roger Scruton (1944-2020), who was 
sympathetic to Christianity but, unhappily, never came to 
believe in God’s existence, commented on post-modern 
culture, 

We know that we are animals, parts of the natural 
order, bound by laws which tie us to the material 
forces which govern everything. We believe that the 
gods are our invention, and that death is exactly what 
it seems. Our world has been disenchanted and our 
illusions destroyed.  

At the same time we cannot live as though that were 
the whole truth of our condition. Even modern people 
are compelled to praise and blame, love and hate, 
reward and punish. Even modern people...are aware 
of self, as the center of their being; and even modern 
people try to connect to other selves around them. We 
therefore see others as if they were free beings, 
animated by a self or soul, and with more than a 
worldly destiny. If we abandon that perception, then 
human relations dwindle into a machine-like 
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parody...the world is voided of love, duty and desire, 
and only the body remains.334 

The death of God entails the death of values, which, in turn, 
entails the death of humans as humans. Hence Scruton 
advocates that, although we know God is dead, we should still 
live as if God and his values still exist. Otherwise we cannot 
function properly. 

But this means that we must base our values on a lie. The 
resultant incoherent life that follows can hardly be expected to 
bring genuine satisfaction and fulfilment. 

Man seems to be driven by an innate thirst for genuine truth, 
beauty and meaning. Man's inability to find these, on his own, 
is a source of great frustration. Bertrand Russell, who 
resolutely rejected God, nevertheless confessed in his 
autobiography, 

The center of me is always and eternally a terrible 
pain—a curious wild pain—a searching for something 
beyond what the world contains, something 
transfigured and infinite.335 

This is a remarkable confession. Russell, we saw, was a full-
blooded naturalist who insisted that there is nothing beyond 
this material world. Nevertheless, he is troubled by a great 
desire for something more. Where does this desire come 
from? It could hardly have come via naturalist evolution. A 
frustrated desire has little survival value. Nor does it seem 
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plausible that material properties would give rise to 
transcendental quests.  

A transcendental desire points to a transcendental Being. The 
Christian answer is that God, who created man in his image, 
created him with the need for divine fellowship. Augustine 
astutely noted, 

Man is one of your creatures, Lord, and his instinct is 
to praise you…he cannot be content unless he 
praises you, because you made us for yourself, and 
our hearts find no peace until they rest in you.336 

Similarly, Blaise Pascal describes the human plight, 

But what does all this restlessness and helplessness 
indicate, except that man was once in true happiness 
which has now left him? So he vainly searches, but 
finds nothing to help him, other than to see an infinite 
abyss that can only be filled by One who is Infinite and 
Immutable. In other words, it can only be filled by God 
himself.337 

Man has within his soul a God-shaped void that can be filled 
only by God Himself. This echoes the earnest words of the 
psalmist,  
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As a deer pants for flowing streams, so my soul pants 
for you, O God. My soul thirsts for God, for the living 
God. (Psa. 42:1-2).  

Man’s apt punishment for rejecting God is to be left with an 
unquenchable thirst for the transcendental Absolute. 

Even Nietzsche could not forget the God he had so vigorously 
rejected. In his last set of poems, Dionysus Dithyrambs, 
Nietzsche sadly acknowledges the weariness and loneliness 
of life without God. Through the mouth of Ariadne, a character 
in one of his poems, Nietzsche begs for God’s return:  

No! Come back, With all your torments! All the 
streams of my tears run their course to you! And the 
last flame of my heart--It burns up to you! Oh, come 
back, My unknown God! My pain! My 
last...happiness!338 

Shortly after Nietzsche wrote these heartrending words, he 
met his tragic end. He suffered a nervous breakdown. During 
the remaining eleven years of his life he never regained his 
sanity.  

If God alone can satisfy man's deepest needs, why does man 
not turn to God? Man is hindered by his fallen nature, which 
is marked by its self-delusion and pride. Adam and Eve’s 
desire to be wise, like God, led them to disobey God’s 
command. Their just punishment included, among other 
things, a darkened mind.  

This became the common plight of all their rebellious, fallen 
offspring. As the apostle Paul writes: "And since they did not 
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see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased 
mind..." (Rom. 1:28). Man, seeking to become divinely wise, 
becomes enslaved by the empty delusions of his own fertile 
imagination. 

In the end times man's depraved condition becomes even 
worse: 

God sends them a strong delusion, so that they may 
what is false, in order that all may be condemned who 
did not believe the truth but had pleasure in 
unrighteousness (2 Thess. 2:11-12).  

In all of this we must not forget the leading role of Satan, the 
father of all lies (John 8:44). He is the archenemy of God, the 
first and foremost among those who covet God's throne. He 
was the one who incited Adam and Eve to rebellion. Yet, 
Satan's downfall, too, is inevitable. The just reward of Satan 
and his fellow would-be gods is to be cast into the lake of fire, 
there to be tormented for ever and ever (Rev. 20:10). 

So much, then, for Nietzsche's claim, "God is dead". 
Whatever Nietzsche might have hoped, the Christian God is 
no mere figment of the human imagination. He is the living 
God, the only true God. It is impossible that he should die. 
Indeed, all else depends on the living, biblical God for its 
continued existence. The death of this indestructible God is 
mere wishful thinking of wicked creatures, would-be 
murderers of God who cannot exist without Him.  

The gods that die are the fake gods created by God's 
scheming creatures. As the prophet Jeremiah declares, 

But the Lord is the true God; he is the living God and 
the everlasting King. At his wrath the earth quakes, 
and the nations cannot endure his indignation. Thus 
shall you say to them: ‘The gods who did not make 
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the heavens and the earth shall perish from the earth, 
and from under the heavens.’ (Jer. 10:10-11) 

The only true God will decisively settle the challenge by utterly 
vanquishing his challengers.  

Thus, in assessing man's attempts to answer God's 
challenge, the inevitable conclusion is that given by God 
Himself: 

But when I look there is no one; among these there is 
no counsellor who, when I ask, gives an answer. 
Behold, they are all a delusion; their works are 
nothing; their metal images are empty wind. (Isa. 
41:28-29) 

The only hope for man is to repent of his unbelief and to 
embrace the salvation offered through Jesus Christ. But this 
requires him to swallow his pride. Rebellion against God is, 
after all, founded on pride. Pride hinders the ability of 
apologetic arguments--no matter how rationally sound--to 
convert unbelievers. As Thomas Molnar notes, 

Atheism is essentially pride--the pride of the creature 
setting himself over against the Creator--and the 
proud man is proud of his being proud. He would lose 
his self-respect, he would be humiliated, if he 
renounced his pride.339   

The day will come, however, when all human pride will be 
humbled: 
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For the LORD of hosts has a day against all that is 
proud and lofty…And the haughtiness of man shall be 
humbled, and the lofty pride of man shall be brought 
low, and the LORD alone will be exalted in that day. 
(Isa. 2:12, 17) 

Hence the Bible urges us to relinquish our pride and to 
embrace humility: 

God opposed the proud but gives grace to the 
humble.” Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist 
the devil, and he will flee from you. Draw near to God, 
and he will draw near to you. Cleanse your hands, you 
sinners, and purify your hearts, you double 
minded…Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he 
exalt up. (James 4:6-10) 

Yet, the unbeliever so stubbornly clings to his pride and resists 
God’s gracious gospel offer that it requires the special 
intervention of the Holy Spirit to transform hardened hearts 
and darkened minds. 

In sum, we can make proper sense of reality only if we 
abandon our vain pretensions of human wisdom and 
recognize it for the foolishness it is. True wisdom consists of 
humble submission to the revealed Word of our sovereign 
Creator.  Only God, through his written Word, can endow our 
lives with genuine purpose, meaning and direction. Only thus 
can we look forward with firm confidence towards a glorious 
future, when all things will culminate in “good to those who 
love God, to those who are called according to his purpose” 
(Rom. 8:28). 

The twenty-four elders fall down before him who is seated on 
the throne and worship him who lives forever and ever. They 
cast their crowns before the throne, saying,  
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“Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory 
and  honor and power; for you created all things, and 
by your will they existed and were created.” 
(Revelation 4:10-11) 
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Diagrams 

1.1 Three worlds, three mysteries. John Byl 

4.1 Natural spirals and hexagons. Public domain 

5.1 The double slit experiment. Public domain.  

https://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Materials_in_Electronics/Wave-
Particle_Duality/The_Two-Slit_Experiment 

6.1 Structure of a generalized cell. Public domain.  

Access for free 
at https://openstax.org/books/microbiology/pages/1-
introduction 

6.2 The DNA molecule. Public domain 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chromosome_pack
aging.svg 

8.1 The Mandelbrot Set 

Created by Wolfgang Beyer with the program Ultra Fractal 3. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mandel_zoom_02_t
o_03.png 

15.1 A story of human pride. The Tower of Babel (1563) by 
Pieter Breughel the Elder. Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna. 
Photo by Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY. 
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