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FOREWORD
If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will be
content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties.
—Francis Bacon1

W

hat? Begin with doubts?
Well, yes, of course—if that’s where you honestly are.
We can speak from experience here. We’ve struggled in the past with
doubts too. We wondered if there really was a God and if He cared about us.
When we first heard about the God of the Bible, we weren’t sure if we
could believe it. The whole thing seemed so—fantastic. Frankly, we wanted
some evidence. We didn’t buy into the Christian message without first
becoming convinced that there were some very good reasons to believe it.
So, if you’re not sure what to believe and you want some evidence that
Christianity isn’t just a nice, uplifting myth, we can relate. In this book, we
offer twenty evidences supporting belief in God. We think these evidences
are compelling. But whatever you do, don’t take our word for it. Consider
the arguments, investigate the evidence, check out our facts, seek out
alternate opinions—do whatever you need to do to settle the issue in your
own mind. We assume that you’re at a point in your life where you are open
to the evidence and want to know whether God is real or not. If that’s the
case, the evidence presented in this book should be of interest to you.
Before we go any further, it might be helpful to tell you the kinds of
reasons that we will not be giving for belief in God. We don’t claim that
believing in God will make you more successful or wealthy. Unfortunately,
every religion has its hucksters—people who try to turn that religion into a
way to bilk people out of their money—and Christianity is no exception.
Don’t let such people distract you from getting at the truth of whether or not
God is real.

All of the twenty evidences we discuss in this book pertain to showing
that the God of the Bible—the God who created us and who has
demonstrated His love for us in Jesus Christ—really exists. These evidences
are not, by the way, the findings of our own “undercover investigation” into
the existence of God. (Beware of the person who assures you that he has
finally, for the first time in human history, discovered proof that God
exists!) They are more like signs that God Himself has posted to show
people where to find Him and that many people, ourselves included, have
found to be personally compelling pointers to God.
When we describe these evidences as “compelling,” then, we don’t
mean that everyone will be bowled over by our explanation of every bit of
evidence, or that we have made such a definitive and irrefutable case for
these evidences that no one will be able to resist the conclusion that God
exists. The evidences are compelling in and of themselves, but our
articulation of those evidences will only be as good as our grasp on them.
On the other hand, if someone doesn’t want to believe in God, no amount of
evidence can force such a person to accept God’s existence as fact.
Furthermore, because people are different, certain points will probably
weigh more heavily with you than others. That’s OK. There is only one
God, but there are many evidences that support belief in Him—more, in
fact, than we discuss in this book.
We should also note that some of these evidences for God are
compelling only in conjunction with other evidences. If a particular piece of
evidence is isolated from the others and treated abstractly as a single point,
it may lose its punch. That being the case, you should know that the later
chapters build to a considerable extent on the earlier chapters. Feel free to
skip around if you like; just keep in mind that we have tried to present these
evidences in a helpful order.
Before we launch into our discussion of the evidences for God, we need
to clarify a couple of things. Our goal here is not merely to provide
evidences that support believing in a God. In other words, we’re not just
trying to disprove atheism. Our focus in this book is on evidences
supporting belief in God. This God is someone real—someone we want you
to know.

The whole history of humanity as such can be
written as a search for a meaningful answer to the
question of the existence of God.
—TERRY L. MIETHE AND GARY R. HABERMAS2

The easiest way for us to tell you about this God is to tell you the story
of what He has done. It is a story already familiar to many. God created the
universe and designed it as a place for us to live. He made life and brought
the human race into existence. He thinks of us as children, wanting to love
us and give us everything but also expecting us to live by His rules. When
we turned away from Him, He acted to restore our relationship with Him.
He revealed himself to Abraham and his descendants, created the nation of
Israel as a special people through whom He would make Himself known to
the rest of the world, and gave them His laws and His wisdom. Then, when
the time was right, He sent His Son into the world to live as a human being.
His name was Jesus. He healed the sick, performed other miracles, taught
about His Father, and spoke out against the hypocrisy in His own people’s
religion. He was put to death on a cross and three days later rose from the
dead. Before going back to heaven, Jesus told those who believed in Him to
tell others what had happened and what it meant. His death, which they had
thought was a terrible tragedy, was actually the means by which God was
bringing human beings back into a relationship with Him. His resurrection
was the proof that God had sent Him and the beginning of new, eternal life
for all who believe in Him. Jesus’ followers have been spreading this
message ever since, in some instances at the cost of their lives. It is a
message of hope for all people.
This is the God we want you to know. He is infinitely deserving of your
time, of your trust, and of your love. But again, don’t take our word for it.
Consider the evidence for yourself.
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THE EVIDENCE OF REALITY
If a belief system doesn’t claim to correspond to reality, head for the nearest
exit!

W

e don’t mean to discourage you from reading the rest of this book;
but in the interest of full disclosure, we should tell you that, in a
sense, there is only one good reason to believe that God exists: because it’s
true.
Throughout this book, we will be presenting evidence for the existence
of the God of the Bible. There are many such evidences, but they all have
value because they help us see that the God of the Bible is real.
The moment we bring reality or truth into the discussion about God,
though, many people get uncomfortable. Ask who won the World Series in
1961 or what percentage of the American population is sixty-five years of
age or older or how to get a rocket to the moon, and everybody expects
sober answers that relate to the real world. Gasoline, not lemonade, goes in
the fuel tank of your car; we would all view a person as crazy who thought
that it was a “personal lifestyle choice” to put lemonade in his car and drink
gasoline. In most matters, most people speak and act as if reality matters.
But not when it comes to God. Somehow, in matters of religion, spirituality,
faith, or God, people have this idea that it doesn’t matter what you believe,
as long as you’re sincere and don’t hurt people. In fact, many people are
troubled by claims that a particular religious belief is actually true—that it
corresponds to reality—and is not merely the subjective feeling or point of
view of those who believe it.
What could be behind this notion? Here is one possibility: The idea that
no religious belief can claim to express reality could presuppose that there
is no religious reality to know. For example, the idea that religious beliefs
about God cannot claim to correspond to reality might presuppose that there

is no real God at all. If this were true, then God would not really exist.
Rather, God would be a myth or symbol, the ultimate Imaginary Friend.
When people pray to God, they would in actuality be talking to themselves.
God would be at best a comforting lie, something people believe in because
it helps them escape from reality.
Frankly, if we thought there was any truth to this view of God, we
wouldn’t bother you with evidences supporting belief in Him. For that
matter, we wouldn’t bother believing in God ourselves. We have absolutely
no use for escapist religion. If God doesn’t really exist, we should close up
all of the churches and turn them into cinemas or bowling alleys or libraries.
Our only interest in Christianity is in whether it can deliver on its promises
—and what Christianity promises cannot happen unless Christianity is true.
As C. S. Lewis put it:
Christianity is not a patent medicine. Christianity claims to give an
account of facts—to tell you what the real universe is like. Its account of the
universe may be true, or it may not, and once the question is really before
you, then your natural inquisitiveness must make you want to know the
answer. If Christianity is untrue, then no honest man will want to believe it,
however helpful it might be: if it is true, every honest man will want to
believe it, even if it gives him no help at all.1
You might be wondering why Lewis would say something like this.
Can’t Christianity be a positive, helpful religion even if it’s not literally
true? And why believe in it if it isn’t helpful? The answer is that
Christianity ultimately claims one thing: to tell us what the real, living God
has done to bring us back into a relationship with Him that will last beyond
the grave for all eternity. If this God doesn’t even exist, obviously, the
whole thing is just a sham. Yes, some people might find some “help” in
believing a lie, but that isn’t the right way to live. On the other hand, if this
God does exist and you believe in Him, you are not guaranteed immediate
entrance into a thornless rose garden. So, the only things that really matter
here are whether Christianity is true and whether the God of the Christian
faith really exists.

THERE’S NO ESCAPE

I refuse to be intimidated by reality anymore.…
My space chums think reality was once a primitive
method of crowd control that got out of hand.… I
made some studies, and reality is the leading cause of
stress among those in touch with it. I can take it in
small doses, but as a lifestyle I found it too
confining.
—LILY TOMLIN AS TRUDY IN THE SEARCH FOR
SIGNS OF INTELLIGENT LIFE IN THE UNIVERSE2

In the popular science-fiction movie The Matrix, Keanu Reeves plays an
ordinary man who is not ordinary at all. But then, everything that seems
ordinary turns out not to be real. Reeves’ character, called Neo—a tip-off
that he is the first of a new kind of man—learns that his whole world is
actually a virtual reality illusion called “the Matrix” that was created by
artificial intelligence machines that have taken over the Earth. He and the
rest of humanity have been living a lie. At first the truth is very hard to
accept, and Neo finds it difficult to make the transition from the virtual
world to the real world.
The Matrix is an enjoyable and thought-provoking film on many levels.
There is, however, one way to ruin it entirely, and that is to take it too
seriously. Like much science fiction, The Matrix is best understood as a
parable.3 Its point is not that alien machines might exist or that virtual
reality might one day supplant living in the real world (although many
people take both speculations seriously today). At its heart, the film
provokes the viewer to consider the possibility that reality is larger than the
familiar material world that we experience through our five senses. But it
would be a big mistake to take the scenario depicted in the film literally.
On one level, The Matrix and countless films like it are tools of
escapism. They provide for their viewers an opportunity to escape from the
real world into a cinematic virtual reality where life is more exciting, more
romantic, or in some other way more enjoyable than their ordinary lives.

Good escapist films give us an emotional boost that helps us get back to our
daily routines with more enthusiasm. In that way, escapism in the movies
(or in books or television) is not really about escaping reality but about
strengthening us to deal with reality.
While escapism in the movies is fun and generally harmless, escapism
in worldviews, philosophies, or religions is foolish and can be very harmful
indeed. There’s no point in trying to avoid the truth about who and what we
are or why we’re here in this world. If there is a God who made us and who
expects something of us, we need to know. If God is nothing more than
make-believe, on the level of Santa Claus or the tooth fairy, we need to
know that, too.
That reality exists and is inescapable can be illustrated using The
Matrix. In the story line, the reality is that the machines have taken over the
planet and the lives that Neo and his human friends have been living are
virtual-reality fiction. When Neo learns this is the reality of his world, he
does not conclude that nothing is real but that what he had thought was real
was merely an illusion. The very concept of an illusion presupposes a
reality, since an illusion is a distortion or deception that hides the way
things really are. At some point one must reach a bottom line, a place where
the illusion ends and nothing but reality remains. Thus, reality must exist,
and ultimately we cannot escape it.

FAITH FOUNDED ON FACT
There are many religions in the marketplace of ideas. Why believe in one
rather than another? Let us begin by narrowing the field down to those we
can take seriously. Here’s a suggestion: Start by eliminating all religions
that show a disregard for facts in the real world. Suppose we were to invite
you to believe in the Great Pumpkin.4 Naturally, you would begin asking
questions about matters of fact: Has anyone ever seen the Great Pumpkin?
Did he ever leave you candy? Suppose that we not only had no facts about
the Great Pumpkin to offer you, but we dismissed your questions as
irrelevant and irreverent. If we told you, “The Great Pumpkin comes only to
those who ask no questions,” would you take Pumpkinism seriously? Of
course not. But for some odd reason, people often accept this sort of
contempt for reality in religion. Many religions encourage their members to
base their beliefs on their feeling that it is true. Other religions base their

claims on tradition—“We’ve passed these stories down for centuries,” they
say, “and they’re part of our heritage.”
Please understand: we’re not knocking feelings or tradition. They are
both important elements of human existence, and we can’t function well
without them. Our point is that it is the job of neither feelings nor tradition
to serve as the basis for accepting a belief. A belief should be embraced
because it’s true—because it’s based on reality.
Christianity is one of the few religions that even professes to be
grounded on facts in the real world—factual claims that you can read about,
investigate, and that are well supported by evidence. It is also a religion that
believes it is possible for humans to know these facts and to be held
accountable for their response to them. As John Warwick Montgomery put
it, Christianity is a “faith founded on fact.”5
The simple believes every word, But the prudent
considers well his steps.
—PROVERBS 14:15 NKJV
Many people are surprised to hear that Christianity puts so much stock
in fact. The Bible, however, is very clear on the matter. The book of
Proverbs warns repeatedly against naïveté (Proverbs 1:22; 8:5; 14:15, 18;
22:3) and urges its readers to acquire knowledge (Proverbs 2:10; 8:9; 10:14;
12:1). “The truth,” Jesus said, “shall make you free” (John 8:32 KJV). Luke
and John both insisted that what they reported about Jesus was historical
fact (Luke 1:1–4; John 19:35; 21:24). The apostles warned against believing
fables or myths (1 Timothy 1:4; 4:7; 2 Timothy 4:3–4; Titus 1:14) and
stated confidently that their message was based on fact (Acts 26:25–26; 2
Peter 1:16).
Christianity, then, unlike many religions, encourages critical questions,
discourages naïveté, and offers factual reasons or evidences to believe its
astounding claims. The very nature of these claims—that God entered our
physical reality and left concrete footprints in history—is a basic,
fundamental reason to take those claims seriously. This first evidence—that
Christianity takes reality seriously—does not prove that Christianity alone
is true, but it does put it in the realm of options for serious truth seekers.
Whether it is true or not must be determined by considering more specific

evidences. If those evidences hold up, the only reasonable thing to do is to
believe in the God of the Bible.
But wait a minute! Even if there is such a thing as reality, is it possible
for us to know what that reality truly is? Is knowledge of truth possible?
That’s the question that will occupy our attention next.

FOR FURTHER READING
Boa, Kenneth D., and Robert M. Bowman Jr. Faith Has Its Reasons:
An Integrative Approach to Defending Christianity. Colorado
Springs: NavPress, 2001. In this book we explain the different ways
Christians for the past two millennia have gone about showing that
Christianity is reasonable, and we explain how those different
approaches complement one another.
Moreland, J. P. Love God with All Your Mind: The Role of Reason in
the Life of the Soul. Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2001. Why the
Christian faith encourages the cultivation of critical thinking skills.
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THE EVIDENCE OF KNOWLEDGE
You can know the truth—and still not be an arrogant pain in the neck!

You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.
—JESUS CHRIST (JOHN 8:32 NLT)

O

bviously, The Matrix is fiction, not fact. Or is it? Some people see a
film like The Matrix and ask how we can know that the world we see
is, in fact, real. They understand the film to be suggesting that we cannot
know for sure what the nature of reality is.
It is possible to imagine any number of scenarios in which everything
we think we know is untrue. Rod Serling’s television series The Twilight
Zone explored such scenarios in a thought-provoking and entertaining
fashion. Because there is no way to prove indisputably that we are not, for
example, the playthings of an extremely large child, some people conclude
that anything is possible and therefore we cannot be sure that we know
anything.
The notion that we cannot know anything or that we cannot be sure of
anything is much older than twentieth-century science fiction. It is at least
as old as the ancient Greek philosophers, many of whom embraced it. In
philosophy, this notion is called skepticism. A consistent or thoroughgoing
skeptic questions everything and professes not to know anything.

THE NEW SKEPTICISM
Although skepticism is very old, in the late twentieth century a rather new
form of skepticism emerged that is still shaking things up. This new form of
skepticism is called postmodernism. Fittingly, nobody really knows what
postmodernism is. Actually, the meaning of postmodernism is almost as

fiercely debated as its value. Rather than offer a technical review of that
debate, we’ll summarize four of the most notable characteristics of
postmodernist thought, comparing it to the early-twentieth-century
modernist thought that preceded it.
POWER CONTROLS KNOWLEDGE.
According to postmodernists, all knowledge is political. That is to say, what
people believe is shaped largely by their relationship to the political powers
that govern the institutions (such as schools and churches) through which
knowledge is transmitted. Whereas modernists want to free the pursuit and
transmission of knowledge from political control (say, through democratic
reforms), postmodernists want to gain political power for communities
(e.g., religions, races, or cultures) whose views have been “suppressed” or
“underrepresented.” As postmodernists see it, since knowledge can never be
free from political control, the solution is for each community to seek
whatever power it can to preserve and extend its voice.
OBJECTIVITY IS DEAD.
Postmodernists argue that the goal of a perspective-free, objective view of
reality must be abandoned. Modernists recognize that people have different
perspectives, or ways of looking at the same things, but seek to overcome
those differences through reason. They typically think that humans can
achieve a neutral, impartial, objective, and total view of reality through the
rigorous application of logic and the scientific method. Postmodernists
regard such a goal as neither realistic nor desirable. In their view, neutrality
is unattainable: it is impossible, even in science, to approach any subject
matter with no preconceived notions, no presuppositions, and no point of
view. Postmodernists also view neutrality as undesirable: Different cultures,
different religions, and other types of communities have different
perspectives that give them their identity. Postmodernists contend that these
different perspectives should be celebrated and preserved, not challenged or
critiqued.
SCIENCE CONSTRUCTS MODELS; IT DOES NOT DESCRIBE REALITY.
The goal of science as understood in modernism is a comprehensive
knowledge of the world as it really is. In contrast, Thomas Kuhn’s 1962
landmark book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions itself led a revolution

in science.1 According to Kuhn, science constructs models or paradigms—
idealized representations of the way things are in the world—and these
paradigms approach but never correspond to or arrive at an objective truth.
Rather, they are replaced from time to time as the need arises, typically
from the introduction of new information that the old paradigm cannot
easily support. Kuhn has convinced a generation that science cannot and
need not seek truth; its goal is rather an understanding of nature that meets
the needs of the scientific community and of the larger society. Such a view
of science, of course, implies that scientific theories are now to be assessed
partly in terms of how well they support the values of those who pursue
science.
TOLERANCE, NOT TRUTH, IS ABSOLUTE.
Modernists value tolerance, partly in the belief that by tolerating all points
of view, we have a better chance of arriving at truth. In modernism,
tolerance means accepting people of different beliefs even while feeling free
to disagree with those beliefs. Postmodernists, on the other hand, value
tolerance over truth. The postmodernist understands tolerance to mean
accepting people’s different beliefs and therefore refraining from criticizing
or even disagreeing with those beliefs. Postmodernists are especially
bothered by claims that a particular religious or ethical belief is the truth
that all people ought to accept. Rather than examining such claims to see
whether they hold up in light of the facts, postmodernists dismiss such
claims as arrogant, narrow-minded, and intolerant.
These four elements of postmodern thought can be remembered using
the acrostic POST:

POWER CONTROLS KNOWLEDGE.
OBJECTIVITY IS DEAD.
SCIENCE CONSTRUCTS MODELS; IT DOES NOT DESCRIBE
REALITY.
TOLERANCE, NOT TRUTH, IS ABSOLUTE.

ANSWERING POSTMODERNISM
Postmodernism does not present you with a take-it-or-leave-it proposition.
You don’t have to choose between accepting it and rejecting it wholesale.
We think it’s possible to appreciate many of the concerns and insights in
postmodernism without subscribing to it uncritically. In this regard we offer
four counterpoints to the ones just stated.
RELATIVISM IS SELF-REFUTING.
Remember the cartoons in which a character such as Wile E. Coyote is
sitting on a tree limb and saws off that very limb by mistake? That’s a good
picture of a self-refuting position. A self-refuting position makes a claim
that, oddly enough, must be false if the claim is true! Consider these
examples:
“I CANNOT UTTER A SINGLE SENTENCE IN
ENGLISH.”
Oops! The speaker just did so.
“EVERY SENTENCE HAS ONLY FIVE WORDS.”
One, two, three … hmmm.
“EVERYTHING I TELL YOU IS A LIE.”
But is that statement itself a lie? This one’s famous; it’s a version of the
Liar’s Paradox. It’s so brain-twisting that the logic-wielding Mister Spock
used it in an episode of Star Trek (“I, Mudd”) to overload the circuits on
some androids.
OK, those were easy enough. But how about this one:
“NO IDEA IS TRUE FOR EVERYONE, BECAUSE
ALL IDEAS EXPRESS A POLITICAL VIEWPOINT.”
If that’s true, then the idea that all ideas express a political viewpoint
itself expresses a political viewpoint. But that idea is then, according to the
position stated, not true for everyone. But if it is not true that “no idea is
true for everyone,” then some ideas are true for everyone! In short, the
above statement, when turned on itself, negates its own claim. Relativistic
statements in the end are all variations on the Liar’s Paradox. They are all
statements to the effect that everything that is said is something other than
the truth.
And what about this one?

“ANYONE WHO BELIEVES THAT HE IS RIGHT
AND OTHERS ARE WRONG IS INTOLERANT.”
Here the speaker assumes that he is right in believing that people are
intolerant and bigoted if they believe that they are right and others are
wrong. His statement obviously implies that anyone who disagrees with
him is wrong (that is, it assumes that being intolerant is wrong). Thus, the
statement above expresses a self-refuting position. If no one should criticize
anyone else’s beliefs, this includes the beliefs of those people who think
they’re right and others are wrong.
It is, of course, true that people’s beliefs are often tied to political
interests. Postmodernists are right about that. Indeed, in making that
observation, the postmodernist is uttering a truth about the real world. But
the ability to recognize such political factors in beliefs is itself proof that we
can know some things in a way that rises above narrow political interests.
To say otherwise would be to negate the very truth the postmodernist
recognizes.
SOME FACTS ARE UNDENIABLE.
Postmodernism gets a lot of mileage out of the diversity of opinions on just
about every subject, from what God (if He exists) is like to who killed JFK.
Our inability to arrive at consensus on such questions feeds our collective
suspicion that ultimate truth is elusive if not illusory. But it is a colossal
mistake to jump to the conclusion that we can’t be certain about anything.
The postmodernist argument can’t even get off the ground without
acknowledging some facts. That there is a wide variety of beliefs about God
is a fact. That JFK is dead is a fact. Moreover, all or nearly all of us know
that these are facts. There are, then, some facts that all people can (and
should!) know that can serve as points of reference in discussions about
truth.

Some beliefs are false, and we know them to be
false. So it does no good to put a halo on the notion
of tolerance as if everything could be equally true.
—RAVI ZACHARIAS2

LOVE TOLERATES PEOPLE BUT TELLS THEM THE TRUTH.
Tolerance is an important value for human society, but we would insist that
there is no need to sacrifice truth on the altar of tolerance. Think about it
this way: Can the values of tolerating people and loving them ever conflict?
Can you love someone and not tolerate them? Surely not—and if you could,
we would surely choose love over tolerance. But love tells people the truth.
If you love someone and you see that the person you love is about to do
something dangerous—say, drive while drunk—the loving thing for you to
do is to tell that person the truth: “You’re drunk, and you shouldn’t drive.”
(And you should give that person a ride home.) Tolerating people does not
mean being indifferent to what they think or how they live. Tolerating
people means not interfering with their right to think as they choose.
Today many people are afraid they will appear arrogant if they claim
that their beliefs are actually true and not just something they find helpful or
comforting. But there is nothing arrogant about claiming that one’s beliefs
are true. Of course, some people can express that claim in an arrogant
fashion, but that is a different matter. In fact, some people express their
skepticism or relativism in an arrogant fashion and put down people who
don’t accept those beliefs! The liberal postmodernist can be just as narrowminded and arrogant as the most conservative fundamentalist.
On the other hand, some of the most respected persons of our time have
made bold truth claims while retaining their reputations as humble, gracious
persons. Consider two of the most famous and beloved women of the late
twentieth century, Mother Teresa and Princess Diana. Was Mother Teresa
arrogant when she spoke out against abortion in front of President Bill
Clinton? Surely even most advocates of abortion rights would hesitate to
accuse Mother Teresa of arrogance. Her decades of selfless service to the
poor gave her “moral capital” that allowed her to speak her mind on a very
controversial subject without losing respect in the eyes of most people who
disagree with her.
Was Princess Diana arrogant when she spoke out against the use of land
mines? It’s hard to imagine anyone suggesting that she was arrogant for
taking that stand. Yet the principle is the same—she not only held to a

particular belief but also dared to say that she was right and that others
should agree with her.
There is, then, nothing intolerant or arrogant about believing and even
proclaiming that one’s beliefs are the truth. Some people are indeed
intolerant and arrogant, but those are failings in the persons, not in the
beliefs. Sometimes, in fact, the arrogant person is right in what he says,
even though he is wrong in the way that he says it.
ABSOLUTE TRUTH PRESUPPOSES SOME ABSOLUTE REALITY.
The problem with modernism is not, as postmodernists think, that it is
looking for absolute truth (that is, truth that is truth for all people). The
problem is that modernism undermines the very possibility of absolute truth
by trying to anchor it in human reason. Ever since Immanuel Kant, the
German Enlightenment philosopher, modernists have held that human
beings do not discover knowledge, they create it—by imposing the rational
categories of their own minds on the world. It was a short step from this
modernist claim to the postmodernist claim that each community of human
beings, and in the end each human being individually, imposes a distinct
point of view on the world. In this respect, postmodernism is not liberated
from modernism at all but is instead a more radical form of modernism. In
short, the modernist and postmodernist agree that human beings create
knowledge, but that assumption in the end destroys the very possibility of
knowing absolute truth.
Could the modernist and postmodernist be right? Is knowledge merely a
human construct? We would urge that this claim simply cannot be sustained
for at least three reasons.
First, there is absolute truth that we can and do know (such as that 2 + 2
= 4 or that human beings require water to live). We are not imposing human
fictions on reality when we say these things; rather, we are recognizing
truths that would be true even if for some odd reason we did not recognize
them. Therefore, it cannot be true that human beings create knowledge.
Second—and this will be a familiar point—the claim that all human
knowledge is created or imposed by the human mind is self-defeating. If
John claims that all human knowledge is created by people’s minds, John is
claiming to know this. But then this knowledge of his would also have to be
merely the construct of his mind—in which case, it is not really the case
that human knowledge is a mere human construct.

Third, despite what skeptical philosophers have said, and despite what
many common people repeat when confronted with truth-claims that make
them uncomfortable, knowledge of reality is something we all have and
make use of every day. Regardless of your personal philosophy, when you
cross a busy intersection, you usually look both ways to make sure there
aren’t large trucks moving quickly in your direction. In defiance of the softheaded notion that good and evil are mere human conventions, you feel
righteous indignation when your fellow citizens are killed in an act of
terrorism. In that moment you just know that indiscriminately killing
innocent men, women, and children is wrong. We may play games with our
own heads sometimes, but the fact is that we do know some things
irrefutably—much that we do not know we can learn.
If human beings do not create knowledge, what is its ultimate origin?
We would suggest that ultimately human knowledge originates from the
creation and design of God. The modernist is right in thinking that our
minds are capable of knowing truth, but they cannot explain why our
mental faculties and categories of thought should correspond to the real
world. The answer that Christianity gives to this question is disarmingly
simple: God designed our minds that way. God made the world, He made
us, and He designed our minds to have the capacity to know and understand
truth about the world in which He has placed us.
It turns out, then, that our ability to know truth is itself a kind of
evidence for the existence of God. Admittedly, though, this doesn’t tell us
very much. If there is a God, some ideas about God will be true and others
false. And if there is a God and He cares about us, it’s reasonable to assume
that He would make it possible for us to know He is there and to know what
He expects of us. As we’ll see, God has gone out of His way to do just that.

FOR FURTHER READING
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THE EVIDENCE OF EXISTENCE
The most elementary question: Why is there something rather than nothing?

God … calls into being that which does not exist.
—PAUL (ROMANS 4:17 NASB)

W

e begin with a thought experiment—one that you may have already
tried in the past. Try to imagine that there is nothing—no people, no
planets, no stars, no universe, no angels, no God—absolutely nothing.
Depending upon your temperament and experience, imagining absolute
nothingness may be very difficult, perhaps even painful.
Obviously, absolute nothingness is not the case. Something exists. But it
is equally obvious, at least to most people, that things could have been very
different. As hard as it is to imagine, you might not even have existed. If
your biological parents had not come together where they did, or if
conception had not taken place when it did, you wouldn’t be here—and
arguably you might never have existed at all. Had that been the case, as
much of a loss as that would have been, the human race and the universe
would have carried on without you. Painful though the thought may be, we
can imagine a world in which we were never born, like George Bailey in
Frank Capra’s whimsical film It’s a Wonderful Life.
By the same token, we can imagine a universe in which the human race
did not exist. We may feel that the universe would be immeasurably poorer
without us, but there seems to be no good reason to think that the universe
couldn’t get along without our species. Perhaps the Earth could have been
populated with the same myriads of plants and animals but without
mankind. Or perhaps the universe could have existed as a lifeless place. All
in all, a universe without life seems a dull alternative scenario but not one
that is impossible or irrational.

What about the universe itself? Granted, it’s here, but could things have
been different? This is much more difficult to decide via a simple thought
experiment. Most of us probably have no trouble imagining that the
universe might have been a very different kind of universe—say, one in
which there is no gravitational force or in which educators make millions of
dollars while basketball players make minimum wage. But we’re not sure if
such alternate universes would work. What’s really difficult to imagine, at
least for some of us, is no universe existing at all. It can be easy to suppose
that the universe just is. But is that right?
One of the most famous questions in human history is also one of the
most basic: Why is there something rather than nothing? Our interest in this
question is not academic. We want to know why the something that
includes us exists. The question “Why is there something rather than
nothing?” is simply a more general, all-encompassing version of the
question “Why are we here?”
There are three basic answers to this question. (1) This big something
that includes us has always existed for no reason; it just is. (2) This big
something that includes us is one big spiritual It; we’re all God or part of
God. (3) This big something that includes us was brought into existence by
Someone whose existence explains itself—namely, God.
Which of these answers is right?

ATHEISM: NO GOD AT ALL
We begin with the least popular, though highly influential, answer: that the
big something that includes us has always existed for no reason. In this
view, asking why there is something rather than nothing is really asking a
nonsense question. Why does the universe exist? It just does!

The COSMOS is all there is, all there was, and
all there ever will be.
—CARL SAGAN1

The technical name for this answer is atheism. Atheism is one of several
comprehensive beliefs about reality that are called worldviews.2 A
worldview is just what it sounds like—a view of the world as a whole.
Everyone has a worldview, whether they realize it or not. Well, almost
everyone. Anyone who can think about the world as a whole can and does
have some sort of worldview, even if it’s not very well developed.
Presumably, one-week-old infants do not have a worldview; and as far as
we know, dogs and cats don’t have worldviews. But if you can read this
book, it’s a safe bet that you have a worldview. The question is whether
your worldview fits the world in which we all live.

The most practical and important thing about a
man is still his view of the universe.
—G. K. CHESTERTON3

Looked at in one way, atheism is the simplest worldview. Atheism says
that the world exists and nothing else—end of discussion. No God of any
kind made the world or lives in or through the world. What you see is what
you get. No doubt, for some people, this way of looking at the “big picture”
seems straightforward and even obvious. They wonder, why even introduce
God into the picture?
If indeed the world is self-explanatory—if its being here and its being
what it is can be best explained without recourse to any divine power or
being—then atheists would have a point. However, there are certain features
of the world that make it difficult to view the world as self-explanatory.
We’ll mention four of these briefly.

If atheism is correct, man is alone. There is no
God to think for him, to watch out for him, to

guarantee his happiness. These are the sole
responsibility of man.
—GEORGE H. SMITH4

First, the world has not always existed. The scientific evidence has now
convinced the vast majority of research scientists studying the question that
the universe has not always existed—that it had a beginning and has existed
for a finite length of time. Many scientists have come to this conclusion
reluctantly; they realize that if the universe had a beginning, a reasonable
and perhaps unavoidable inference is that it has a Beginner.
Second, the world seems to have been “fixed” to make life possible.
During the past forty years or so, scientists have discovered numerous
factors in the structure and nature of the universe, of the solar system, and
of the Earth that are just what they need to be for biological life to exist.
Many of these factors have a very narrow range within which life even
would be possible. In short, it would seem very unlikely that the universe
just happened by chance to be hospitable to life; it seems more likely that
the universe was designed as a home for biological life.
Third, biological life itself bears the marks of intelligent design. The
complex order of life is of such a kind that its having originated without any
purposeful intent guiding its origin seems very unlikely. The problem is
compounded when one considers the nature of human beings.
Fourth, the world is a place in which some things are right or good and
some things are not. That is, there is a moral order to the world. It is
difficult if not impossible to explain why this is so if one assumes an
atheistic, materialistic view of the world.
We will have more to say about these aspects of the world in the next
several chapters. Our point here is this: A worldview needs to be able to
account for all of these aspects or features of existence. The problem isn’t
merely that there is something rather than nothing; the problem is that the
something that exists doesn’t look self-explanatory.

PANTHEISM: GOD IS ALL

We are all part of God. We are all individualized
reflections of the God source. God is us, and we are
God.
—SHIRLEY MACLAINE5

Let’s consider a second popular answer to the question of why there is
something rather than nothing. This answer agrees with atheism that the big
something that includes us just exists for no reason outside itself. However,
it disagrees with the atheistic assumption that the world is ultimately the
material, physical universe that we can see and feel. Instead, this second
answer says that the world’s existence is self-explanatory because the world
is ultimately a manifestation or expression of infinite Spirit or Mind or
Power. In other words, according to this answer, the world is in some sense
to be identified as or with God.
The technical name for this worldview is pantheism (meaning the belief
that all is God). Pantheism comes in a wide variety of flavors; we will
consider the three most representative types of pantheism.
According to one popular form of pantheism, God alone exists and
everything we think we see, feel, or experience (including our own personal
identity) is an illusion. In our estimation, a perfectly sensible and telling
objection to this form of pantheism is to respond, “That’s funny—I don’t
feel like an illusion!” Our awareness of our own concrete, personal
identities is simply too strong for most of us even to entertain the notion
that we don’t exist. Even if we were able to entertain the idea, anyone who
did would inevitably engage in a kind of inner debate about whether he or
she could possibly be a mere illusion—raising the question, if the person
struggling with the question does not exist, who or what is debating the
question?
A second form of pantheism solves the problem we just considered, but
in doing so it creates an even bigger problem. According to this second
variety of pantheism, God alone exists, therefore we are all God. The
obvious objection to this form of pantheism is to respond, “That’s funny—I
don’t remember being God!” If we were God, wouldn’t we all know it?

If our minds are part of God, and God is
necessarily perfect, it is necessarily the case that
mistakes are impossible. But we do make mistakes.
—FRANCIS J. BECKWITH6

The third form of pantheism abandons the strict pantheistic claim that
God alone exists. It contends that God and the world are distinct aspects of
the totality of all reality. This idea is so different from the other forms of
pantheism that it has its own name: panentheism. The en in the middle of
the word stands for “in,” so the word means the belief that God is in all.
(Arguably, then, panentheism really is not a form of pantheism but is a
different worldview.) A popular illustration used to explain panentheism
likens God to the human soul and the world to the human body. God is
thought of as the soul of the world—the life force or power that energizes
the universe, makes the origin and sustenance of life possible, and gives us
our moral order.
Panentheism has a lot more going for it, intellectually speaking, than the
two forms of strict pantheism we considered. It doesn’t put itself in the
awkward position of having to claim either that we are all God but forgot or
that we don’t really exist. Also, unlike atheism, it recognizes that the world
has features that are difficult to explain on the basis of physical forces
inherent in matter. Not surprisingly, a good number of philosophers and
religious thinkers have moved toward a panentheistic worldview.
The main difficulty with panentheism can be simply illustrated using the
panentheists’ own metaphor of God’s relationship to the world being like
that of the soul to the body. In a human being, the soul and body are
mutually dependent upon one another; neither is complete without the other.
(One may be able to exist without the other, but such a state of affairs is not
normal or healthy; in fact, it’s called death!) The obvious question is
whether God is dependent upon the world in the same way that the soul is
dependent upon the body. Does God need the world in order to live or in
order to be complete and whole?

As we discuss more specific evidences for God’s existence, we will see
that this evidence is not best explained using the panentheist worldview.
The best explanation is the existence of a God on whom the world utterly
depends but who is self-sufficient and not dependent upon the world for His
life or completeness. This leads us to the third major explanation for our
existence.

THEISM: GOD MADE ALL

Amazing as it may seem, the most plausible
answer to the question of why something exists
rather than nothing is that God exists.
—WILLIAM LANE CRAIG7

The traditional answer to the question “Why is there something rather
than nothing?” offered in the religions of Judaism, Islam, and Christianity is
that God made something that was other than Himself. This worldview is
called monotheism (which means the belief in one God) or, more simply,
theism. According to theism, all existence is divided into two categories:
God and everything else. God’s existence is self-explanatory, since God is
eternal—without beginning or cause of any sort. This God chose to bring
into existence everything else. God created the space-time universe and
everything in it.
We can argue about whether the act of a creator God is the only
logically possible explanation for our being here, but it’s hard to deny that
this is a simple and reasonable explanation. As we have already suggested
and will explain in greater depth shortly, this world has characteristics that
strongly indicate that the world is not self-explanatory. Why is there
something—a something that includes us—rather than nothing? The theist’s
answer is that Someone who has always existed, whose existence is in no
sense dependent upon anyone or anything else, brought everything else into
existence. This Someone is commonly called God.

We should point out that theism did not originate as a clever answer to
the question of why something rather than nothing exists. Christians don’t
claim to have thought about the problem of existence deeply on our own
and then one day said, “Hey! I bet God did all this!” Our report is this: God
has introduced himself into the picture by revealing himself through the
patriarchs, prophets, and apostles of the Bible, and especially in Jesus. If
you will, God has come to us and said, “Hey! You see all this? I did that!”
But then, having heard this message, we have thought about it and realized
that God’s existence is the best explanation for ours.

It remains passing strange that there exists
anything at all. But if there is to exist anything, it is
far more likely to be something with the simplicity of
God than something like the universe with all its
characteristics crying out for explanation without
there being God to explain it.
—RICHARD SWINBURNE8
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THE EVIDENCE OF THE UNIVERSE’S
BEGINNING
The universe hasn’t always been here, and it’s a good thing, too.

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.
—GENESIS 1:1

I

n the preceding chapters, we have considered general evidences in
support of taking the idea of God seriously. We have pointed out that
there is truth, that we can know it, and that we cannot avoid having some
view or other about God and the world. Along the way we have given hints
of some of the evidence for believing in God.
It’s now time to get into the nitty-gritty of the matter. If God exists, we
ought to be able to point to specific evidences showing that He exists. And,
in fact, we can. We begin with a piece of evidence that turned a great many
minds in the twentieth century, if reluctantly, to acknowledge the existence
of God: the evidence for the beginning of the universe.

FROM PHILOSOPHY TO SCIENCE
It used to be a matter of rarified abstract speculation whether or not our
universe has always existed. Medieval philosophers debated whether it was
possible to prove that the universe had a beginning. The twelfth-century
Christian philosopher and theologian Thomas Aquinas maintained that there
were plausible arguments on both sides of the question. He concluded that
Christians should believe that the universe had a beginning because it was
revealed in the Bible, although no persuasive philosophical argument could
be constructed in support.

Western thinkers generally assumed that the universe had a beginning
until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the late eighteenth century,
the influential German Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant argued
that the universe was infinite in size and infinitely old. Modern philosophers
and scientists quickly became enthusiastic over the concept of an infinite
universe, since it seemed that in an infinite universe anything was possible.
As telescopes got bigger, the universe that we could see got bigger too,
seemingly confirming the theory that the universe was infinite in size. By
the end of the nineteenth century, the infinitude of the universe was widely
regarded almost as an axiom of science.
Then came the discoveries of twentieth-century science. Whoops!

SCIENCE RUNS INTO GOD
Albert Einstein started the ball rolling when he published his theory of
general relativity in 1917. Most people associate the theory of relativity
with time travel and other science-fiction notions, but it’s a little less exotic
than all that. What few people know is the use that was made of Einstein’s
theories in the study of the origins of the universe. Shortly after Einstein
published his theory, the Dutch astronomer Willem de Sitter studied
Einstein’s equations and derived from them the conclusion that the universe
was expanding.
The math by itself was one thing; seeing it was another. Already in
1913, astronomers had noticed that several galaxies were moving away
from us at high speeds. Later, Edwin Hubble used his hundred-inch
telescope to verify de Sitter’s mathematical prediction that “the farther
away a galaxy is, the faster it moves”—implying that the universe was
expanding from a central point of origin like an inflating balloon or like an
explosion. At the same time, Hubble found that “nearby” galaxies were
actually millions of light years away.1 The implication of these findings was
disturbingly obvious: the universe had a beginning. Specifically, it looked
as though the universe had begun with an incredible explosion of matter and
energy from an initial point of origin, generating intense light and heat that
eventually diffused and cooled enough to allow for the formation of stars
and planets.
The discovery that the universe had a beginning was not met with
pleasure. Many scientists rebelled against the notion because it implied a

Beginner. In fact, “Einstein was the first to complain.”2 At first he refused
to believe that the universe was expanding and sought to find some
mathematical way out of the conclusion that the universe had a beginning.
Arthur Eddington, a scientist who had helped prove that the universe was
expanding, admitted that he found the idea of a beginning “repugnant” and
hoped that a “loophole” could be found to avoid the cosmic implication of a
supernatural Creator. Hubble himself spent the rest of his life arguing
against the theory his findings had helped to prove. With disdain, Fred
Hoyle, another critic of the theory, labeled it the “big bang.”
During the middle third of the twentieth century, astronomers
uncomfortable with the notion of a Creator tried out several “loopholes,”
floating a number of alternate explanations of the astronomical evidence.
The two most popular were the steady-state theory, according to which the
universe was merely expanding in some places but not in others; and the
oscillating-universe theory, according to which the universe expands for
many billions of years, then contracts back to a central point, explodes and
expands again, and so on, ad infinitum. Both theories were developed
specifically to avoid the specter of a finite universe that had a beginning.
In 1965 the steady-state theory was dealt a fatal blow, and the
oscillating-universe theory was sent into critical condition. In that year Bell
Telephone scientists Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson reported their
discovery of the background radiation that the big bang hypothesis had
predicted would be left behind by the initial explosion of the universe. Now,
it seemed, the only hope for avoiding a creation was to show that the
universe might be oscillating through an endless series of big bangs.
The oscillating-universe theory suffered several setbacks over the years
but none so devastating as the findings of the Cosmic Background Explorer
(COBE) satellite, designed specifically to measure that background
radiation more precisely than is possible from within Earth’s atmosphere. In
1990 the COBE delivered its first findings: the radiation was so even
throughout space that the universe must have begun with an extremely hot
explosion from a central point of origin—too hot to be one in an endless
series of explosions. In 1992 the COBE satellite yielded what Stephen
Hawking, the famous author of A Brief History of Time, called “the
discovery of the century, if not of all time.”3 The COBE revealed that the
background radiation, though extremely even, had just enough irregularities

(of an extremely minute amount) to account for the formation of the
“clumps” of hot matter that formed into our universe’s galaxies.4
These discoveries led to the almost complete triumph in modern
cosmology of the big bang theory. This isn’t to say that all scientists now
believe in the personal creator God of the Bible; many still fiercely resist
that understanding of God. But scientists now have to admit that the
evidence for the universe’s beginning at least implies the existence of some
kind of God. Even Stephen Hawking, who dislikes the notion of a personal
God involved in His creation, credits the existence of the universe to “the
mind of God.”5
Moreover, the fact that the universe had a beginning is most naturally
and simply explained if theism, rather than pantheism, is the correct view of
God. In theism, God is understood as a distinct, eternal being who brought
the universe into existence by an act of His will. All three of the major
theistic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—historically have
maintained that the universe has not always existed. It turns out they were
right all along.
Pantheism, on the other hand, has historically viewed the universe as a
manifestation of the divine All. For that reason, pantheists have often
viewed the universe as eternal or believed in an endless, eternal cycle of
universes. (When the oscillating-universe theory was taken seriously, one of
the reasons for its popularity among some scientists was that it supported
pantheism over theism.) It now looks as though that view was incorrect.
The beginning of the universe, then, is a significant piece of evidence
supporting the biblical message that God created the world.

For the scientist who has lived by his faith in the
power of reason, the story ends like a bad dream. He
has scaled the mountains of ignorance; he is about to
conquer the highest peak; as he pulls himself over the
final rock, he is greeted by a band of theologians who
have been sitting there for centuries.
—ROBERT JASTROW6

WE’VE GOT BAD NEWS AND GOOD NEWS …
Many people don’t like the idea that the universe had a beginning and
therefore has not always been here. But it turns out that it’s a very good
thing that the universe is not infinitely old. A universe that was infinitely
old, or even extremely old compared to its present age (say, a trillion years
old), would not be a nice place to live or even to visit.
The reason is not hard to see, although it is hard to look at directly: the
sun. Our sun is just one of the hundreds of billions of stars in the universe.
In the twentieth century, astronomers came to understand something very
clearly about the sun. (You might want to sit down; it’s not particularly
good news.) The sun will eventually die. The sun is, essentially, a big
fireball, burning away at the center of our solar system. It’s an extremely
large fireball, of course, but, like all fires, it will eventually burn itself out.
Scientists consider the sun to be a middle-aged star; it’s been burning for
several billion years, and several billion years from now, if all goes as
expected, it will burn itself out.
Bummer, you say? Well, it is a bit unsettling to learn that our source of
light and heat won’t last forever. But think about it from the other direction.
If the sun will eventually burn itself out, that means the sun hasn’t always
been here. The same is true of the universe as a whole. If the universe were
infinitely old, our sun would have gone through its “life cycle” and died by
now. You see, the universe won’t be able to keep forming new stars forever.
There’s only so much hydrogen to go around. As the universe continues to
expand, its energy is being gradually diffused. The universe itself started
out as a kind of fireball, and eventually—unless God supernaturally
intervenes—the universe will fizzle out.
That may sound like even worse news, but surprisingly, this cloud has a
silver lining. It turns out that biological life would be nigh impossible on a
planet orbiting anything but a middle-aged star. A bright young star would
be too hot for us to handle, and a quiet, mature star would leave us cold.
Our sun, though rather boring as stars go, is just what we need.
It turns out that there are a lot of things about our universe, solar system,
and Earth that are just right. We’ll talk about these things and their
implications for God’s existence in the next chapter.
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THE EVIDENCE OF THE UNIVERSE’S
FITNESS FOR LIFE
Somebody went to a lot of trouble to make it possible for us to be here.

T

wo of the most popular Star Trek films have as their premise the
invention of a device that can in very short order transform a dead
planet into an Earth-like world teeming with life. “Project Genesis,” as it
was called, was meant to solve the growing Federation’s population
problem: too many people, not enough habitable planets. In Star Trek II:
The Wrath of Khan, the device is detonated, creating the Genesis planet,
which is quickly covered in lush vegetation.
In Star Trek III: The Search for Spock, the crew of the Enterprise learns
that this artificial Genesis does not quite live up to its name. The scientist
who developed the Genesis device used an unstable element that ethical
Federation scientists had condemned. In a very short time, the planet’s core
destabilizes, the surface is ravaged by volcanic eruptions, and the
paradisiacal environment of the planet is destroyed. As Spock had
commented, “As a matter of cosmic history, it has always been easier to
destroy than to create.”1
Even in the twenty-third century, it’s hard to make a decent planet.
Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
—GOD, SPEAKING TO JOB (JOB 38:4)

WAS THE BIG BANG AN ACCIDENT?
In the preceding chapter, we talked about the scientific evidence that the
universe had a beginning in what is commonly called the big bang. We

explained that if the universe had a beginning, one reasonable explanation
for that beginning is that it had a Beginner.
Some people, however, find the idea of God starting the universe off
with a “bang” to be strange. The expression “big bang” sounds like the
universe began with a violent, destructive accident. Unfortunately, in this
regard the nickname “big bang” (which Fred Hoyle, an opponent of the
theory, had given to it) turns out to be a misnomer of literally cosmic
proportions. Far from a haphazard, destructive event, the big bang was the
initial event in which the universe came into existence with all of its
physical laws, its energy and matter, and its processes.
In the last forty years or so, scientists have been engaged in one of the
most fascinating research projects in the history of humanity. They have
been studying the parameters of our physical world that have made life
possible. What they have discovered is that everything in the universe
seems to have been extremely fine-tuned to make life possible. In this
chapter, we will review just a little of this evidence and then explain why
this evidence supports belief in God.

A “JUST RIGHT” UNIVERSE
A variety of factors or parameters for the entire universe were set in place
essentially at the initial moment, or within an extremely small fraction of
the first second, of the beginning of the universe. It turns out that these
parameters had to be what they are, to within a very narrow margin, in order
for any sort of life to exist.
FUNDAMENTAL FORCES: THE RIGHT STUFF
There are four fundamental forces (that we know of) that are constant
throughout the universe and that affect all physical objects everywhere. The
strong nuclear force is the force that binds subatomic particles (such as
neutrons and protons) together within the nuclei of atoms. If this force were
stronger or weaker by more than about 1 percent, the universe would be
either all hydrogen or have no hydrogen at all. All hydrogen or no hydrogen
at all would make the universe a very dull place.
The weak nuclear force makes radioactive decay, fission, and fusion
possible. If this force had been a bit stronger or weaker, the universe would

have produced far too little or far too much helium in its early history;
either way, you could forget about having any planets.
The electromagnetic force binds electrons to the nuclei of atoms. If this
force were slightly weaker, the electrons would fly away—and so would
any chance for molecules. If the electromagnetic force were slightly
stronger, atoms could not “share” electrons—and again, no molecules. Not
an attractive outlook for life.
The gravitational force—the easiest one to notice—is also just right. If
it were somewhat stronger, the stars would be so hot that they would burn
out too quickly and unevenly; the planets near them might make interesting
places to visit, but you couldn’t live there. If gravity were somewhat
weaker, the stars would not become hot enough to ignite nuclear fusion.
Such stars would burn quietly for a long time but make no heavy elements
needed for planets, leaving us no place to visit, let alone live.
All of these forces work at just the right strength to make our universe
the interesting place that it is. As Stephen Hawking observed, “The
remarkable fact is that the values of these numbers seem to have been very
finely adjusted to make possible the development of life.”2
A MOST EXCELLENT BANG
In order for the universe to be at all hospitable for life—anywhere—it isn’t
enough that the universe get fired up and start expanding. Let’s just mention
two things that happen to be just right about the big bang. If the expansion
rate of the universe were just a tad faster or slower, we wouldn’t be here to
think about it. That’s because if the universe had expanded just a tiny bit
more slowly, gravity would have slowed the expansion and caused the
universe to cave back in on itself a long time ago in what cosmologists call
a “big crunch.” On the other hand, if the universe were expanding just a
wee bit faster, gravity would not have been able to attract material together
into gases, galaxies, and the like. In other words, if the expansion rate and
the gravitational force had not been very precisely balanced indeed, the
universe would have been either very short-lived or very dull.
The other thing that’s just right about the big bang is the smoothness or
evenness of the “explosion,” what scientists call its isotropy. Back in the
1980s, cosmologists figured out that if the universe did begin with a big
bang, it would have needed to result in an almost, but not quite, perfectly
isotropic distribution of matter and radiation. The COBE (Cosmic

Background Explorer) satellite showed that the isotropy of the universe was
just right, to within a practically infinitesimal degree. The Oxford
mathematician Roger Penrose calculated the allowable margin of error as 1
in 10 to the 10123—a number that is just too big to explain!3 Penrose
commented that this is far more than the number of subatomic particles in
the universe, but to be honest, we didn’t count them to make sure.

The more I study nature, the more I am amazed at
the creator.
—LOUIS PASTEUR

The point is that the universe seems to be perfectly, exquisitely set to
just the right parameters for it to have even the potential to sustain life. It
appears that the universe could have started out in a trillion or more
different ways that would have failed to produce even a potential home for
life. Yet, here we are.

A “JUST RIGHT” SOLAR SYSTEM
OK, you say, perhaps having a stable universe with stars and such is a
wonderful bit of luck, but given that the universe is here, how surprising is
it that it contains life? After all, the universe seems to be a very big place,
and it’s been around for an awfully long time.
Indeed, it is. The sheer size of the universe is especially breathtaking
and difficult for us to fathom. Our own galaxy, the Milky Way, has over a
hundred billion stars in it, and there are hundreds of billions of galaxies in
the universe. The nearest star to us besides our own sun, Proxima Centauri,
is about 24 trillion miles away. The nearest galaxy outside of our own,
Andromeda, is some 18 million trillion miles away. It takes about four years
for light to reach us from Proxima Centauri and over two million years for
light to reach us from Andromeda.

To put all this into some limited perspective, imagine that our sun was
the size of a ping-pong ball (which is roughly 50 billion times smaller than
the actual size of the sun). The Earth, which would then be the size of a
speck of dust about 1/100 of an inch across, orbits the sun some ten feet
away. Pluto, the furthermost planet (of which we are aware), orbits about
120 yards out. Even on this greatly reduced scale, Proxima Centauri would
be another ping-pong ball roughly 500 miles away from our ping-pong-ball
sun; and the Andromeda galaxy would be a collection of billions of pingpong balls some 350 million miles away.
Given the existence of hundreds of billions of galaxies containing
billions of stars each, it may seem that there are virtually endless possible
places for life to flourish. But this impression is more of a feeling than
anything else. As scientists have studied the parameters necessary for
biological life to exist, they have discovered that the odds are surprisingly
small that the universe just happens to include places where life can dwell.
First of all, not any old galaxy will do. Some galaxies are too close to
one another or too close to another large galaxy so that the galaxies actually
interfere gravitationally with each other. Some galaxies are too large and
hot, making stable star systems virtually impossible. Galaxies that are too
elliptical or too irregular also would have a difficult time sustaining a stable
star system. (Our galaxy is a nicely organized spiral.) How many galaxies
might be the right size and shape and in the right kind of location? No one’s
sure, but an estimate of one in every thousand is reasonable.
The right galaxy, of course, will have billions of stars. However, most of
these stars are not suitable candidates for stable solar systems. The star must
be in the right place and be the right kind of star. Take our Milky Way
galaxy, for example. Stars in the central mass of stars, or deep within the
spiral arms of the galaxy, will generally be too close together. Stars far from
the spiral arms won’t likely do well either, because such stars probably
won’t be able to produce enough heavy elements to make planets. (Our star
is on the fringe of a spiral arm, not too close and not too far.) Most of the
stars in the right parts of the galaxy, though, will not be the right kind of
star. Most will be too big (and thus too hot and unstable) or too small.
Moreover, binary stars—systems in which two stars are locked into orbit
around each other—are very unlikely places to sustain planets where life
could live. (That scene in the first Star Wars film in which Luke Skywalker
watches two suns setting—forget it! Very romantic, but also very

unscientific.) Perhaps only one in a billion stars is the right kind of star in
the right kind of place.
If a good star is hard to find, a good solar system is even harder. Only in
recent years have we begun to appreciate just how special our solar system
is. First of all, of course, the system needs planets. Cosmologists debate
how common planets are; a reasonable guess is that there might be an
average of one planet per star. And one might suppose that one would be
enough—that a good star just needs one planet for life to be possible.
However, we now know this is not so.
For example, it turns out that having a planet about the size of Jupiter
out beyond our planet Earth is vital to our survival. Jupiter’s large gravity
sucks away a large percentage of the asteroids and comets that might
otherwise intersect with Earth’s orbit. If Jupiter were smaller or further
away, it would not perform that job well enough to protect Earth. On the
other hand, if Jupiter were larger or closer, it would interfere with Earth’s
orbit.
Earth also benefits greatly from having a large moon. With all the
planets in our solar system, Earth is the only one to have such a large moon.
It turns out to be just the right size and distance away from the Earth to help
stabilize Earth’s orbit and to produce tidal effects that are significant but not
destructive.
Other things need to be just right in a life-friendly solar system, but you
probably get the idea. Even among stars that are the right kind and in the
right place, our solar system is probably one in a billion—and maybe much,
much rarer than that.

A “JUST RIGHT” EARTH
It’s fascinating to consider that in the 1960s, about the same time as we
were beginning to uncover evidence suggesting that our planet is likely to
be a rather extraordinary place in the universe, we actually got to see it from
a distance for the first time. The blue and white marble in space that we call
home not only looks special, we have accumulated a large body of scientific
evidence confirming that it really is special.
Location, location, location! The most basic requirement for a decent
planet to support life is its location. Presumably, as one or more planets
formed around a star, such planets could form at virtually any distance from

that star (between the extremes of so close that it is pulled into the star or so
far that it escapes the star’s gravity). Yet the region around the star within
which a planet must consistently orbit in order to sustain life, at least above
the level of a microbe, is a very narrow band. For example, for our sun that
band is a region roughly 90 to 100 million miles from the sun (and Earth
happens to orbit about 93 million miles away). Go back to our illustration of
the solar system reduced by a factor of 50 billion: the Earth orbits at about
ten feet from the sun and Pluto, the outermost planet, at about 120 yards
out. On this model, if the Earth were more than eleven or less than nine feet
from the sun, life there would be impossible. Imagine dropping a few grains
of fine sand randomly from a low-flying plane over a football field and
needing one of them to land on the paint of the three-yard line at one end:
that is about the accuracy needed.
Many other such factors have been discovered. The size and surface
gravity of the planet (which of course are interrelated) must be just right.
Too big and heavy, and the atmosphere will be rich with noxious elements
like ammonia and methane; too small and light, and the atmosphere won’t
retain water. The planet must turn on its axis and be tilted just enough to
prevent extremes of temperature and weather. The planet must be composed
of various heavy elements to make complex molecules and compounds
(such as water) possible. It must have a crust that’s thick enough to keep
volcanoes from dominating the surface and thin enough to allow the
atmosphere to retain oxygen. Imagine a pizza restaurant needing to use
sensitive equipment to ensure that their pizza crusts stayed between, say,
0.181 and 0.182 inches in thickness!
These are merely a few of the parameters that must be just right for a
planet to sustain biological life of any kind. A fair, even generous estimate
is that among all the planets that may exist in acceptable solar systems,
probably no more than one in ten billion will be hospitable to life (at least
above the microscopic level).

WHAT ARE THE ODDS?
Computing the probability that a planet capable of sustaining life might
exist somewhere in the universe is not yet anything like an exact science.
However, we have enough information to know that the probability is
extremely low. The table below pulls together the rough estimates that we

noted in our discussion to this point and derives a conclusion as to the
probability of a life-friendly planet existing somewhere in this universe.

Keep in mind that this probability of one in a billion represents an
extremely conservative estimate. Well over a hundred parameters of the
types we have discussed here have been identified, and it is likely that more
will be discovered. One astronomer has estimated the odds of a life-friendly
planet existing anywhere in the universe by chance to be less than 1 in 10129
—that’s one in one thousand quintillion quintillion quintillion quintillion
quintillion quintillion quintillion!4 Such estimates are actually more
representative of scientific opinion. As Steven Weinberg (a Nobel-Prizewinning astrophysicist) rather gloomily put it, our Earth “is just a tiny part
of an overwhelmingly hostile universe.”5
To review: It appears that, given that the universe began with something
like the big bang, the likelihood that it would be a decent kind of universe
where life might have a chance is something like one in a trillion (if not
much, much less). Even with this very nice universe that we have, the
probability that one of its planets would be capable of sustaining life would
seem to be one in a billion, if not worse. Thus, the probability of the big
bang producing a stable universe and then having a planet where life could
safely thrive is no better than one in a billion trillion (and probably much
worse).
And yet, here we are. How is this to be explained?

JUST LUCKY, I GUESS?

One popular response to the evidence of the fine-tuning of the universe,
solar system, and Earth is that we got lucky. This is essentially the answer
that all atheists must give to the question. In their book Rare Earth, Peter
Ward and Donald Brownlee, scientists at the University of Washington in
Seattle, appear to defend this interpretation:
If some god-like being could be given the opportunity to plan a
sequence of events with the express goal of duplicating our “Garden of
Eden,” that power would face a formidable task. With the best intentions,
but limited by natural laws and materials, it is unlikely that Earth could
ever be truly replicated. Too many processes in its formation involved sheer
luck.6
Ward and Brownlee never even discuss the idea that an actual God,
rather than “some god-like being,” was responsible.
To explain how we could have been so lucky, some thinkers have used
the analogy of the lottery winner. In a typical state lottery, a player might
pick five numbers between 1 and 50, a separate number between 1 and 50,
and hope to match the random drawing exactly. The lottery winner is
surprised that he won, because the probability was about one in a hundred
million that he would win. But he really should not be surprised, we are
told; after all, someone had to win.7
The problem with this analogy is that in a lottery, your chances of
winning are extremely low only because the game was designed to be
played by millions of people but won by only one or a few players. If you
played the lottery one time, and no one else played, and you won, that
would indeed be very surprising! In the game of “Life in the Universe,”
though, there could be no guarantee that the universe would include a place
that could support life—unless someone designed the universe that way.
To circumvent objections such as the one just given, some atheists
suggest that this universe might be merely one of many, many universes—
perhaps millions or even an infinite number of universes. They admit that in
virtually all universes, life will be impossible; we just happen to live in a
universe where life is possible and actually exists. But even if we knew that
other universes existed, this speculation wouldn’t solve the problem at all.
Suppose you find a penny and begin flipping it over and over. To your
surprise, it keeps coming up heads. After the hundredth toss yields yet

another heads, you will begin suspecting that the coin has been weighted or
“fixed” in some way. (Rightly so; the chances of getting heads a hundred
times in a row are less than one in a quadrillion quadrillion!) It would make
no sense to reason that since there are over a hundred billion pennies in
circulation, one of them was bound to come up heads a hundred or more
times in a row. Even if a quadrillion quadrillion pennies were in circulation,
the best and most sensible explanation for getting heads a hundred times in
a row would be that the coin was fixed. Likewise, the fact that the universe
has an extraordinary combination of highly precise parameters and features,
all of which are necessary for any life to be possible at all, cannot be
explained by postulating the existence of a quadrillion other universes.
Of course, the other problem is that we don’t know if any other
universes exist or not. And if they did, we’d still have to explain what
causes these universes to pop into existence with whatever physical laws
and constants and material and features that they might have.

ADMISSIONS (SOME GRUDGING) OF APPARENT
DESIGN

The odds against a universe like ours emerging
out of something like the big bang are enormous…. I
think clearly there are religious implications
whenever you start to discuss the origins of the
universe.
—STEPHEN W. HAWKING8
A commonsense interpretation of the facts
suggests that a super intellect has monkeyed with
physics, as well as chemistry and biology, and that
there are no blind forces worth speaking about in
nature. The numbers one calculates from the facts

seem to me so overwhelming as to put this
conclusion almost beyond question.
—FRED HOYLE9
Physicists are running into stone walls of things
that seem to reflect intelligence at work in natural
law.
—CHARLES TOWNES10
The impression of design is overwhelming.
—PAUL DAVIES11
The fine tuning of the universe provides prima
facie evidence of deistic design. Take your choice:
blind chance that requires multitudes of universes or
design that requires only one.
—ED HARRISON12
How is it that common elements such as carbon,
nitrogen, and oxygen happened to have just the kind
of atomic structure that they needed to make the
molecules upon which life depends? It is almost as
though the universe had been consciously designed.
—RICHARD MORRIS13
The universe, it seems, is fine-tuned to let life
and consciousness flower.
—EDWARD KOLB14

The more I examine the universe and the details
of its architecture, the more evidence I find that the
universe in some sense must have known we were
coming.
—FREEMAN DYSON15

SOMEONE FIXED THINGS!
By far the most popular answer, and one that is enjoying significant support
from many scientists themselves, is that the universe was designed by a
supreme intelligence to make it possible for life to exist here. The logic
underlying this conclusion is not difficult to follow. That the universe is
arranged in a highly specific fashion to make it possible for life to exist is
entailed in the very concept of a creator God. The evidence for this lifefavoring arrangement is just the sort of findings one would expect if one
believed in God.
The fact is that this world seems to have been engineered to make it
possible for us to be here. If you don’t like the idea of God, you can always
call it luck, but that isn’t much of an explanation. A personal and highly
intelligent creator—God, as He is commonly known—is by far the simplest
and best explanation.

FOR FURTHER READING
Ross, Hugh. “Big Bang Model Refined by Fire.” In Mere Creation:
Science, Faith & Intelligent Design, ed. William A. Dembski, 363–
84. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1998. One of several
writings in which Ross sets forth the evidence for the fine-tuning of
the universe and of the Earth.
Swenson, Richard A., M.D. More Than Meets the Eye: Fascinating
Glimpses of God’s Power and Design. Colorado Springs: NavPress,
2000. A nicely-written popular presentation of the scientific
evidence that God is behind the “coincidences” of the cosmos.
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THE EVIDENCE OF LIFE’S ORIGIN
The more we learn about the origin of life, the more of a puzzle it becomes.

S

o far we have seen that the universe had a beginning and that
everything about the universe and our own planet Earth seems to be
very carefully arranged to make it possible for life to exist here. The biblical
claim that God is responsible for the existence and order of the world
enjoys a depth of support from the scientific evidence that is quite
staggering. Admittedly, it may be possible to imagine scenarios in which all
of these things have come about without the agency of a personal Creator.
But it cannot reasonably be denied that the evidence is just what a believer
in God would expect—and, as many scientists have testified, the evidence
is just what an atheist would not expect. Our claim is that the existence of
God is the best explanation for the evidence.
You send forth Your Spirit, they are created;
And You renew the face of the ground.
—PSALM 104:30 NASB
In this chapter we will add to the evidence by looking at the origin of
life. It is one thing to say that it is amazing that a place exists where life
could flourish. But a nice environment is no guarantee that life will exist.
The more scientists have learned about the origin of life on Earth, the more
difficulties they have encountered explaining that origin as a natural,
random event.
Fifty, even twenty-five years ago, many scientists were confident that
the origin of life on Earth could be explained as the result of purely natural,
unguided processes. The conventional scenario went like this: After the
Earth cooled down from the heat of its initial formation, a long period of

time (perhaps a billion or two billion years) passed before life emerged.
During that period, the Earth’s atmosphere was rich in heavy gases,
particularly ammonia and methane, and very poor in oxygen. In this
“primordial soup” environment, the first amino acids and then the first
proteins formed spontaneously. One thing led to another, and after a few
hundred million years or so, you’ve got cells multiplying like rabbits.
Never happened.1
The more we’ve learned during the past quarter-century about the early
Earth, the more difficult the above naturalistic origin-of-life scenario has
been to maintain. Naturalists have scrambled to come up with different
versions of the story, but so far none is sticking.

READY, SET … LIFE!
Of the several problems facing all of the naturalistic explanations of the
origin of life, we will mention just three. The first is that life appeared on
Earth far too soon—almost four billion years ago, or roughly half a billion
years after the Earth was first formed. Half a billion years sounds like a
long time, but in actuality this leaves no significant amount of time for life
to originate spontaneously after the Earth had reached a state where such
life could survive for any length of time. As Ward and Brownlee point out,
“As soon as the rain of asteroids ceased and surface temperatures on Earth
permanently fell below the boiling point of water, life seems to have
appeared.”2 In other words, “Life thus arose here almost as soon as it
theoretically could.”3
Imagine that your wife baked an apple pie and announced to the family
as she took it out of the oven that it needed to cool for half an hour before it
could be eaten. You go about your business and wait to be summoned for
dessert. Thirty-two minutes later, you hear her demanding to know who
took a piece of pie. You could surmise that one of the kids had not heard her
and just happened upon the pie while walking through the kitchen and
decided on an impulse to take a piece. However, you would almost certainly
not draw such a conclusion. Rather, you would infer that the youngster
deliberately waited until the half-hour had passed and then took a piece as
soon as it was edible.
Likewise, one could choose to believe that life just happened to burst
spontaneously into existence as soon as the Earth was cool enough to

sustain it. However, the timing of the event is suspicious, to say the least.
It’s almost as if something—or Someone—was waiting for the Earth to be
ready before getting life started here.

HEY, WE’RE NOT READY FOR THE OXYGEN JUST YET
A second major problem for the soup-to-cells story is that the Earth’s
atmosphere during the time that life first appeared had too much oxygen.
That may sound strange—after all, most forms of life need oxygen to
survive—but lots of oxygen would actually have interfered with the
chemical reactions that would have been necessary to get the first life forms
assembled. Oxygen forms compounds easily with many other atoms and
compounds, a process known as oxidizing. The standard scenarios of a
naturalistic origin of life have all assumed that the Earth’s atmosphere was
not oxidizing during the period when life originated.
The scientific evidence solidly shows, however, that the Earth has had
an oxidizing atmosphere for about four billion years. The nonoxidizing
atmosphere of life’s primordial soup is essentially wishful thinking. Some
literature that discusses the origin of life still states as a fact that the Earth’s
atmosphere at the time was not oxidizing—because it must have been in
order for life to originate spontaneously and many scientists assume that it
must. But the evidence from rocks dating to that period (four billion to
three-and-a-half billion years ago) shows that the atmosphere was oxidizing
then. You see, if there was a primordial soup conducive to the spontaneous
formation of life, it should have left behind a residue in the rocks with lots
of the organic compounds that are the building blocks of life. But that’s not
what geologists have found. Instead, they have found rocks dating from that
period containing large quantities of oxidized iron—what we usually call
rust. And that’s exactly what they should not find if the standard soup-tocells scenario were true.

It is becoming clear that however life began on
earth, the usually conceived notion that life emerged
from an oceanic soup of organic chemicals is a most

implausible hypothesis. We may therefore with
fairness call this scenario “the myth of the prebiotic
soup.”
—CHARLES B. THAXTON, WALTER L. BRADLEY,
AND ROGER L. OLSEN4

To get around the problem of an oxidizing atmosphere, some scientists
have thought up some very creative alternate scenarios for the origin of life.
Of these, we will mention just one.5 According to the theory of panspermia,
life actually did not form on Earth originally but was seeded here by
meteors, comets, or other debris from space. Obviously, this theory admits
that attempts to explain how life could have originated on Earth itself have
failed. The one thing this theory has going for it also kills it: There is no
doubt that the Earth was heavily bombarded with such objects and debris
during the first billion years of its history (especially the first half-billion
years). But many of the objects that struck the Earth during that period were
so large that they would have destroyed any life that might have been thus
temporarily transplanted here. For this and other reasons, most scientists
today do not give much credence to the panspermia theory. (Notice, by the
way, that this theory never accounts for the origin of the living “seeds”; it
merely sidesteps this problem by pushing it back to an earlier locale.)

CAN YOU SPELL “DEOXYRIBONUCLEIC”?
The third major problem for a naturalistic origin of life is that the evidence
strongly points to a highly orchestrated, carefully planned set of operations.
There are two basic reasons why this is so.
First, the basic components of life on the molecular level need to exist
simultaneously for each to function properly. DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid),
RNA (ribonucleic acid), and proteins need each other in order to do what
they do. It’s doubtful at best that one could get elemental bits of any one of
these three components to originate in a natural occurrence; it’s virtually
certain that these three components could not have been generated
spontaneously at the same time in the same place. Origin-of-life theorists,
recognizing this to be the case, have been speculating since the late 1980s

that a special “super” kind of RNA could have been generated first and
today’s RNA, DNA, and proteins all evolved naturally from that super
RNA. At this point, though, the super-RNA theory seems to be little more
than wishful thinking.6
The second reason that life’s origin appears to have been planned is that
each of the three major components we just mentioned is highly complex
and specified—in such a way that no gradual process (or even sudden,
natural event) is likely ever to explain. For example, amino acids can come
in two basic kinds of molecules called left-handed and right-handed—but
living things on Earth all use only left-handed amino acid molecules.
Experiments intended to simulate the natural generation of amino acids
produce both left-handed and right-handed molecules. Imagine dumping a
hundred Scrabble tiles on the floor in the hope of randomly spelling out a
long sentence or even a couple of short words. Your first problem would be
that roughly half of the tiles would be upside down.

Einstein said, “God does not play dice.”
He was right. God plays Scrabble.
—PHILIP GOLD7

Even more striking, these molecules are arranged in living things in
extremely complex ways that yield high levels of information—meaningful
codes or instructions that make possible the operations of all life. Again,
imagine that your Scrabble tiles have been dumped, and for the sake of
argument we’ll stipulate that they will all land face up. You would not
consider it a miracle if one or two sequences of adjacent tiles happened to
spell very short, unrelated words:

It would be immediately considered an act of some unseen intelligence,
however, if a large number of tiles were to form a nice crossword with both
short and long words in which the words composed an intelligible sentence:

The basic building blocks of life are far more complex and informationrich than our little Scrabble crossword. Michael Denton, like many
scientists, uses a similar analogy:
The linear sequence of amino acids in a protein can be thought of as a
sentence made up of a long combination of the twenty amino acid letters.
Just as different sentences are made up of different sequences of letters, so
different proteins are made up of different sequences of amino acids. In

most proteins the amino acid chain is between one hundred and five
hundred amino acids long.8
Another analogy that Denton uses compares a single living cell to a
giant factory filled with machines. “DNA is only found in the nucleus of the
cell, equivalent to the head office of the factory, and contains the master
blueprints.” RNA molecules are like photocopies of the master blueprints
that are delivered to the factory floor, where the machines (proteins) are
assembled according to the information conveyed in those copies.9

ADMISSIONS (SOME GRUDGING) OF LIFE’S APPARENT
DESIGN

The very best Miller-Urey chemistry, as we have
seen, does not take us very far along the path to a
living organism. A mixture of simple chemicals,
even one enriched with a few amino acids, no more
resembles a bacterium than a small pile of real and
nonsense words, each written on an individual scrap
of paper, resembles the complete works of
Shakespeare.
—ROBERT SHAPIRO10
Just as there is no absolute barrier to a groundhog
crossing a thousand-lane highway during rush hour,
so there is no absolute barrier to the production of
proteins, nucleic acids, or any other biochemical by
imaginable, natural chemical processes; however, the
slaughter on the highway is unbearable.
—MICHAEL J. BEHE11

The quest to understand how the spark of life
ignites from non-life is one area of research that has
so far turned up more smoke than fire.
—DAVID KOERNER AND SIMON LEVAY12
The belief that life on earth arose spontaneously
from non-living matter, is simply a matter of faith in
strict reductionism and is based entirely on ideology.
—HUBERT YOCKEY13
The current scenario of the origin of life is about
as likely as the assemblage of a 747 by a tornado
whirling through a junkyard.
—FRED HOYLE, FAMED ASTRONOMER14
I think it quite possible that life is so extremely
improbable that nothing can “explain” why it
originated.
—KARL POPPER, PHILOSOPHER OF SCIENCE15
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 have been satisfied to get it going.
—FRANCIS CRICK (CODISCOVERER OF THE DOUBLE
HELIX STRUCTURE OF DNA)16

The incredibly organized, coordinated structures of life at the
biochemical level are not just hard to explain naturalistically. They actually

cry out to be explained as the product of someone’s deliberate, intelligent
action. The origin of life is evidence for God, not merely because it is
difficult to explain without God, but because an intelligent Creator is the
most reasonable explanation. We will explore this point in the next chapter.

FOR FURTHER READING
Thaxton, Charles B., Walter L. Bradley, and Roger L. Olsen. The
Mystery of Life’s Origin: Reassessing Current Theories. New York:
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naturalistic theories of life’s origin are proving unworkable.
Shapiro, Robert. Origins: A Skeptic’s Guide to the Creation of Life
on Earth. New York: Summit Books, 1986. While refusing even to
consider the possibility of a Creator (p. 119), Shapiro masterfully
explains why naturalistic explanations of the origin of life are not
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THE EVIDENCE OF LIFE’S
INTELLIGENT DESIGN
The closer we look, the clearer it is that life was intelligently designed.

O

K, OK, you may be saying—it’s amazing that our universe, solar
system, and the Earth are just precisely what they need to be for life to
exist. And it’s extremely difficult to explain how life could get going, even
here on our wonderful planet. But why bring God into the picture? Why not
hold out the hope that science will find an explanation for all these
mysterious, wonderful coincidences that does not involve a supernatural
Creator? A fair question and one that we will answer in this chapter.
I will give thanks to You, for I am fearfully
and wonderfully made; Wonderful are
Your works, And my soul knows it very well.
—DAVID (PSALM 139:14 NASB)

ACCIDENTAL OR DELIBERATE: YOU CAN TELL THE
DIFFERENCE
To assert that God created life is to say that the One who brought the
universe into existence also did something with the deliberate purpose of
bringing life into existence. But can science say anything about an event
being the result of a deliberate or purposeful act?
Yes, it can. When we think of science, we usually think of the study of
natural events and processes—things that happen without being
purposefully guided or directed. For example, we think of the study of lava
flows in geology or of tumor growths in medicine. However, the more we

learn about such unguided processes, the more we are able to distinguish
them from guided processes or events. As William Dembski puts it,
“Precisely because of what we know about undirected natural causes and
their limitations, science is now in a position to demonstrate design
rigorously.”1
Dembski, a Baylor University professor, is a pioneer in the movement
commonly called Intelligent Design (ID). Dembski points out that many
modern sciences and other professional disciplines have highly developed
methods for “distinguishing intelligent causes from undirected natural
causes.”2 For example, when a man is found dead, the police detectives
investigating the death will want to determine if the death was the result of
(a) natural causes, (b) an accident, or (c) a deliberate act. The science of
forensics is a multidisciplinary system of investigative methods and tools
for making such a determination.
Or consider the science of archaeology. When archaeologists find an
unusually shaped object at a site, they will seek to determine if natural
processes formed the object or if, instead, humans shaped or constructed
something for a specific purpose. Even the SETI (search for extraterrestrial
intelligence) programs use scientifically based, objective criteria for
distinguishing naturally occurring radio signals of space from possible
transmissions by alien civilizations. Whenever an insurance company
determines that someone deliberately wrecked an automobile or a copyright
office determines that someone plagiarized a particular book, they employ
similar reasoning.3 In all of these kinds of investigations, the possibility of
intelligent, purposeful causes—however mundane (such as murderers) or
extraordinary (such as extraterrestrials) they may seem—is taken seriously.
The central insight of Intelligent Design theory is that the same type of
reasoning can be applied to the study of life. When seeking to explain the
origin of life, or the origin of some structure or feature of living things
(such as the eye), we should not assume that unguided natural processes
alone will give a complete explanation. Rather, we should consider the
possibility that they originate as the result of deliberate action by an
intelligent agent. William Dembski has developed what he calls an
“explanatory filter” that allows investigators in any discipline, including the
sciences, to differentiate actual instances of design from other unusual
occurrences.4

N.A.S.A.’s search for extra-terrestrial intelligence
(S.E.T.I.) presupposed that information imbedded in
electromagnetic signals from space would indicate an
intelligent source. As yet, however, radioastronomers have not found information-bearing
signals coming from space. But closer to home,
molecular biologists have identified encoded
information in the cell.
—STEPHEN C. MEYER5

Dembski’s filter consists of three stages of inquiry. First, we may ask
whether a particular occurrence was naturally necessary or contingent. An
occurrence is naturally necessary if the natural laws governing the physical
objects involved are sufficient to explain the occurrence. To illustrate the
difference, let’s return to our Scrabble analogy from the previous chapter. If
a hundred Scrabble tiles are lying on a smooth linoleum floor, the fact that
all one hundred of them are lying flat is exactly what we would expect from
the laws of physics. So, such an occurrence is naturally necessary. On the
other hand, if all of the tiles are lying face up, that is not a situation
necessitated by the laws of physics. If you dump the tiles on the floor, it’s
quite possible (and even likely) for some of them to land facedown. So this
occurrence is naturally contingent.
If an occurrence is determined to be contingent, we may move on to the
second stage of the explanatory filter. At this stage we ask whether the
occurrence is simple or complex. Finding the words THE or BUT or even
DOES on the floor, formed by adjacent Scrabble tiles, would be examples
of simple occurrences. On the other hand, finding words linked together in
crossword fashion that happen to form Mark Twain’s sentence “Everybody
talks about the weather but nobody does anything about it” is a very
different matter. This is a highly complex arrangement.
Complexity in and of itself does not, however, prove design. Dembski’s
third stage of inquiry seeks to distinguish genuine instances of design from
other highly complex phenomena. In this third stage, we ask whether the

pattern inherent in the complex occurrence is ad hoc or specific. An ad hoc
pattern is one that really has no meaning or significance outside the single
occurrence in which it is found. For example, suppose just twenty of our
hundred Scrabble tiles form the following arrangement:

The above arrangement of letters is certainly complex. Furthermore, the
probability of this particular arrangement occurring is rather remote—about
one in twenty trillion quadrillion (2620 is roughly equal to 2 × 1028).
Nevertheless, there it is! It would be pointless to ask why this arrangement
of twenty letters occurred rather than some other arrangement. The above
arrangement has no significance other than it just happens to be the one
chosen here. Furthermore, the fact that some meaningful, simple words can
be picked out (OK, EAR, EARN) is insignificant, because these words do
not form a complex, meaningful whole. (We arranged the letters randomly,
with no intention of these particular words showing up.)
Note that an arrangement using twenty letters with a high degree of
order would not necessarily prove design. For example, consider the
following arrangement of twenty letters:

The above arrangement also is one in twenty trillion quadrillion possible
outcomes, but is obviously not random. On the other hand, though, it is
highly simple. Remember that in order to be sure of design, the occurrence
must be complex. (Of course, a simple occurrence could be designed, but
we are asking about proving design.) To prove design, then, we would need
to find a complex occurrence that also has a highly meaningful order, such
as the following:

The above arrangement of letters has the same bare probability as any
other outcome among the roughly twenty trillion quadrillion possible
arrangements of twenty letters in a row. However, what the above

arrangement has is a specificity that the vast majority of such arrangements
do not have. It has a specific meaning or significance apart from the letters
themselves, apart from any event involving Scrabble tiles falling on a floor.
In fact, the arrangement here uses the same twenty letters as in our first
example but places them in this unique, meaningful order. The more
meaningful statement of probability is that only about one in a billion
quadrillion arrangements of twenty letters will have any specific meaning at
all.6

DEMBSKI’S EXPLANATORY FILTER FOR DETECTING DESIGN7

RUN THIS THROUGH YOUR SPELLCHECKER …
The application of intelligent design theory to life is fairly straightforward.
On a multiplicity of levels, life exhibits a highly complex, specified order
that cannot be explained as the inevitable outcome of natural processes. The
point may be illustrated with DNA. A DNA macromolecule uses a complex
structure that looks a bit like a very, very long spiral staircase or ladder
(called the double helix). Each “step” or “rung” is formed by pairing up two
of the four nucleotides (molecules containing nitrogen) found in DNA
called adenine (A), thymine (T), cytosine (C), and guanine (G). When cells
reproduce, the two rails or strands (which consist of sugar and phosphate
molecules) untwist and separate from each other, then reconnect to other
strands to form exact duplicates of the original.
For DNA to work, it is not enough to have lots of As, Ts, Cs, and Gs
(like a large collection of Scrabble letters) strung together. That would be
like having Scrabble tiles lined up to spell nonsense words. The nucleotides
must be strung together in a precise order and the two strands matched up to

convey information to the rest of the cell that determines its overall
structure, properties, and functions. In other words, the nucleotides must be
arranged in a highly specific and highly complex order that conveys
meaningful instructions. They function just like letters in a sentence—
except that, given the length and complexity of a typical DNA double helix,
a better comparison would be the letters that form a chapter or even a book.
Let us, then, apply Dembski’s explanatory filter to DNA. The laws of
physics and chemistry are woefully inadequate to explain the origin of
DNA as a necessary product of any particular physical occurrences or series
of chemical reactions. They certainly cannot explain the information
content of DNA. Suppose for the sake of argument that DNA could form
spontaneously through some series of unguided chemical reactions (which
seems extraordinarily unlikely). Even if such a thing could occur, it would
not explain the meaning of the information conveyed by the DNA coding.
In the same way, if a coherent sentence were to form when a box of
Scrabble tiles was dropped on the floor, the physics governing the motions
of the tiles would not explain the meaning of the sentence. (For example,
“OUR NAMES ARE KEN AND ROB” has a meaning that cannot be
reduced to “A certain group of Scrabble tiles happened to fall in this way.”)
Thus, the informational content of DNA must be deemed naturally
contingent rather than necessary.
Second, it is undeniable that the information conveyed by DNA is
extremely complex; it is not at all like a simple “BEBEBEBE” but is very
much like a set of blueprints for the construction of a factory’s series of
machines. Third, the complexity of DNA has a highly ordered,
meaningfully specific complexity. Again, it is comparable to a lengthy
manual or a cookbook or a set of blueprints, with numerous precise
specifications that are intricately coordinated. We have, then, good reason to
infer that DNA was intelligently designed and not the result of purely
unguided, unplanned natural processes.

IF THE SHOE FITS, WHO MADE IT?
This character of complex specificity is not limited to the molecular
components of life. Rather, it is found at every level of life from the singlecell organism to the human body. The more biologists learn about living
organisms, the more they are discovering what Michael Behe calls

irreducible complexity: “An irreducibly complex system is one that requires
several closely matched parts in order to function and where removal of one
of the components effectively causes the system to cease functioning.”8
Behe’s favorite nonbiological illustration of irreducible complexity is a
mousetrap, which consists minimally of a platform, a hammer, a spring, a
catch, and a holding bar, each of which must be at the right size and
position relative to the other parts for the whole to function at all.9
Let’s consider two of Behe’s best-known illustrations of irreducible
complexity in life. (Keep in mind that our layman’s descriptions make these
features sound much simpler than they actually are.) Certain bacteria can
move in water by using flagella—hair-like filaments imbedded in the outer
wall of the bacterium. Electron microscopes have enabled researchers to
discover amazing features of the flagella. Each flagellum acts as a rotary
propeller, churning in the water in sync with the other flagella to move the
bacterium in the desired direction. Each flagellum is attached to the cell
wall by a “hook protein” that Behe likens functionally to a universal joint.
At the base of each flagellum are several rings that evidently function as
parts of a rotary motor. The flagellum thus works like a microscopic
motorboat in which its three fundamental parts—a propeller, a motor, and a
rotor—form an irreducibly complex system.10

THE ROTARY PROPELLER SYSTEM OF THE BACTERIUM E. COLI11
Behe’s other celebrated example of irreducible complexity is the
process called blood clotting. You may not have thought about it much, but
whenever you get a cut, you bleed; and if the blood kept flowing out of your
cut, you’d die. But that doesn’t happen (except in bodies with diseases such
as hemophilia). Instead, the blood congeals or thickens along the entire line
of the cut and hardens just enough to stop the loss of blood. Meanwhile, the
blood continues to pump normally throughout the circulatory system inside
the body. It turns out that blood clotting is an extremely complex process
involving a long list of proteins that do different jobs, each of which is
essential to getting the blood to clot at the right time and place and in the
right amount. If some of these proteins were missing (say, in a hypothetical
earlier stage in the evolution of the blood clotting system), either blood
clotting would not occur at all, or it would not turn off (thus congealing all
of the blood in the organism). Behe likens imaginative scenarios of the

gradual evolution of a functioning blood clotting system to a man shuffling
a deck and dealing one perfect bridge hand after another: “Blood
coagulation is a paradigm of the staggering complexity that underlies even
apparently simple bodily processes.”12

To a person who does not feel obligated to
restrict his search to unintelligent causes, the
straightforward conclusion is that many biochemical
systems were designed.
—MICHAEL BEHE13

DESIGN: THE BEST EXPLANATION
The argument that we are presenting here is not merely that the origin of
life and its irreducibly complex systems are hard to explain as the result of
natural processes alone. Such an argument would remain open to the
response that perhaps scientists will one day find such an explanation. The
point that we are making is that the best explanation for the informationrich nature of life is that it was intelligently designed. Science has at its
disposal tools of inquiry that make it possible to reach informed, strongly
supported conclusions as to whether or not a particular phenomenon or
occurrence was the result of the purposeful action of an intelligent agent.
We use those tools to distinguish an interesting natural rock formation from
a Mount Rushmore or to distinguish accidental deaths from acts of murder
or to distinguish a random series of noises from a message sent in Morse
code. The same tools of inquiry make it possible for us to discern with
reasonable confidence that life was designed.

FOR FURTHER READING
Behe, Michael J. Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical Challenge
to Evolution. New York: The Free Press, 1996. Groundbreaking

work that makes a strong case for irreducible complexity in living
things, especially on the cellular level.
Dembski, William A. Mere Creation: Science, Faith and Intelligent
Design. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1998. Perhaps the
best introduction to intelligent design theory, including papers by
Dembski, Behe, and several other leading thinkers in the movement.
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THE EVIDENCE OF A FALLEN
WORLD
As wonderful as it can be, it’s obvious that not all is right with the world.

C

ritics of Christianity have a standard rebuttal to the argument for God’s
existence from the intelligent design of the universe and of life: not
everything seems to work as it should. To put it bluntly, bad things happen.
Many people think that the bad things that happen negate any apparent
evidence of God’s care and that these bad things raise serious doubts about
God existing at all.
Right off, we wish to make it clear that we don’t pretend to know why
each and every particular bad thing happens. Nor will we try in this chapter
to offer a complete answer to the “problem of evil,” as it is often called.
There’s a lot written on this subject already for those who wish to pursue
the matter.1 Instead, we want to look at this question in another way—one
that may surprise you. We want to argue that your very recognition that bad
things happen is evidence for the Christian belief in God. To put it another
way, we think that the state of affairs when it comes to good and evil is
exactly what Christianity claims. In this chapter, we’ll explain why.
[God] makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and
sends rain on the just and on the unjust.
—JESUS (MATTHEW 5:45)

PEOPLE ARE GENIUSES—AND IDIOTS
We human beings are perhaps the greatest mystery of the cosmos. On the
one hand, alone among all known species of life on Earth, we have a

capacity for higher-ordered reasoning. By that we mean that human beings
alone have the capacity for thinking about thinking. We don’t claim that
horses or chimpanzees, for example, can’t think. In some ways, we are
finding out that some animals have a significant capacity for various kinds
of learning. But no other form of life that we know of engages in thoughtful
reflection. No other species asks questions (aloud or, as best we can tell,
silently to themselves) like, “How do I know that such-and-such is true?” or
“Why do I believe this way rather than that way?” Certain animals may be
able to learn how to count or even perform basic arithmetical computations;
but no animal can wonder whether mathematics corresponds to anything in
the real world. For all we know, animals may enjoy a beautiful sunset, but
they don’t think about the meaning of beauty. In this respect, at least, and
probably in other related respects, human beings have a mental capacity that
is qualitatively different from and superior to anything that other living
things on Earth possess.
On the other hand, people often do really stupid things. In recent years
Wendy Northcutt has been cataloguing egregious examples of human
stupidity in her “Darwin Awards.” A Pennsylvania man refused to go to the
hospital after being bitten by a cobra, choosing to go to a bar, where he
finished three drinks before dying from the poison. A Ukrainian fisherman
ran electrical cables from his house into the river in order to electrocute the
fish, then waded into the river to collect the fish without removing the
cable, thus electrocuting himself. A Florida salesman crashed and died
when he was reading his sales manual while driving eighty miles an hour on
Interstate 95.2 Northcutt’s Darwin Award winners, she wryly comments,
“contrive to eliminate themselves from the gene pool in such an
extraordinarily idiotic manner, that their action ensures the long-term
survival of our species, which now contains one less idiot.”3
No other species exhibits both astounding intelligence and astonishing
idiocy like the human race. Nor should this observation be construed as
dividing humanity into the brainy and the brainless. High-school dropouts
can make shrewd decisions; college graduates can make dumb mistakes. If
you’ve ever said to yourself, “How could I be so stupid,” then you know
that you’re affected by the same mysterious, paradoxical inconsistency. We
sure are!

PEOPLE ARE GOOD—AND EVIL
What we have been saying about intelligence applies equally to human
beings with regard to moral conduct. On the one hand, human beings have
an enormous capacity for good. This capacity seems to be related to our
capacity for reflection about the meaning of things. People don’t just think
about sending donations to the Red Cross or about running into a burning
building to rescue others in danger; they think about the value of such
behavior. Animals may do good things, but they don’t appear to have the
capacity for thinking about what makes a particular behavior good. Human
beings have the ability to weigh the interests of others against their own
self-interest and to decide to give of themselves sacrificially, not out of
instinct but out of conviction.
On the other hand, human beings have an obvious capacity for evil. War
may be the most obvious manifestation of that capacity. As Charles Van
Doren points out in A History of Knowledge, whereas combat between
individual males is not uncommon in other species, “War is waged by few
or none of the animals that share the earth with man…. No species of larger
animals or birds undertakes campaigns of extermination against other
members of the same species.”4
For Americans, two dates in our own lifetime epitomize the evil that
people can do. On April 19, 1995, at about 9:02 a.m. local time, a Ryder
truck rigged with a bomb was detonated next to the Murrah Federal
Building in Oklahoma City, killing 168 people—many of them children at a
day-care center in the building. At the time, the event was the worst
incident of terrorism in American history.5
Six years later, on September 11, 2001, at about 8:44 a.m. local time,
the first of two airplanes was crashed deliberately into the north tower of
the World Trade Center buildings in New York City. The second airliner
plunged into the south tower at about 9:03 a.m. Later that morning, another
plane was crashed into the Pentagon, while a fourth crashed in a field in
western Pennsylvania after passengers fought with the hijackers to prevent
another deliberate attack. In all, just over 3,000 people were killed, all but
about 200 of them at the World Trade Center site.
These tragic events illustrate all too painfully the capacity for evil in the
human race. They also illustrate the capacity for good, since in both cases,
as in events of this kind generally, many people stepped forward to help at

the risk of their own lives. In their attempt to save lives, some 343
firefighters and 23 police officers are reported to have died during the
aftermath of the World Trade Center attacks.
Again, though, we must be careful not to use events like these to divide
humanity too simplistically into the moral and the immoral or the good and
the evil. Yes, some people are notoriously bad, and some people are notably
good. But very bad people can do some good things, and very good people
have been known to do some bad things. Caring, hard-working ministers
sometimes commit adultery with parishioners or, as in recent scandals in the
Roman Catholic Church in the U.S., molest children from their
congregations. Politicians sometimes accept illegal campaign contributions
or obstruct justice so that they can continue to work for political causes that
they sincerely believe benefit the citizens they represent.

It is becoming more and more obvious that it is
not starvation, not microbes, not cancer, but man
himself who is mankind’s greatest danger.
—CARL GUSTAV JUNG

A particularly distressing recent case is that of Andrea Yates, the Texas
woman sentenced to life in prison for drowning her five children (the oldest
of whom was seven) in the bathtub on June 20, 2001. Whatever one thinks
of her defense—that she was mentally ill at the time—there can be no
justification for denying that what she did was a horrible evil. Yet her
husband could still say of her after the sentencing that she was “the kindest
and most caring person I know.”6
Yates’s story is just one example of the universal fact that human beings
have an enormous capacity for both good and evil. If we’re honest with
ourselves, we’ll admit that we’ve not only said and done some pretty stupid
things, we’ve also done some pretty bad things. Perhaps we never have
killed anyone, but we’ve probably lost our temper at people and hurt them
either physically with our hands or emotionally with our words. Most of us

have never molested little children, but far too many of us have cheated in
one way or another on our spouses. And it’s a sure bet that we haven’t
always done the good that we could have done for others. When we are
young, even if we’re not bullies, we may stand by and say nothing while
bullies pick on kids smaller than them. When we are old, even if we don’t
abuse children, we may fail to cherish them. Whatever our own personal
failings, it’s certain that we all have them.

I have more trouble with D. L. Moody than with
any other man I’ve ever met.
—D. L. MOODY

Different religions and philosophies have developed several theories to
explain human nature. We will consider the three most prevalent and
important of these theories and ask which of them best fits the evidence.

ATHEISM: STUFF JUST HAPPENS
The atheists’ usual explanation for the mystery of humanity’s capacity for
both good and evil is that the judgments “good” and “evil” are our own
conventional ways of speaking about things that we humans find tolerable
or intolerable. Mass murder and war are bad because they threaten the
stability of our lives or of our species, and we’re rather attached to our
species! Likewise, we applaud acts of heroism and efforts to bring peace
because they make our lives more secure. But these judgments, according to
atheism, are not based on any absolute or transcendent values. In their view,
the reality is that good and evil are human conventions, or even fictions,
that we use to encourage behavior that we want and discourage behavior
that we don’t want.
This typical atheistic view of good and evil is inadequate for at least two
reasons. First, it doesn’t really explain the glories of human goodness or the
shamefulness of human evil. As we have noted, human beings seem to have

a capacity for both good and evil that is qualitatively greater than and
different from anything we see in other living things on Earth. Like the
character in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem about a little girl, when
we’re good, we’re very, very good, but when we’re bad, we’re horrid.
Atheism really cannot explain this. How did such a wildly unpredictable,
unstable species evolve?
Second, atheism’s explanation for why we should prefer certain
behaviors over others falls short of meeting what most people, at any rate,
know about right and wrong. Most of us know that molesting little children
is not merely an undesirable activity because it introduces some instability
into the community of our species. We know that in itself it is a despicable,
horrible act. Why that should be so, if we are merely another animal
species, is difficult to understand—just as it is difficult to understand why
so many males of our species do it. Likewise, most of us understand that
rescuing children or old people from a burning building is not just a boon to
the species. We know that such acts are good, period.
Please understand that we are not suggesting that atheists can’t do good
things. They can, and they often do. What we are suggesting is that atheism
as a philosophy doesn’t do a good job of explaining why people should do
good things and shouldn’t do bad things.

PANTHEISM: QUE SERA, SERA
Pantheists typically regard good as absolute reality but evil as an illusion.
This doesn’t mean, generally, that pantheists deny that nations wage wars or
that spouses cheat on each other. Rather, pantheists usually explain that we
view such occurrences as evil because we assume that the material world is
real and that what happens to our bodies is important. For pantheists,
especially in the context of Eastern religions, these assumptions are
questionable. Any reality that pantheists accord to the material world is
derivative and dependent upon the unseen spiritual reality in which we are
all one, in which we are all divine, and in which we are all good. The
separateness or individuality of our bodily existence is itself an illusion, in
this view—one that drives us to act selfishly.7
Pantheism comes in a variety of forms, but all of them have one very
serious problem in the matter of explaining good and evil. Pantheism cannot
explain why, if we are all perfectly good and divine and one with each

other, we are acting selfishly and suffering from this illusion of
separateness. How can the divine manifest the demonic?
Even panentheism, the more philosophically sophisticated worldview
that views God as the soul or mind of the cosmos, has trouble at this point.
If the divine Mind in all things is good, how can the things in which that
good Mind dwells do such evil?
Pantheism also has had difficulty, historically, making a strong case for
why people should choose to do good and not do bad. If pantheism is true,
then everything that happens is in some sense a manifestation of the divine.
Furthermore, if pantheism is true, we’re all going to “make it” because
we’re all part of the divine. Therefore, if someone’s path to the realization
of their own divinity involves them in wrongdoing, ultimately that’s OK.
Again, we don’t mean to suggest that pantheists approve of wrongdoing or that they can’t be kind and decent people. Far from it. But
pantheism has great difficulty explaining why so many people do such
horribly bad things.

THEISM: SPOILED BRATS, SPOILED WORLD
If no God exists at all, it is hard to see what basis we would find on which
the world could be considered good or bad. If God is all or in all, it is hard
to see why anything bad would ever happen. The evidence for the
intelligent, beautiful design of the universe and of life on Earth strongly
militates against atheism; the evidence of humanity’s often unintelligent,
ugly behavior strongly militates against pantheism.
Flaws and defects in a highly ordered, apparently well-designed world
are best explained as the result of a good world being somehow spoiled.
This is exactly what theism says is the case. God made the world perfectly
good (as Genesis 1 says repeatedly) and created us with the capacity for
choices based on reflective thought. That capacity for thoughtful, deliberate
choice is a good thing, but it’s capable of being abused. According to
theism, human beings abused that capacity and have chosen as a species to
try to handle life without God. We are alienated from one another, from the
animals, and from God. The results have been disastrous. Like spoiled
children, we have thrown collective tantrums, demanded our own way, and
gotten out of line. In the process, we have been making a colossal mess of
the home God made for us.

Most cultures and religions bear testimony to the awareness that things
haven’t always been like this. Our present condition is not our original
condition. Confucianism recalls a golden age of civility when children
respected their elders and everyone was happy in their relationships with
one another. Taoism recalls a distant past when human beings were in sync
with nature. What these and other religions do not recognize is that our loss
of that ancient innocence and purity arises from our estrangement from
God.
We conclude, then, that the biblical view that God created a good world
that has been corrupted by our bad choices is the best explanation of all the
evidence. It explains the presence of both good and evil and our awareness
of it in other humans as well as in ourselves. This evidence for the existence
of God is especially compelling, since we experience it in our own lives
every day.

FOR FURTHER READING
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9
THE EVIDENCE OF THE BIBLE’S
RELIABILITY
The general reliability of the Bible’s text and major “story line” is not in
question.

S

o far we have considered evidence for God’s existence that is in
principle accessible to everyone. While this evidence gives us good
reasons to believe that a God exists, it doesn’t tell us exactly who God is or
what He wants. Christianity is based on the understanding that God has not
left the world in the dark about these things. He has revealed himself in the
Bible. He has told us who He is, why we’re here, what’s gone wrong with
us and our world, and how He has gone about making things right.
The grass withers, the flower fades; but
the word of our God will stand forever.
—ISAIAH 40:8
How reliable, though, is the information in the Bible?

WHAT YOU READ IS WHAT THEY WROTE
Let’s start with a common misconception. Many people have the idea that
in the process of copying and recopying the books of the Bible, century
after century, some parts got lost, other parts got added, and now no one
really knows what the Bible originally said about anything. This is a myth.
The original text of every book of the Bible has been remarkably preserved,
and its message is still able to come through quite clearly.

Three facts about the manuscript copies give us cause for confidence
that the original text of the books of the Bible has been successfully passed
down to us. First, we have plenty of ancient manuscripts of the Bible, both
for the Hebrew Old Testament and for the Greek New Testament. For
example, we have thousands of Hebrew Old Testament manuscripts that
have been found all over Europe and the Middle East, including an
especially fabulous collection discovered by scholars in Cairo in 1896. We
also have the Dead Sea Scrolls, the first of which were discovered in 1947
and which include some two hundred Old Testament manuscripts.
Likewise, we have hundreds of copies of each book of the New Testament
in a mass of over five thousand Greek manuscripts found in museums and
libraries worldwide.

The scrolls have shown that our traditional Bible
has been amazingly accurately preserved for over
2,000 years.
—EUGENE ULRICH, EDITOR OF OXFORD
UNIVERSITY’S DEAD SEA SCROLLS SERIES
DISCOVERIES IN THE JUDEAN DESERT1

Second, the quality of the manuscripts is very good. The discovery of
the Dead Sea Scrolls gave concrete proof that the Jewish scribes had
preserved the text with astonishing accuracy. The number of variant
readings between the biblical Scrolls and the medieval manuscript tradition
turned out to be quite small, and most of these are variations in spelling and
style. The quality of the New Testament manuscripts, while not as good as
that of the Old, is still very good—considerably better than the manuscript
quality of other ancient documents. Where there are variant readings, in
most cases scholars have no trouble deciding which variant represents the
original.

The variant readings about which any doubt
remains among textual critics of the New Testament
affect no material question of historic fact or of
Christian faith and practice.
—F. F. BRUCE, UNIVERSITY OF MANCHESTER
PROFESSOR OF NEW TESTAMENT2

Third, the time span between the originals and our earliest copies is
unusually short for ancient writings. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls,
dating from about 200 BC to AD 68, drastically reduced the time span from
the writing of the Old Testament books (between about 1400 and 400 BC)
to our earliest copies of them. In addition, two small silver scrolls
discovered at Ketef Hinnom (a site near Jerusalem) and dating from the
seventh century BC contain the traditional priestly benediction worded
almost exactly the same as in Numbers 6:24–26. This is a significant find
not only for that small portion of text but also for showing that at least some
of the priestly material of the Pentateuch dates from long before the Exile.
(Some skeptical scholars claim most of the Old Testament was written
during or after the Exile.) The time span between the writing of the original
New Testament books (between about AD 50 and 100) and our earliest
manuscript copies is exceptionally short, as it includes manuscript
fragments from the late first and early second centuries and whole books of
the New Testament from the end of the second century.
To summarize, the Old and New Testaments enjoy far greater
manuscript attestation in terms of quantity, quality, and time span than any
other ancient documents. There is no reason to question the substantial
accuracy and integrity of the texts of the Old and New Testament books as
they have come down to us.

AND THAT’S THE WAY IT WAS…

Unlike most of the sacred writings of other religions, the Bible is largely a
book of historical accounts of what God has done in the past (as well as
explanations of what it all means). The truth of the Bible is therefore
primarily a matter of the truth of its claims about certain crucial events that
its writers assert happened in the history of Israel.

The patriarch narratives fit comfortably in the
historical context that modern archaeology has
helped to reconstruct. And that context places the
patriarchs precisely where the book of Genesis
suggests they should be—in the early second
millennium BC—rather than in the hands of a
postexilic fiction writer.
—JEFFERY L. SHELER (U.S. NEWS & WORLD
REPORT WRITER)3

The general outline of events narrated in the Bible, broadly speaking,
has never been in serious doubt. The Israelites were a nation that from its
earliest memories had a strong familial identity as the children of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. In every generation parents told their children, as they do
to this day, of their bondage in Egypt and their escape to the Promised
Land. Although Israel achieved some measure of military and economic
strength about a thousand years before Jesus, it was short-lived: the
kingdom of David and Solomon divided and the resulting two kingdoms
were conquered, first the northern kingdom of Israel by the Assyrians in the
eighth century BC, then the southern kingdom of Judah in a wave of
conquests by the Babylonians between 605 and 586 BC. The Jewish Temple
in Jerusalem, destroyed by the Babylonians, was rebuilt after the Jews were
allowed to return by the Persians, whose empire had supplanted the
Babylonians in 539 BC. Most, if not all, of the Old Testament was written
by about four hundred years before Jesus, who was born about 4 BC. Much
of the Old Testament, especially in its latest books, spoke of a coming

Deliverer and King from the family line of David who would bring the
Israelites, as well as people of all nations, back to God.

All the indications are that court scribes
conscientiously chronicled the main events of these
times [of the Old Testament kings]. Their annals,
now lost, were taken over by the compilers of the
surviving biblical books, whose penchant for national
self-criticism, most unusual among the ancient
world’s surviving records, further corroborates their
strong concern for truth.
—IAN WILSON, THE BIBLE IS HISTORY4

During the four centuries between the Old and New Testaments, the
Jews were ruled first by the Persians, then by the Greeks, and then, after
about a century of independence, by the Romans. Jesus was an itinerant
rabbi and reputed healer whose teaching offended some of the Jewish
religious leadership of the day. He was eventually executed by order of
Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, just outside Jerusalem on or about the
Jewish festival of Passover in either AD 30 or 33. A few weeks after His
execution, Jesus’ followers began proclaiming that He had risen from the
dead, had appeared to them, and that he was the promised Deliverer-King,
known in Hebrew as the Messiah and in Greek as the Christ (“anointed
one”). About fifteen years later, Gentiles (or non-Jews) began to join the
Church, as it was called. By AD 70, when the second Jewish Temple was
destroyed in a war between the Jews and the Romans, the movement of
Jesus’ followers had become in effect a new religion, and its members
became known as Christians.
Very little if any of the statements we have just made in summarizing
the narrative of the Bible are disputed by historians or biblical scholars (of
whatever religious background). Of course, skeptics question or deny most
or all of the accounts of supernatural acts of God, or miracles. For that

reason, some historians dismiss as mythological the Old Testament figures
most directly associated with its most spectacular miracles, such as Moses.
However, the general outline of the Bible’s history is not in question. And
almost no historian or scholar has ever argued that Jesus did not exist or that
His original followers did not report having seen Him alive after His
execution.

DIGGING UP DIRT ON THE BIBLE
The general historical reliability of the Bible may be corroborated through
the discipline of archaeology. Here we must be cautious in not overstating
the case. First of all, in the nature of things, archaeology cannot prove that
heaven exists or that the angel Gabriel visited Mary or that the Holy Spirit
filled the apostles on Pentecost. Then again, no one has ever claimed that
archaeology could “prove the Bible” in this sense.
More seriously, archaeology provides us with little direct physical
evidence for most of the principal miraculous events reported in the Bible.
The inscriptions, pottery, and other artifacts that archaeologists find from
the ancient past always will be a very small fraction of what existed,
providing, at best, scattered data that still needs to be interpreted and
correlated with the historical writings from the period. We’re not likely to
find a diary of the Pharaoh of the Exodus recounting in detail the ten
plagues and the destruction of his army in the Red Sea. On the other hand,
we might find some Egyptian records referring to some of these events. In
short, archaeology might be able to help us corroborate some of the biblical
miracles, but we should not expect too much in this regard.
As you might expect, the information that can be derived from
archaeology generally becomes fuller and easier to interpret the further
forward in time that you look. The table on the next page illustrates this fact
and gives a simple overview of what archaeology has been able to confirm
for the different periods of biblical history. It shows that archaeology can
confirm the general historical context of the older parts of the Bible and that
specific historical details can be confirmed in greater number as we look
closer to our own time.

When you read the Bible, then, you are not reading something akin to
Grimms’ fairy tales or the ancient Greek myths of the gods of Mount
Olympus. While a certain amount of caution, even skepticism, about the
reports of miracles and the details of the biblical narrative is

understandable, there is no basis for wholesale skepticism of its historical
claims. Any investigation or research into the historical accuracy of the
Bible, then, is concerned with the crucial turning points in its history that
are so hotly debated, not the overall general picture. In the next chapter, we
will consider some of those contested historical claims of the biblical
record.

FOR FURTHER READING
Geisler, Norman L., and William E. Nix. A General Introduction to
the Bible, rev. ed. Chicago: Moody, 1986. A highly recommended
textbook and reference work covering common questions
concerning the origins of the Bible.
Wegner, Paul D. The Journey from Texts to Translations: The Origin
and Development of the Bible. Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999.
An excellent, up-to-date, and readable textbook on the origin and
reliability of the text and collection of books of the Bible.
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THE EVIDENCE OF THE BIBLE’S
ACCURACY
Where we can test the Bible’s accuracy in matters of fact, it holds up
remarkably well.

A

s we explained in the previous chapter, the general historical context
and overall reliability of the Bible is not in serious question. The text
of the Bible has been preserved with an extremely high degree of accuracy
compared to other ancient literature so that we are confident that what we
read reliably retains the wording and meaning of the original books of the
Bible. There was an ancient nation of Israel, its people did manage to
survive despite being conquered by a succession of major powers, and a
man named Jesus did live in the first century and start a movement that
came to regard Him as the crucified and resurrected Messiah of Israel.
This general reliability, however, is not a sufficient basis for accepting
the remarkable claims of the Bible to be a revelation from God. We need to
know if some of the more astounding claims of the Bible have any
credibility to them. Is there evidence to support the Bible’s historical
accuracy in its most important claims?
We were not making up clever stories when we told you about
the power of our Lord Jesus Christ and his coming again. We
have seen his majestic splendor with our own eyes.
—PETER (2 PETER 1:16 NLT)

DID “JOSHUA FIT THE BATTLE OF JERICHO”?

The major historical claim of the Old Testament is that Israel originated
from a series of miraculous events that enabled them to escape slavery in
Egypt and to conquer the land of Canaan. Unfortunately, this claim is
widely questioned today.
Old Testament archaeology is in a period of intense flux these days,
largely due to problems with ancient chronology. A small but increasing
number of historians and other researchers are questioning the standard
chronologies for the various nations surrounding Israel in the ancient world,
especially that of Egypt. The result is that mainstream archaeologists often
proclaim that a particular biblical event did not happen as reported in the
Old Testament because they can’t find any evidence for it during the
archaeological period in which they think it would have occurred. This is
the real story behind the media-hyped stories of recent years proclaiming
that archaeology has disproved the Bible.
Here’s an interesting example. In 1995 Time magazine asked the
question, “Did Joshua conquer the city of Jericho?” Their answer: “The
walls of this Canaanite city did come tumbling down, say most historians,
but centuries before Moses’ protégé could have arrived.”1 In other words,
that the walls of Jericho fell and the city was conquered in a manner
consistent with the biblical account is now fairly clear from the
archaeological evidence. What isn’t clear is when exactly this happened and
how the event can be correlated with the other historical information
gleaned through archaeological discoveries across the Mediterranean and
Middle East.
The same is true for the Exodus—the cluster of miraculous events
through which the Israelites escaped from Egypt under the leadership of
Moses. Egyptian writings record events that sound very familiar to readers
of the book of Exodus, even if many archaeologists ignore those reports
because they don’t fit the standard chronology. For example, “The
Admonitions of Ipuwer,” an Egyptian writing dating from at least a
thousand years before Jesus, appears to describe a number of the plagues,
and the results are quite consistent with the Exodus:
Indeed, [hearts] are violent, pestilence is throughout the
land, blood is everywhere, death is not lacking, and the
mummy-cloth speaks even before one comes near it.

Indeed, many dead are buried in the river; the stream is
a sepulcher and the place of embalmment has become a
stream.
Indeed, noblemen are in distress, while the poor man is
full of joy. Every town says: “Let us suppress the powerful
among us.” …
Indeed, the river is blood, yet men drink of it. Men shrink
from human beings and thirst after water.
Indeed, gates, columns and walls are burnt up, while the
hall of the palace stands firm and endures.
Indeed, the ship of [the southerners] has broken up;
towns are destroyed and Upper Egypt has become an empty
waste.…
Behold, men tread [the water] like fishes, and the
frightened man cannot distinguish it because of terror.…
Indeed, gold and lapis lazuli, silver and turquoise,
carnelian and amethyst, Ibhet-stone and […] are strung on
the necks of maidservants.…
Indeed, laughter is perished and is [no longer] made; it
is groaning that is throughout the land, mingled with
complaints.…
Indeed, all animals, their hearts weep; cattle moan
because of the state of the land.
Indeed, the children of princes are dashed against walls,
and the children of the neck are laid out on the high
ground.…
Indeed, [men eat] herbage and wash [it] down with
water; neither fruit nor herbage can be found [for] the birds,
and […] is taken away from the mouth of the pig. No face is
bright which you have […] for me through hunger.
Indeed, everywhere barley has perished and men are
stripped of clothes, spice, and oil; everyone says: “There is
none.” The storehouse is empty and its keeper is stretched on
the ground; a happy state of affairs!2
Several of the ten plagues of the Exodus story are apparent here. The
turning of the Nile river to blood (Exodus 7:17–25) and the plague on the

cattle (Exodus 9:1–7) are directly mentioned. The plague of hail and fire
(Exodus 9:13–35) would explain the destruction of buildings and trees by
fire mentioned in the Ipuwer text. The lack of fruit, herbs, and grain may be
explained by the plague of locusts (Exodus 10:1–20). The reference to
groaning throughout the land and the death of the children of princes fits the
climactic tenth plague, the death of the firstborn sons of the Egyptians
(Exodus 11:1–12:32). In addition, the text’s reference to female slaves
wearing jewelry recalls the plundering of the Egyptians by the Israelite
slaves before leaving the land (Exodus 12:34–36). If the Ipuwer text was
not describing the Exodus, it was describing something awfully similar to it.
The biblical accounts of the Exodus and Conquest, then, have surprising
credibility. Though problems remain—as we would expect in studying such
tumultuous events well over three thousand years ago—there are good
reasons for viewing these events as historical, not mythical, in origin.

THE NEW TESTAMENT: EYEWITNESS NEWS
As for the New Testament, its credibility from an archaeological and
historical point of view is above reproach. In later chapters we will consider
the evidence for the most significant historical claims of the New
Testament. Here we will focus on the historical credibility of two authors
whose works comprise roughly half of the New Testament: Luke and Paul.
Historians have no trouble at all dovetailing the narrative of Luke’s two
works, the gospel of Luke and the book of Acts, with extrabiblical
information, which is rather plentiful compared to the Old Testament
period. For example, the Jewish historian Josephus confirms several events
reported in Acts, including a famine in Judea during the reign of the Roman
emperor Claudius (Acts 11:28) and the death of Herod Agrippa I (Acts
12:20–23). Josephus also mentions briefly John the Baptist, Jesus, and
James the brother of Jesus. Not only does Josephus confirm their historical
existence, but he confirms that Jesus was widely viewed as a wise man and
a miracle worker and that He was put to death by order of Pontius Pilate
based on accusations brought by some Jewish leaders.3
The detailed accuracy of Luke’s two writings—the gospel of Luke and
the book of Acts—has long been recognized.4 He uses the proper titles for
various officials throughout the Roman Empire: Herod the Great was called
“tetrarch” (Luke 3:1), while his descendants Herod Agrippa I and II were

called “king” (Acts 12:1; 25:13). Luke knew that governors of senatorial
provinces were called “proconsuls” (Cyprus, Acts 13:7; Achaia, Acts 18:12;
Asia, Acts 19:38) and governors of imperial provinces were called
“governors” (Luke 3:1; Acts 23:24; 26:30), and he knew which provinces
were which. Luke shows a mastery of legal procedures in Jewish and
Roman law at the time (especially in Acts 21–26), prompting A. N.
Sherwin-White, a historian of Roman law, to comment concerning the Book
of Acts, “Any attempt to reject its historicity even in matters of detail must
now appear absurd. Roman historians have long taken it for granted.”5
One of the key issues pertaining to the reliability of the Gospels and
Acts is whether they were written close enough to the events to have
preserved eyewitness testimony. Once again, the book of Acts is pivotal.
Some critics of the New Testament used to argue that Acts was written in
the second century AD, a claim that is easily disproved by the accuracy of
its information, as we have just seen. But when was Acts written? The
earliest possible date is about AD 60, since the book’s narrative ends at that
time. But that also appears to be very close to the actual date.
When the book ends, the apostle Paul is under house arrest in Rome,
awaiting his appeal to Caesar. Sources outside the New Testament show that
Paul won his appeal and went free for another four or five years, when he
returned to Rome and was martyred in the persecution of that same Caesar
(Nero). It is very difficult to understand why Luke would stop his narrative
at the point he did unless the outcome of Paul’s appeal was still yet to be
determined. Furthermore, the book of Acts is largely focused on the defense
of Paul’s ministry. His conversion, when the risen Jesus appeared to him, is
described at length in three essentially parallel accounts (Acts 9:1–19; 22:1–
21; 26:1–23). Paul’s travels and speeches dominate most of the book (Acts
13–28) and are reported with an emphasis on Paul’s faithfulness to the
Jewish Scriptures and his innocence under Roman law. It looks almost
certain, then, that Acts was written while Paul was still alive and awaiting
his appeal, perhaps in AD 61 or 62.
If Acts was written in the early 60s, though, then so was Luke’s gospel
—and at least slightly earlier than Acts, since the gospel was written first
(see Acts 1:1). This means that Luke wrote his gospel no more than about
thirty years after Jesus’ death. That’s not much time for myths and legends
to develop, and it’s close enough that Luke could have had access to

eyewitnesses—people who actually knew Jesus in the flesh and saw the
things that Luke reports.
In any case, Luke clearly claims to have based his writings on
eyewitness testimony (Luke 1:1–4). He tells us that he “investigated
everything carefully” (Luke 1:3 NASB) and indicates that he has consulted
other written sources on the subject matter. In Acts he even presents himself
as a participant at times, referring to himself along with Paul and his other
traveling companions as “we” in three extended passages (Acts 16:11–40;
20:5–21:26; 27:1–28:16). Given the impressive accuracy of his information
and his apparent closeness to the events he reports, we ought to take his
claim to be reporting eyewitness testimonies seriously.
The other writer about whom something may be said here is Paul
himself. While some biblical scholars continue to question the early date of
the 60s for Luke’s writings, with Paul we can approach something like an
undisputed bedrock of facts. Seven of the thirteen letters that bear Paul’s
name are agreed by all scholars to have been written by Paul (Romans, 1
and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon).
Furthermore, there is no doubt about when Paul wrote these letters: between
about AD 49 and 61. We therefore have a core of documents that all
historians and scholars agree were written roughly twenty to thirty years
after Jesus’ death.
From Paul’s undisputed epistles alone, various facts about early
Christianity are easily documented beyond reasonable doubt. These include,
first of all, that Jesus was a real person who was put to death on a Roman
cross and that many of His original followers professed to have seen Him
alive after His death and burial (1 Corinthians 15:3–7). Paul confirms the
account of the book of Acts that he also saw Jesus (1 Corinthians 15:8). He
reports personal interactions with several Christian leaders mentioned in
Acts, including Peter (whom Paul always calls by his Aramaic name
Cephas), James the brother of Jesus, an eloquent preacher named Apollos,
and Paul’s protégés Timothy and Titus (1 Corinthians 1:12; 15:5–7; 16:10–
12; 2 Corinthians 8:6, 16, 23; Galatians 1:18–19). Paul also provides details
about his movements, including chronological data, which fit with the
account in Acts (Romans 15:22–29; 2 Corinthians 2:12–13; Galatians 1:18–
21; 2:1; etc.).

I believe in one God sole and eternal, who
unmoved moves all the heavens with love and with
desire; and for such belief I have not only proofs
physical and metaphysical, but that truth gives it to
me which hence rains down through Moses, through
prophets and whatever psalms, through the Gospels.
—DANTE (PARADISO, CANTO XXIV, 125–132)

We have, then, significant evidence for concluding that the Bible gives
us reliable, accurate historical information. While some skepticism about its
miracle claims and its theological teachings may be understandable, there
are strong reasons to reject a skeptical attitude toward the mundane
historical accounts of the Bible. Within that context of historical credibility,
the amazing claims of the biblical writers deserve a respectful hearing at
least.

FOR FURTHER READING
Geisler, Norman L., and Ronald M. Brooks. When Skeptics Ask.
Wheaton: Victor Books, 1990. Excellent popular-level discussion of
questions about the reliability and accuracy of the Bible, with a
helpful discussion of the problem of the dating of the Exodus and
Conquest.
Sheler, Jeffery L. Is the Bible True? How Modern Debates and
Discoveries Affirm the Essence of the Scriptures. San Francisco:
Harper; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999. While denying that the
Bible is perfectly accurate in all respects, Sheler, a reporter for U.S.
News & World Report, shows that the Bible is credible and
historically reliable.
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THE EVIDENCE OF THE BIBLE’S
FULFILLED PROPHECY
The Bible contains remarkable predictions of events occurring centuries
later.

I

f the Bible were merely an ancient collection of writings that were
historically credible, it would be interesting but probably not of ultimate
significance. But the Bible claims to be much more—it claims to be the
Word of God. From the Ten Commandments that Moses brought down
from the Lord on Mount Sinai; to the oracles and messages of the prophets
prefaced with the words, “Thus says the Lord”; to the authoritative words of
Jesus, “Amen I say to you”; to the somber visions of the book of
Revelation, the Bible over and over again presents itself as the written
expression of God revealing himself and speaking to humanity.
Of course, any book might claim to be divinely inspired; such a claim in
and of itself proves nothing. But there is significant evidence to back up this
claim. In this chapter we will highlight one such line of evidence, that of
fulfilled prophecy in the Bible.
Declare and set forth your case;
Indeed, let them consult together.
Who has announced this from of old?
Who has long since declared it?
Is it not I, the LORD?
—ISAIAH 45:21 NASB

TAKING SKEPTICISM SERIOUSLY

Wait a minute, the skeptic says. Fulfilled prophecy proves the Bible? Right
away, the skeptic will call foul on at least two grounds. First, skeptics allege
that many biblical passages that appear to prophesy future events were
actually written after the events in question. Imagine someone writing a
book in the year 2002 that, for whatever reason, speaks of the 1963
assassination of John F. Kennedy as if it were a future event. Someone
reading that book, say a thousand years from now, might mistakenly think
that the book was really written before Kennedy’s death and erroneously
conclude that it was a real prediction.
Second, skeptics commonly allege that some or many of the events
reported in the Bible as fulfillments of earlier prophecies were not actual
historical events but pious fictions that the later authors invented. This
allegation is the precise opposite of the first objection. According to the first
objection, the reported event really did occur, but the “prophecy” was
written after it, not before it. According to the second objection, the
“prophecy” was written first, but the reported “event” did not actually take
place. Obviously, skeptics can use both objections, but only one objection
can apply to any particular apparent fulfilled prophecy. They can’t have it
both ways!
One might think that if skeptics are allowed to use either of these
objections to any apparent fulfilled prophecy in the Bible as they choose,
nothing would be left to serve as an example of fulfilled prophecy.
However, this isn’t the case. Give the skeptic every reasonable way out, and
there is still considerable evidence of fulfilled prophecy in the Bible. We
will look at historical events about which there is universal agreement
among historians and compare them with biblical texts that scholars
universally agree were written long before those events. What we will find
is startling evidence that God really did speak through the prophets of the
Bible.

GOOD NEWS FOR THE WHOLE WORLD
Biblical prophecy, contrary to the way some zealous advocates regrettably
portray it, is not about deciphering vague sayings or looking for coded
references to various unrelated events in history. We’re not talking
Nostradamus here. Biblical prophecy at its heart is an unfolding story of

God’s working to bring people throughout the world into an authentic, lifetransforming relationship with Him.
We could start with any number of places, but for our purposes we will
start with Abraham. You only have to read a dozen chapters of the Bible to
find an astonishing claim that sets the tone for the whole Bible and that
began to be fulfilled in earnest only during the New Testament era.
According to Genesis, the Lord told Abraham:
I will make you a great nation;
I will bless you
And make your name great;
And you shall be a blessing.
I will bless those who bless you,
And I will curse him who curses you;
And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.
—GENISIS 12:2–3 NKJV
Now, let’s give the skeptics every conceivable advantage here. Although
Genesis is traditionally attributed to Moses in the fifteenth century BC, let’s
date Genesis 12 to the latest possible time according to the most radical
scholarly opinion, which would be in the fifth century BC. (Even most
skeptical scholars generally think this part of Genesis dates from
considerably earlier, but we can afford to be generous.) By that time, Israel
—the nation that had come from Abraham and that produced the Old
Testament—had already seen its most glorious days under David and
Solomon. (In fact, some biblical scholars date this part of Genesis to a time
not long after Solomon.) So the skeptic could explain away the prediction
of Israel becoming a great nation as having been written after the fact. In
the seventh century BC, Assyria, which had conquered the northern Israelite
kingdom, had been overtaken by the Babylonians, and in the sixth century
BC, the Babylonians were conquered by the Persians. Again, if skeptics
wish, they can suppose that Genesis 12 was written after all that had
occurred (though in taking that position, they would be swimming against
the tide of mainstream biblical scholarship).
However, one element of this prophecy was not fulfilled until centuries
after the entire Old Testament was written, even on the most extreme view
of its origins. The prediction that through Abraham all the families of the

earth would be blessed was just beginning to be fulfilled when the New
Testament era began in the early first century AD. At that time the Jewish
people had little spiritual, cultural, or intellectual influence in the known
world outside its own communities. Jews were scattered throughout the
Roman Empire, but many kept to themselves. Most Jews refused even to eat
with Gentiles (non-Jews) and made no effort to propagate their beliefs and
values to others. Smatterings of Gentiles were showing an interest in
Judaism, visiting synagogues and praying to the God of Israel.
Then Christianity came along. At first, the followers of Jesus were
exclusively Jewish, but about fifteen years after His death, that began to
change. Some of the apostles of Jesus, especially a former rabbinical
student named Paul, began actively seeking to bring Gentiles into the fold.
Christianity eventually blanketed Europe, parts of Asia, and North Africa
with its message that God—the same God who had spoken to Abraham—
was calling people of all nations into a relationship with Him through His
Son Jesus. As Christianity grew geographically and numerically, the Jewish
people also began exerting greater influence directly in the larger culture,
especially in Europe. In the past half-millennium, Christianity and Judaism
have come to dominate the Western Hemisphere as well.
The history of Judaism and Christianity has not, of course, been
uniformly good. Many evil things have been done in the name of God,
especially in medieval times but continuing even to this day. But the
knowledge of God has brought many wonderful blessings as well (as we
will see in the next chapter). In any case, the easy-to-understand point is
this: Genesis 12 predicted that through Abraham the people of Israel would
influence the faith and life of people all over the earth. At the end of the
entire Old Testament period, that prediction was not even remotely coming
true. However, two millennia later, the worldwide influence of the
Abrahamic heritage is an indisputable fact.
We don’t claim that the promise to Abraham has been completely and
finally fulfilled, because we expect even more people to be touched by the
message. But who could reasonably have expected two thousand years and
more ago that half the population of the Earth—some three billion people
now—would consider themselves believers in the God of Abraham? Yet
this is what the biblical prophets confidently predicted. “The earth shall be
full of the knowledge of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea” (Isaiah 11:9
KJV). In the explosive growth of belief in the Lord God throughout the

world, even during the past century, we are witnessing the fulfillment of this
prophecy unfolding before our very eyes.

GOOD AND BAD NEWS FOR ISRAEL
God’s promise to Abraham—that those who bless him would be blessed
and those who curse him would be cursed—might, if taken out of context,
be viewed as an arrogant claim that God shows favoritism to Abraham’s
descendants, the people of Israel. However, the rest of the Bible makes it
clear that God plays no favorites. According to Deuteronomy, Moses told
Israel that the Lord would give them great blessings if they obeyed Him.
“The LORD will establish you as a people holy to himself, as he has sworn
to you, if you keep the commandments of the LORD your God, and walk in
his ways” (Deuteronomy 28:9). On the other hand, if they did not obey, “all
these curses” would come upon them (verse 15). The nation would be
conquered by foreign nations, killed in mass numbers, and the few
survivors would be scattered throughout the world (verses 16–68).
Sadly, this prophetic warning was fulfilled when Israel’s divided
kingdom was conquered by the Assyrians in the north and by the
Babylonians in the south. Again, however, skeptics will insist that the
predictions of devastation for Israel in Deuteronomy were written after the
fact. Even if we grant this as a possibility for the sake of argument, the
biblical prophecies concerning Israel extend far beyond the Babylonian
Exile—indeed, far beyond the New Testament era.
In various places, the Bible actually predicts a new period of judgment
and suffering, followed by restoration and blessing, for the Jewish people
long after the Babylonian Exile. For example, Isaiah spoke of a day when
“the Lord will set his hand again the second time to recover the remnant of
his people” from the surrounding nations (Isaiah 11:11 ASV). From the
seventeenth to the twentieth centuries, a growing number of Christian
scholars understood this and similar prophecies to be referring to the
restoration of the Jews to the land called Palestine.1 Through a series of
remarkable and tragic events—including the horror of the Holocaust—the
Jews attained a restored State of Israel in the land in 1948. This is clearly
not a case of an event occurring and then overzealous apologists claiming
only after the fact that some obscure biblical text predicted the event. In this
case, Christians claimed for centuries that the Bible predicted something

that most people thought was impossible (and undesirable, given many
people’s hatred for the Jews).

Frederick the Great is said once to have asked his
personal physician Zimmermann whether he
[Zimmermann] could give him an absolutely certain
proof of the existence of God, and to have got the
laconic reply “your majesty, the Jews!”
—KARL BARTH2

One of the most remarkable prophecies of the second period of
oppression and dispersion that ended only in the twentieth century appears
in the book of Daniel. The book tells about the visions and revelations of a
Jewish man named Daniel living in Babylon during the Exile. Modern
mainstream scholarship is skeptical of the apparent prophecies of the book
concerning the Jews’ struggles under Greek rule in the second century BC
that culminated in the Maccabean revolt (see, for example, Daniel 8:21–22);
however, it almost uniformly dates the book to that century. We could argue
for a sixth-century date, but for our purposes that isn’t necessary, since the
prophecy in question deals with events two centuries and more after the
Maccabean era.
The book of Daniel predicts that a future ruler “shall destroy the city
and the sanctuary” (Daniel 9:26 KJV). Now, if this prediction came through
the sixth-century Daniel, it would have been made at a time when the city
and the sanctuary (the Jerusalem Temple) were in ruins, some years before
it was rebuilt after the Jews began returning from the Babylonian Exile.
That would mean that Daniel envisioned the city and Temple being rebuilt
and then destroyed again.
Suppose instead that we assume a second-century BC date for the
prophecy. In that case, the city and Temple would already have been rebuilt
for over three centuries. However, their second destruction still would have
been about two centuries away. It was not until AD 70 that the second

Jerusalem Temple was destroyed in the war between the Jews and the
Romans (AD 66–73).3

KEY DATES PERTAINING TO DANIEL

Whether one dates the book of Daniel to the sixth or the second century
BC, his prediction that the Temple, after being rebuilt, would be destroyed
again is remarkable, not merely for its prescience or advance knowledge but
for its daring. During the Exile, while Solomon’s Temple lay in ruins, who
would ever have imagined or speculated that the Temple would be rebuilt
and then destroyed again? And shortly after the Maccabees had successfully
revolted against Antiochus and purified the second Temple, who would
have supposed that the second Temple was nevertheless going to be
destroyed? Either way, the prediction is startling in more ways than one.
According to the Gospels, Jesus also prophesied, less than forty years
before it happened, that the Temple would be destroyed—specifying that its
destruction would occur before His generation passed away. Speaking of
the Temple, Jesus told His disciples, “Not one stone will be left upon
another which will not be torn down.… Truly I say to you, this generation
will not pass away until all these things take place” (Mark 13:2, 30 NASB).
Not surprisingly, some biblical scholars date the gospel of Mark (and the
other Gospels as well) after AD 70. In the previous chapter, though, we
gave some reasons to think that Luke—whom almost all biblical scholars
think wrote after Mark and probably used Mark as a source—wrote his
gospel no later than about AD 60–61. But even if we suppose that all of the
Gospels were written after AD 70, it is still most likely that Jesus did
prophesy the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple. The

Gospels and the book of Acts contain several references to Jews charging
that Jesus had threatened to destroy the Temple himself (Matthew 26:61;
27:40; Mark 14:58; 15:29; Acts 6:14). This is the sort of distorted
representation one might expect if Jesus had prophesied the destruction of
the Temple.
One element of Jesus’ prophecy as told in the gospel of Luke is
especially noteworthy. Luke reports that Jesus had warned, “Jerusalem will
be trampled under foot by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are
fulfilled” (Luke 21:24 NASB). This statement appears to describe a period of
Gentile domination over Jerusalem that could last for a very long time but
that will eventually end. Of course, that is what happened. Jerusalem was
dominated by Gentile powers—Roman, Christian, but especially Muslim
powers—from AD 70 until 1967, when Israel, not quite twenty years old as
a modern state, took control of Jerusalem in the Six-Day War. One could,
admittedly, argue that Jewish control of Jerusalem at this point is not
complete. Still, the revival of a Jewish state and of Jerusalem as at least
partially under Jewish control after nineteen centuries is a remarkable turn
of events. It is very reasonable to conclude that Jesus’ prophecy has already
been largely fulfilled and that the implied end of Gentile domination over
Jerusalem is now in sight, if not in some sense already fulfilled.

BREAKING NEWS BEFORE IT HAPPENS!
Finally, let’s go back to Daniel’s prophecy that a future ruler would destroy
the second Jerusalem Temple. The larger prophecy of which that prediction
is a part speaks about “seventy weeks,” or more literally, “seventy sevens”
(Daniel 9:24–27).4 We’re going to analyze this prophecy in some detail, but
be patient—the payoff is incredible.
In context the “weeks” here almost certainly refers to periods of seven
years, not seven days. We know this because earlier in the passage Daniel
had been praying concerning the seventy years of Jerusalem’s desolation
(9:2–3). Immediately after the prophecy of the seventy weeks, Daniel
mentions having fasted for “three weeks of days” (10:2–3)—evidently
adding “of days” to distinguish these “weeks” from the weeks of years just
mentioned.5 In the Jewish religion, every seventh year was a kind of
Sabbath year, during which the land was supposed to be left uncultivated
(Leviticus 25:2–7). According to Leviticus, Moses had prophesied that the

disobedient Israelites would be taken from the land by force so that the land
could have its Sabbath rest (Leviticus 26:32–35, 43), a prophecy evidently
understood in Daniel’s day to refer to the time of the Exile.
The prophecy divides these seventy weeks of years (or 490 years) into
three parts: a period of “seven weeks,” or 49 years; a period of “sixty-two
weeks,” or 434 years; and a period of “one week,” or seven years. The first
period is said to correspond with a decree issued “to restore and build
Jerusalem … with squares and moat” (Daniel 9:25). Although Cyrus in 539
BC had decreed that the Temple in Jerusalem should be rebuilt (2
Chronicles 36:22–23; Ezra 1:1–4), his decree did not authorize the
rebuilding of Jerusalem as a city with fortifications. That decree came later
from the Persian king Artaxerxes in 445 or 444 BC (Nehemiah 2:1–8).
To what do these multiples of seven years refer? Since the seven-year
periods correspond to the cycle of sabbatical years of the Mosaic Law, we
should probably view these multiples of seven years as referring to periods
of more than one sabbatical cycle. This understanding is strongly supported
by the fact that the first period of 49 years is a clear allusion to the Levitical
requirement that every forty-nine years be followed by a fiftieth year, called
the jubilee, during which various debts were to be canceled or resolved and
indentured and dispossessed people restored to their families and lands
(Leviticus 25:8–17). The implication for the Daniel prophecy is that the
seventy weeks did not necessarily start on the very day or even in the very
year of Artaxerxes’ decree (although in principle, they could have started
then). Rather, we should simply understand that Artaxerxes’ decree fell
somewhere during the first of these seven-year periods. The first 49 years
appear to cover the period during which Nehemiah and Ezra worked in
Jerusalem to bring about its physical restoration and spiritual reform.
The second and longest period, the 434 years, appears to follow directly
after the 49 years so that together these 69 periods of seven-year sabbatical
cycles cover some 483 years. We do not know with certainty what years
were the sabbatical years, but the best information we have identifies the
year 162 BC as the sabbatical year mentioned in the book of 1 Maccabees
(6:49, 53–54).6 Working backward and forward from this date, we can
derive the following table representing the 69 periods of seven years.7

THE 69 SEVEN-YEAR SABBATICAL CYCLES

Notice that Artaxerxes’ decree, dated 445 or 444 BC, will have occurred
during the first sabbatical cycle even if the dates are as much as two or three
years off. The analysis is therefore not dependent upon having exact dates
for these events. The sixty-ninth cycle covers the period from AD 28 to 35.
So, what was supposed to happen then?
Daniel’s prophecy states that “after the sixty-two weeks, the Messiah
[literally, ‘the anointed one’] will be cut off” (Daniel 9:26). Our
understanding of this statement will be aided by knowing a couple of
Hebrew idioms. In Hebrew usage, to be “cut off” meant to be killed—more
specifically that the person had been put to death as an act of judicial
punishment (Genesis 17:14; Exodus 12:15, 19; Leviticus 17:14; Numbers
15:31; etc.). It is also important to understand that the Jews counted
inclusively so that “after three days,” for example, was equivalent in
meaning to “on the third day” (compare Matthew 20:19 with 27:63).
What Daniel was saying, then, was that during the sixty-second of those
sixty-two cycles of sabbatical years—or, adding those to the first seven
cycles, the sixty-ninth cycle in all—the Messiah would be put to death in an
act of judicial punishment. You can probably see where we’re going with
this. It was during this period that Jesus conducted His public ministry of
preaching and healing, and it was during this period (AD 28–35), in either
AD 30 or 33, that Jesus was put to death. (Biblical scholars are divided on
whether it was AD 30 or 33; note that for our purposes, it doesn’t matter.)
And why was He put to death? Well, the Roman governor had Him
executed because some of the Jewish leaders told him that Jesus claimed to
be the King of the Jews (Matthew 27:11, 37; Mark 15:2, 9, 12, 26; Luke
23:3, 38; John 18:33; 19:19–22). This was essentially a political equivalent
for the Hebrew title Messiah (“anointed one”), which in Greek was
translated as Christ (Luke 23:2).

So it turns out that Jesus was executed for claiming to be the Messiah
during the very seven-year period in which Daniel prophesied that this
would occur. Again, the latest possible date for the book of Daniel
according to the most skeptical scholars is fully two centuries before Jesus’
execution. This may be the most astonishing fulfilled prophecy in the Bible
—especially if, as we will explain in later chapters, there is independent
evidence supporting Jesus’ claim to have been the Messiah.
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THE EVIDENCE OF THE BIBLE’S
PROFOUND WISDOM
Despite all criticism, the Bible contains the wisest counsel ever written.

T

he Bible is the most often quoted book in the world—and not just on
Sunday morning. Its teachings and principles are the wisest of all
literature. Its laws exalt justice, according dignity to all human beings. Its
insights into the human condition are both realistic and hopeful. The Bible
offers sound principles concerning marriage and the family, money and
possessions, character development, and reconciliation. From the Ten
Commandments to the Golden Rule, the Bible continues to be the greatest
and wisest book ever written.
Mind you, some Christians fall woefully short of reflecting the wisdom
of the Bible. Worse still, some Christians have misused the Bible to justify
their foolish prejudices and conduct. The Bible has been mis-quoted and
misinterpreted to sanction the oppression of women, the enslavement of
black people, and the persecution of the Jews. It would be very easy to
produce a litany of examples of biblical texts used for such purposes. The
problem, though, is not with the Bible or Christianity but with the
Christians who have misused the Bible to justify their behavior. The history
of Christianity is largely a history of Christians struggling to catch up with
the wisdom of their own Bible. Even now, the Bible is a book ahead of its
time.
The LORD gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowledge
and understanding.
—SOLOMON (PROVERBS 2:6)

In this chapter we can only offer a few glimpses into the profound
wisdom of the Bible. Since our focus in this book is on evidence for belief
in the God of the Bible, we will highlight aspects of the Bible’s wisdom that
are directly related to what it says about God.

CHRISTIAN FAITH: NEITHER SUPERSTITION NOR
SKEPTICISM
In matters of religion, people tend to gravitate toward the extremes of
superstition and skepticism. The superstitious will believe almost anything
—the kookier the better. The skeptical refuse to believe anything that
doesn’t fit their preconceived notions of what is possible. For the
superstitious, no evidence is needed; for the skeptical, no evidence is
enough. The superstitious desperately want to believe; the skeptical
desperately want not to believe. The superstitious like the National
Enquirer; the skeptical like the Skeptical Inquirer.
Now that we’ve set up the alternatives in this way, you’ve probably
guessed that we favor a happy medium between superstition and
skepticism. Well, not exactly. Yes, we think the right stance falls somewhere
between these two extremes—but not necessarily in the middle. You may be
surprised to learn that we think skepticism is closer to the right point of
view.
The Bible is merciless in its attacks on superstition. The very first
chapter of the Bible, which is often treated as if its main concerns were
geophysics or biology, is primarily concerned with refuting ancient
superstitious cosmogonies, or stories of the world’s origin. These ancient
cosmogonies typically represented the world as originating out of conflicts
among anthropomorphic deities. Gods and goddesses made love and war;
and somehow from their primal activities, the world arose. The first chapter
of Genesis repudiates such notions. One God alone creates and makes the
world by His effortless decree—”Let there be light” (Genesis 1:3 KJV).
We mentioned earlier that Genesis is not primarily concerned with
geophysics and biology. While that is true, it is also true that the view of
God and creation set forth in Genesis and the rest of the Bible historically
encouraged the development of science. As long as a society thinks that
many deities are running chaotic, indiscriminate interference with each
other and with the course of events, that society is unlikely to pursue a

scientific understanding of natural processes. The biblical concept of God
as the intelligent Creator and Designer of the world eventually helped to
create an intellectual environment in which science could flourish.

The scientific quest found fertile soil only when
this faith in a personal, rational creator had truly
permeated a whole culture, beginning with the
centuries of the high middle ages. It was that faith
which provided, in sufficient measure, confidence in
the rationality of the universe, trust in progress, and
appreciation of the quantitative method, all
indispensable ingredients of the scientific quest.
—STANLEY L. JAKI1

Indeed, the four individuals who did the most to pioneer modern science
were pious men whose belief in God was integral to their view of science.
Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543), by showing that the movements of the
planets were more elegantly explained mathematically on the assumption
that they moved around the sun rather than around the Earth, established the
principle that scientific knowledge should be rooted in mathematical
analysis. He was a Catholic cleric.
Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), by using the telescope to discover the
moons of Jupiter and the phases of Venus and therefore proving that not all
heavenly bodies move around the same center, established the principle that
science must be based on empirical observation and not on dogmatic
assumptions. He was a devout Catholic and wrote astute works defending
his views in the light of the Bible.2
Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), by showing that the planets move around
the sun in ellipses rather than circles, established the principle that nature’s
regularity cannot be assumed to conform to Greek notions of perfection.
Kepler was a Lutheran and did original, ground-breaking work in biblical
scholarship. He also sought to apply his research into the movements of

heavenly bodies to show that those movements should not be regarded
superstitiously. He was the first scientist to offer credible arguments
refuting such beliefs as astrology and omens (for example, that comets are
omens of impending destruction).
Isaac Newton (1642–1727), by formulating his laws of motion and
gravity, established the principle that the movements of heavenly bodies
and of Earth itself are governed by the same laws that govern the
movements of objects here on Earth. He devoted much of his research and
writing to the study of the Bible.

We see how God, like a human architect,
approached the founding of the world according to
order and rule and measured everything in such a
manner.
—JOHANNES KEPLER3

The polytheism of the ancient cosmogonies was part and parcel of the
worldview of almost all ancient societies. Virtually everyone believed, as
Thomas Cahill puts it, “in many (and conflicting) gods and godlets—badtempered forces of nature and the cosmos who could be temporarily
appeased by just the right rites and rigmarole.”4 The biblical idea that one
God alone created and ruled over the cosmos swept away a multitude of
superstitious worries. If you’re a monotheist, you don’t worry about
inquiring whenever you enter a different tribe’s territory as to what gods
they worship and how you can stay on their good side. The God of the Bible
gives us everything and needs nothing; His commands are not arbitrary
rules imposed as tests of loyalty but principles that reflect the way that He
designed us.
The God who made the world and all things in it, since
He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples
made with hands; nor is He served by human hands, as

though He needed anything, since He Himself gives to all
people life and breath and all things; and He made from one
man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the
earth.
—PAUL (ACTS 17:24–26 NASB)
Of course the Bible, especially the Old Testament, includes the use of
religious rites as familiar points of reference for the ancient Israelites to
relate to the Lord their God. But throughout the Bible, one finds that God is
working to wean His people from dependence on such external
observances. Isaiah told the Israelites of his day, “‘What are your multiplied
sacrifices to Me?’ says the LORD. ‘I have had enough of burnt offerings of
rams and the fat of fed cattle; and I take no pleasure in the blood of bulls,
lambs or goats’” (Isaiah 1:11 NASB). Isaiah went on to tell his people that
what God wanted was right behavior: “Cease to do evil, learn to do good;
seek justice, reprove the ruthless, defend the orphan, plead for the widow”
(verses 16–17 NASB). Biblical religion was always principally about doing
right, not doing rites.
Almost eight centuries later, Jesus signaled the end of ritual-centered
religion. Speaking to a Samaritan woman who asked Jesus whether God
should be worshiped on Mount Gerizim in Samaria or Mount Zion
(Jerusalem) in Judea, Jesus answered her: “Believe me, the time is coming
when it will no longer matter whether you worship the Father here or in
Jerusalem.… True worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth”
(John 4:21, 23 NLT). Sadly, a significant factor in the centuries-old conflict
in the Middle East, especially between Jews and Muslims but to some
extent also involving some Christian groups, is the belief that Jerusalem is a
holy place that must be controlled by the right religion. To listen to Jesus,
though, Jerusalem is no holier than any other place. God meets His people
wherever they are, be it Jerusalem, Joplin, or Johannesburg.
The Bible, then, while it encourages faith in God, discourages
superstitious beliefs and practices—not only those of other religions but
those that manifest themselves among believers in the God of the Bible. Far
from rubber-stamping the prejudices and superstitions of the people who
produced it, the Bible challenged the religious assumptions of the Israelite

people to the core and continues to challenge believers in God from all
nations and cultures.

THE BIBLE: THE ORIGINAL CHARTER OF HUMAN
RIGHTS
For people who believe in many gods, it is natural also to believe that some
people are closer to being gods than others. It is not surprising, then, that
many ancient cultures viewed their king (and his family) as divine. From
the Pharaohs of ancient Egypt to the early Roman emperors—some of
whom called themselves Lord and God—rulers often cemented their hold
on power by claiming to be gods. Such arrogant claims, backed up of
course with military power, were the common pretext for oppression.
One of the implications of the biblical view of God is that all such
claims to divinity by mortal rulers should be viewed as bogus. The king is
no more a god than the peasant. Nero was no more a god than his dog was.
In Psalm 82, after calling unjust judges (in Israel!) “gods”—evidently in
irony—the Psalmist warns them: “Nevertheless, you shall die like men, and
fall like any prince” (see verses 6–7). He then cries out to God to pass that
judgment: “Arise, O God, judge the earth!” (verse 8). The Psalmist is
asking, in effect, “Will the real God please stand up?” Only the Lord, the
Creator of all things, to whom belong “all the nations” (verse 8), is truly
God and is qualified to judge the earth.
In place of the prevailing notion in ancient civilization of the deification
of the king, the Bible affirms not only that the Lord alone is God but also
that all human beings—male and female—are created in God’s “image”
(Genesis 1:26–27). In the immediate context of that statement, we are also
told that human beings were created to exercise “dominion” over the rest of
the living things on the earth (verse 28). In ancient religious thinking, the
king (such as the pharaoh) was sometimes regarded as the human image or
manifestation of a god. The statement in Genesis, then, meant that the
image of the one true God was to be found not exclusively in the king but in
all human beings.
The implications for human relationships (of the image of God being
reflected in all human beings) are many and profound. If we are all created
in God’s image and are all to exercise dominion, then any ruler or state’s
authority is properly limited. Totalitarianism, the autocratic rule of despots,

or any other form of government that makes the civil authorities
unaccountable to the rest of the people is incompatible with the biblical
view of human dignity. Any government that oppresses its people is an
affront to God and to His purpose in creating human beings.

WHAT A FEW AMERICAN LEADERS HAVE SAID ABOUT
THE BIBLE

We have staked the whole future of American
civilization, not upon the power of government, far
from it. We have staked the future of all of our
political institutions upon the capacity of mankind of
self-government; upon the capacity of each and all of
us to govern ourselves, to control ourselves, to
sustain ourselves according to the ten
commandments of God.
—JAMES MADISON
Can the liberties of a nation be thought secure
when we have removed their only firm basis, a
conviction in the minds of the people that these
liberties are the gift of God?
—THOMAS JEFFERSON
If we abide by the principles taught in the Bible,
our country will go on prospering and to prosper; but
if we and our posterity neglect its instructions and
authority, no man can tell how sudden a catastrophe
may overwhelm us and bury all our glory in
profound obscurity.

—DANIEL WEBSTER
I believe the Bible is the best gift God has ever
given to man. All the good from the Saviour of the
world is communicated to us through this book.
—ABRAHAM LINCOLN
The Bible is the sheet anchor of our liberties.
—ULYSSES S. GRANT

Let’s not miss some of the specific implications for human relationships
in society that the biblical view of God and of human beings as God’s
image entails. We have already mentioned that Genesis 1 specifically says
that “male and female” were created in God’s image. It has taken Jews and
Christians about two thousand years since the time of Jesus to catch up with
this Old Testament truth, and still we’re not really done. Frankly, we’d be
really embarrassed if the Bible said that women were not created in God’s
image or if the Bible had spoken of women as spiritually inferior and
unworthy. But it doesn’t. Not that such ideas weren’t around in biblical
times! One thinks, for example, of the very last line of the so-called gospel
of Thomas, a fictitious gospel that claims to present sayings of Jesus. The
last of these sayings has Jesus asserting that a woman can become worthy to
enter God’s kingdom if she makes herself male: “Every woman who will
make herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven” (Gospel of Thomas
114).5 Such a statement would not have been at all shocking in Jesus’ day,
though the biblical Gospels reveal a Jesus who would never have said such
a thing. What is surprising is that the Bible never teaches such ideas about
women. Instead, it holds up an elevated view of women, especially in the
teaching and ministry of Jesus and His apostle Paul.
The biblical view of the image of God as found in all people also
extends to people of all races or ethnicities. One of the more remarkable
silences of the Bible is its lack of any discussion or comment about
differences between people of varying skin colors. We are often asked what

the Bible says about the origin of the different races. Our answer, frankly, is
this: nothing. Students of the Bible have their guesses, some better than
others, but the Bible doesn’t address the question—evidently because it
doesn’t matter.
What the Bible does say is that people of all races and colors come from
the same origin. According to Paul, God “made from one man every nation
of mankind to live on all the face of the earth” (Acts 17:26 NASB). This
doctrine goes back to Genesis, which teaches that all human beings are
descended from Adam and Eve—and in fact that we are all descended from
Noah (Genesis 1:26–27; 3:20; 6:17–18; 7:23; 10:1–32).
Racism, then, of any kind is at odds with the Bible. That includes
attitudes of hostility toward the Jews, a besetting sin of much of Christianity
for most of its history. Jesus and His apostles were Jewish (see, for
example, John 4:9). The gospel of John reports Jesus as having stated that
“salvation is from the Jews” (John 4:22 ASV). In other words, it was God’s
plan, as we saw in the previous chapter, to bring the blessings of a restored
relationship with God to all people through Abraham’s descendants, the
Jews (Genesis 12:1–3). Even when, as happened during the first century, the
Jewish establishment was vehemently opposed to the Christian movement,
the apostle Paul (himself Jewish) insisted that the Jews were to be regarded
as “beloved” (Romans 11:28).
The last book of the Bible, the book of Revelation, includes stirring
visions of people singing before God’s throne—people who come, in
fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, “from every tribe and tongue and
people and nation” (Revelation 5:9; see also 7:9; 14:6). This isn’t just a
picture of God’s people at the end of history. It’s also a picture of what
God’s people should be becoming now and what they have already largely
become (though far from perfectly). Again, it’s taken us a long time to catch
up with the Bible, and we’re still not there 100 percent. But that’s just what
we would expect if the Bible was divinely inspired: a revelation whose
values would transcend those of its own era, one that would continually
challenge God’s people to discover their own prejudices and shortcomings.

To Moses we owe the emergence of higher
religious life and moral culture in western
civilization.
—WILLIAM FOXWELL ALBRIGHT6

The Bible’s view of human beings also has implications for
socioeconomic relationships. In this regard the Bible maintains a fine line.
On the one hand, the Bible does not call for violent or disruptive revolt
against societies that marginalize or oppress people. Moses led the Israelite
slaves out of Egypt and back to their own land; he did not lead an armed
revolt against the Egyptian government. Jesus did not support the Zealots—
a Jewish movement that called for the violent overthrow of Roman rule in
Judea.
On the other hand, the Bible harshly condemns economic injustice and
warns of God’s judgment (often through other aggressive nations) against
nations (even and especially Israel!) that do not correct such injustice. Thus
Amos, for example, warned Israel that the rich who “impose heavy rent on
the poor and exact a tribute of grain from them” will find themselves
without homes or property if they do not change their ways (Amos 5:11
NASB). Paul, while not telling slaveowners that they had to free their slaves,
encouraged slaves to obtain their freedom if they could—a clear signal to
their Christian masters to accommodate such efforts (1 Corinthians 7:21–
23). The biblical ideal of the brotherhood of all human beings—a
brotherhood that the New Testament emphasizes is realized through Jesus—
eventually led nations dominated by Christian teaching and values to
abolish slavery and to lead the way in working to abolish slavery
worldwide.
So, in its teaching about men and women, about people of different
ethnicity and color, and about people of different economic status or
position, the Bible shows itself to be far more enlightened, not only than the
culture of its day, but also in comparison to most of civilization since it was
written. We’re still working to realize Paul’s breathtaking vision: “There is
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male
nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28).
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THE EVIDENCE OF JESUS’ LIFE
No one can afford to ignore Jesus, the most compelling person in history.

O

ur purpose in this book is not merely to persuade you that God exists,
as important as that truth is. We want you to know that the God who
created the universe has lovingly reached down to us in a very concrete and
tangible way. As astonishing as it seems, we are convinced that He has
made himself known in the man called Jesus of Nazareth.
Consider Jesus.
—HEBREWS 3:1
That Jesus is the most influential person in human history is easily
shown. Even someone with no interest in becoming a Christian cannot
reasonably deny the importance of understanding who this most
controversial of men was. More than half the people of the world regard
Him as at least a major prophet of their religion, if not more. Christianity,
the largest world religion, looks to Jesus as its founder, primary teacher,
and, traditionally at least, its God and Savior. Islam, the second largest
world religion, regards Jesus as a holy prophet of Allah. Obviously, no one
can hope to understand the world today who does not understand
Christianity and Islam.
The history of Western civilization during the past two millennia is
largely the history of how people have viewed Jesus and how their view of
Him shaped the rest of their lives. Jaraslov Pelikan, a Yale historian, has
sketched this history in his fascinating book Jesus through the Centuries.1
During His own lifetime, Jesus was widely regarded in His own culture as a
rabbi or a prophet, both categories familiar to His Jewish contemporaries.

Yet His immediate followers, all of whom were Jewish, proclaimed that He
was more than these—and more than a man: He was the Son of God.
As belief in Jesus spread to non-Jewish people throughout the
Mediterranean region, Christians sought to relate to Jesus as the ideal
human being as well as the divine Son of God. In their sufferings, especially
during the first three centuries of church history, Christians saw Jesus as
someone who both sympathized with their plight because of His own
suffering and promised them vindication in His future glorious return in
judgment. During the Middle Ages, believers saw Jesus as both the cosmic
King of Kings and as the perfect example of detachment from the world
expressed in monasticism.

Regardless of what anyone may personally think
or believe about him, Jesus of Nazareth has been the
dominant figure in the history of western culture for
almost twenty centuries…. It is from his birth that
most of the human race dates its calendars, it is by
his name that millions curse and in his name that
millions pray.
—JARASLOV PELIKAN2

On the eve of the Renaissance, Francis of Assisi and Thomas à Kempis
sought to imitate Jesus in the simplicity and purity of His life. The view of
Martin Luther and John Calvin, the Protestant Reformers, of Jesus as the
only head of the Church and the sole object of Christian faith laid the
groundwork for the modern separation of church and state and the
development of representative democracy in almost every predominantly
Protestant country. Jesus’ association in the Gospels with the poor and
downtrodden inspired the abolition of slavery throughout most of the world
in the nineteenth century and the civil disobedience movements of Gandhi
in India and of Martin Luther King in the United States.

Whatever one thinks of Jesus—or of His followers, who have often
failed to live up to the teaching and example of Jesus—one cannot afford to
ignore Him.

DID JESUS EXIST?
Was Jesus a real human being? While it is possible to find a few skeptical
scholars who theorize that Jesus may never have existed, this view is about
as credible as the opinions that the earth is a flat disk or that little green men
live on the far side of Mars. At least three virtually irrefutable reasons
guarantee that Jesus was indeed a real, historical person.
First, the undisputed epistles of Paul clearly testify to the fact that Jesus
was a real human being. These epistles were written between AD 48/49 and
AD 57/58, or about fifteen to twenty-five years after Jesus’ death. Paul was
personally acquainted with “James, the Lord’s brother” (Galatians 1:19) and
at least one other brother of Jesus (1 Corinthians 9:5). Presumably Jesus’
brothers knew that He was a real person! Paul also knew Peter, one of
Jesus’ original twelve disciples (Galatians 1:18). Paul affirmed that Jesus
was “born of woman” (Galatians 4:4) and that He was a descendant of
David (Romans 1:3). He knew that Jesus was betrayed, and he knew that on
the night it happened, Jesus had instituted the ritual with bread and wine
celebrated by Christians worldwide (1 Corinthians 11:23–25). He knew that
Christ was put to death by crucifixion (1 Corinthians 1:23). He affirmed that
Christ was buried following His death (1 Corinthians 15:4). Keep in mind
that when Paul wrote about Jesus having all of these human experiences,
none of the Gospels had been written yet. Thus, his epistles constitute
independent evidence to these historical facts about Jesus.
Second, we have independent sources in and underlying the Gospels
that agree as to the existence of Jesus and that agree concerning various
basic facts about His person. Biblical scholars almost universally regard the
book of Mark as the first gospel written. A large body of material common
to Matthew and Luke’s Gospels seems to stem from another source. Luke
states at the beginning of his gospel that various accounts had been written
about Jesus (Luke 1:1–4). These gospel sources agree with one another—
and with Paul on the points mentioned earlier—as to Jesus’ historical
existence and various mundane facts about His life. And don’t forget that
there is evidence, as we saw in chapter 10, that the gospel writers intended

to give accurate historical information about Jesus (see again Luke 1:1–4;
also John 19:35; 21:24–25).

The historicity of Christ is as axiomatic for an
unbiased historian as the historicity of Julius Caesar.
—F. F. BRUCE3

The two points mentioned so far put the burden of proof squarely on the
skeptic to provide compelling evidence against the historical existence of
Jesus. We may grant that the burden of proof rests on the believer to defend,
say, the remarkable historical claims that Jesus was born of a virgin and
rose bodily from the grave. It is not unreasonable for skeptics to ask for
evidence in support of such controversial and extraordinary claims. On the
question of whether Jesus was a real historical figure, on the other hand, the
burden of proof rests on the skeptic to show why the Bible’s mundane
claims about Jesus should be doubted. That Jesus was a Jew, that His father
Joseph was a carpenter, that He was related to John the Baptist, that He
taught disciples and preached to crowds, and that He was executed by
crucifixion at the order of the procurator Pontius Pilate ought to be
considered facts unless proved otherwise.
A third consideration puts all reasonable doubt to rest. A significant
measure of what the Gospels say about Jesus would have embarrassed or
troubled most people in the early Church. These difficult elements in the
Gospels can only realistically be explained on the assumption (which is in
any case well founded, as we have seen) that Jesus really existed. For
example, the Gospels report Jesus saying things that the Church has always
struggled to understand, such as his rebuke to Peter, “Get behind me,
Satan!” (Matthew 16:23; Mark 8:33) or His statement, “The poor you
always have with you” (John 12:8). Jesus’ well-known friendship with
prostitutes is just one of many examples we could give of behaviors that the
Gospels attribute to Jesus that are very unlikely to have been pious fictions.
The idea that Jesus had been crucified—a humiliating, shameful form of

execution reserved by the Romans mainly for traitors and runaway slaves—
was nothing short of scandalous (1 Corinthians 1:23–24).4

A character so original, so complete, so
uniformly consistent, so perfect, so human and yet so
high above all human greatness, can be neither a
fraud nor a fiction…. It would take more than a Jesus
to invent a Jesus.
—PHILIP SCHAFF5

Perhaps through creative use of the imagination, skeptics may be able to
explain away a few such elements of the gospel accounts as fictions about
an imaginary person. However, no reasonable theory postulating that Jesus
never existed can hope to explain away all of these aspects of the New
Testament portrayal of Jesus. It really ought to be considered beyond
reasonable doubt that the best and most reasonable explanation for the facts
is that Jesus was a real, historical person.

SOME INDISPUTABLE FACTS ABOUT JESUS6
1. He was born about 4 BC.
2. He was Jewish.
3. He grew up in Nazareth in Galilee.
4. His ministry was at first closely associated with that of John the
Baptist.
5. He preached and taught in various places in Galilee.
6. He called disciples who went with Him during His ministry.
7. He went to Jerusalem for the Passover around AD 30 or so.
8. He caused a disturbance in the temple area concerning the money
changers.
9. He was executed by crucifixion on the order of the Roman
procurator, Pontius Pilate.

10. His disciples soon after His death began saying that He had risen
from the dead.

A MOST COMPELLING PERSON
One of the great lessons of the nineteenth-century “quest for the historical
Jesus,” as Albert Schweitzer called it, is that Jesus refuses to fit anyone’s
stereotype. The philosophers wanted to make Jesus into a philosopher. The
poets wanted to make Jesus into a poet. The political revolutionaries wanted
to make Jesus into a political revolutionary. You get the idea. There is
enough truth in these and the many other portraits that have been painted of
Jesus for them to continue to be entertained by some even to this day. But
all such revisionist attempts to redefine Jesus according to some modern
mold are doomed to failure.
Jesus transcended the categories, the pigeonholes into which people
were placed, in His own day as well. Theologically, He had more in
common with the Pharisees—whose emphasis on the rabbinical study of the
Law of Moses became normative for Judaism after the destruction of the
Temple in AD 70—than with the other Jewish groupings of that time. But
Jesus clearly was not a Pharisee. Throughout His public ministry, religious
leaders tried to get Jesus to commit himself to a particular cause or party
line so that they could tar Him with the appropriate brush. He slipped
through their grip every time.
Probably the most heated controversy of Jesus’ day centered on how
pious Jewish men should respond to the occupation of their land by the
Roman Empire. On one side of this issue were the Herodians (partisans of
the royal family of Herod, which was kept in power by Rome) and the
Sadducees (whose power base centered on the Temple), who favored
accommodation with the Romans. On the other side were the Zealots and
like-minded people, including many but not all Pharisees, who urged
resistance and even violent revolution to rid the land of the Romans’
polluting presence.
In one famous incident toward the end of Jesus’ life, some Pharisees
and Herodians—two groups who were generally on opposite sides of the
controversy over taxes—tried to get Jesus to incriminate himself in the
matter one way or the other. “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?
Should we pay them, or should we not?” (Mark 12:14–15). This was a

pretty clever attempt to trap Jesus on the horns of a political dilemma. If
Jesus said that Jews should pay the tax to Caesar, His answer would be
construed as capitulating to the foreign, pagan enemy. If, on the other hand,
Jesus said that the Jews should not pay the tax to Caesar, His answer would
be reported to the Roman authorities as treasonous.
Jesus’ response was masterful. He asked them to show Him the coin
used for the tax. Turns out they had the coin on hand—suggesting that at
least one of them had already answered the question for himself. Jesus
asked them whose image and name were on the coin. “Caesar’s,” they
replied. “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s,” He answered them,
“and to God the things that are God’s” (Mark 12:17). His point was
something like this: People who have no trouble accepting payment in
Roman coins ought not to have any objection to letting Caesar have some of
his money back; but human beings, who bear God’s image and belong to
Him, ought to give themselves wholly to God.
While Jesus refused to allow himself to become embroiled in the
political controversies of the day, He was not shy about challenging the
status quo. We see this in His behavior toward women. Jesus showed
sensitivity, compassion, and respect for women in ways very much out of
character for Jewish men of his day (and for Jewish and Christian men for
most of history since Jesus, to be candid!). Let’s consider a few examples
from the gospel of Luke.7
On one occasion Jesus allowed an immoral woman—very possibly a
prostitute—to wash His feet with her tears and dry them with her hair, after
which He forgave her sins (Luke 7:36–50). Jesus healed a woman on the
Sabbath who had been crippled for eighteen years; His kindness to her
stands in sharp contrast to the uncaring synagogue ruler who objected to
Jesus “working” on the Sabbath. Jesus responded to this objection in part by
pointing out that the woman was “a daughter of Abraham”—suggesting that
Abraham’s daughters, no less than his sons, are offered the blessings of the
kingdom of God (13:10–17). Jesus commended the poor widow who gave
“two copper coins” because she gave everything she had while the rich gave
only what they did not need (21:1–4). No wonder that various women
followed Jesus and supported His ministry financially (8:1–3). Jesus even
defended Mary of Bethany when she sat at His feet—the traditional place
for students learning from their rabbi, a role reserved in that culture for men

only—over her sister Martha’s objection that she should have kept to the
traditional women’s role of meal preparations and the like (10:38–42).

If we see someone behaving pompously and
arrogantly, we sometimes say, “he thinks he’s God
almighty.” but that’s a gross slur on God. Christianity
focuses on a young Jew telling stories about the
kingdom of God, healing the sick, confronting the
powerful, dying under the weight of the world’s pain,
and rising again having defeated death itself; and
Christianity says: “that’s what it means to be God.”
—TOM WRIGHT8

If God were to make himself known supremely and definitively in one
human being, this is what He would be like. Jesus is a compelling reason to
believe in God because He is such a compelling person. He was smart,
funny, and passionate. His teachings enthralled, inspired, and irritated
people. He catches people off guard today just as much as He did two
thousand years ago. Almost everyone wants to claim to be on Jesus’ side,
but if we’re honest we have to wonder if we, too, might have called for His
execution if He had lived in our generation. Jesus is the one person in
history about whom almost everyone has a strong opinion. You owe it to
yourself to find out who He really was.
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THE EVIDENCE OF JESUS’ CLAIMS
By claiming to be God, Jesus left us no room to view Him as just a great
teacher.

M

ost people have no trouble admitting that Jesus existed or that He was
a great man. In fact, it is difficult to find anyone with the nerve to say
anything critical of Jesus. Yet most people in the world are not Christians.
Their attitude toward Jesus is similar to the attitude most people have
toward the other founders of the world’s great religions, such as
Muhammad, Gautama the Buddha, or Moses. They think of Jesus, as they
think of these other men, as a great religious teacher. From that starting
point, people naturally draw the conclusion that Jesus is one of several great
teachers that one might reasonably choose to follow.

WHAT JESUS CLAIMED
Contrary to the popular view that Jesus was simply one of many great
religious teachers, Jesus made some startling, even disturbing, claims about
himself. In fact, Jesus made the faith that He taught center on Himself rather
than on some moral or social program or set of doctrines. The core issue
that Jesus raised in His teaching and that is at the heart of the entire New
Testament is this: Who is Jesus?
But who do you say that I am?
—JESUS (MARK 8:29)
A few examples from the Gospels will illustrate the point. Early in His
ministry, Jesus told a paralyzed man, “Your sins are forgiven.” This is really
an audacious thing for Jesus to have said to someone who had never even

met Jesus. It’s fine to forgive someone for sins they commit against you; it’s
quite another thing to forgive sins committed against someone else. In short,
Jesus was acting as though all of the man’s sins were sins committed
against Jesus. Some scribes who overheard asked a natural question: “Who
can forgive sins but God alone?” Jesus then showed He had such authority
by healing the man (Mark 2:1–12; see also Luke 7:47–50).

How would telling people to be nice to one
another get a man crucified? What government
would crucify Mister Rogers or Captain Kangaroo?
—PHILIP YANCEY1

A climactic moment in Jesus’ ministry came when He asked His
disciples, “Who do people say that I am?” (Mark 8:27 NASB). The people
were engaged in considerable speculation on this very question as a result
of Jesus’ miracles. Some thought He was John the Baptist (who had been
beheaded early in Jesus’ ministry) raised from the dead. Others thought he
was Elijah or one of the other Old Testament prophets (Mark 6:14–16;
8:27–28). Then Jesus asked the more pressing question: “But who do you
say that I am?” When Peter answered, “You are the Christ,” Jesus told them
not to tell people about him yet (Mark 8:29–30 NASB). Most of the people
were simply not ready to hear who He was.
The popular Jewish conception of the Christ, or Messiah, was that He
would restore the Davidic kingdom by force and run the Romans out of the
Promised Land. But Jesus did not fit that mold. A few days before His
death, Jesus pointed out that David himself called the Messiah “Lord”
(Psalm 110:1). Jesus then posed a question that stumped everyone: How
could David call his own descendant “Lord”? (Mark 12:35–37). It is only
our cultural distance from the first-century Jews that keeps us from feeling
shocked at such an argument. Jesus was claiming to be greater than His
father David! He was claiming to be David’s Lord.

Everywhere we look in the Gospels, Jesus speaks in a way that places
himself above all of humanity. For example, Jesus routinely referred to God
as “my Father.” Two thousand years of Christianity has made it difficult for
some of us to be surprised by this, but it was shocking to the Jews of Jesus’
day. The high priest condemned Jesus as a blasphemer for claiming to be
God’s “Son” (Mark 14:61–64; John 19:7). Jesus claimed that as “the Son,”
He alone could reveal “the Father” to others (Matthew 11:27; Luke 10:22).
Imagine, someone claiming that no one can know God except through Him!

Jesus presented himself throughout the Gospels,
not first as a prophet, but as the object of prophecy.
—GEORGE CAREY2

Jesus’ staggering claims for himself make it impossible to categorize
Him as one of many great religious teachers. They amount to an “all or
nothing” proposition: either we accept Him as God’s divine Son and our
Lord, Savior, and Judge, or we reject him. As C. S. Lewis noted, Jesus did
not leave open to us a moderate assessment:
A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things
Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would
either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a
poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You
must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son
of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut
Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a
demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and
God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense
about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that
open to us. He did not intend to.3

WAS JESUS A LIAR? A LUNATIC?

Given what we find Jesus saying in the Gospels, there are only a limited
number of conclusions one can draw about what to make of Jesus. Let’s
take them one at a time.
First, one might conclude that Jesus did say these things and that they
do amount to divine claims but that He was wrong. Unfortunately, as C. S.
Lewis points out above, if Jesus falsely claimed to be God’s Son, His error
cannot be dismissed as a minor mistake. We would have to conclude that
He was lying or deranged.
To our knowledge no one in history has ever proposed that Jesus was
consciously lying about being divine. Apparently it’s too obvious to
everyone that Jesus would not have lied about being God’s Son all the way
to the cross. And this lie would be the worst possible lie one could tell about
oneself. We’re not talking about someone embellishing his résumé!

Could Jesus have been out of His mind? This theory also has few if any
takers today. The clarity, wisdom, and power of His words make such an
assessment impossible. As C. S. Lewis noted, “The discrepancy between
the depth and sanity of His moral teaching and the rampant megalomania
which must lie behind His theological teaching unless He is indeed God has
never been satisfactorily explained.”4

WAS THE DIVINE JESUS A LEGEND?
Most people who have thought about the matter and who do not want to
believe that Jesus is God argue that Jesus never claimed to be God. Most
often, they take the position that Jesus did not make the divine claims
reported in the Gospels. Those claims are said to have been legendary
inventions of the early Church.

This theory founders on one simple fact: the early Christians all
accepted the Jewish God. In the Old Testament, and in Judaism throughout
its history, there is no more sacred truth than this: “Hear, O Israel! The
LORD is our God, the LORD is one! You shall love the LORD your God with
all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (Deuteronomy
6:4–5 NASB). This text is known in Judaism as the Shema (Hebrew for
“Hear”) and is the closest thing to a creed in Judaism. In this verse and
throughout the Old Testament, a clear line was drawn between the LORD
God as the Creator and everything else, including all human beings, as His
creation. It was completely unacceptable and unthinkable for Jews to
elevate a mere man, no matter how great he was, to the level of deity.
The New Testament assumes and builds on the Jewish concept of God.
In all of the Gospels, Jesus explicitly affirms that there is only one God and
even identifies the Shema as the greatest commandment (Matthew 22:36–
38; Mark 12:28–30; Luke 10:25–28; John 17:3). He quotes from the Old
Testament and affirms the divine inspiration and unerring truth of the
Scriptures (see, for example, Matthew 5:17–18; Mark 7:6–13; Luke 20:41–
44; John 5:39–47). The rest of the New Testament is just as steeped in
Jewish faith and idiom. The belief in one true God distinct from all creation
is affirmed explicitly in the writings of Paul (Romans 3:29–30), James
(James 2:19), and John (1 John 5:20–21) and is presupposed everywhere
else.
The idea that divinity was ascribed to Jesus by His followers rather than
claimed by Jesus Himself requires another assumption: that belief in Jesus’
deity arose as Christianity developed over time. Jesus’ original Jewish
followers, in this view, saw Him as an exalted human being; it was Gentile
Christians of a subsequent generation who went further and ascribed deity
to Jesus. In other words, the Christian view of Jesus as God incarnate is said
to be the product of legends that developed long after Jesus and His original
followers were gone. But this assumption also falls under the weight of the
facts. Not only are the New Testament writings thoroughly Jewish in their
theological and religious roots, but there is no evidence of development
from belief in an exalted human Jesus to belief in a divine Jesus. The
earliest parts of the Gospels and of the rest of the New Testament all
support belief in Jesus as deity.
The gospel of Mark is almost universally regarded in modern biblical
scholarship as the earliest of the four Gospels, which is why we drew

extensively from Mark in documenting Jesus’ extraordinary claims. Mark’s
gospel is usually dated sometime in the 60s, or roughly thirty years after
Jesus’ death. The Jesus of Mark teaches with divine authority (Mark 1:22),
forgives sins (Mark 2:1–12), commands the forces of nature (Mark 4:35–
41), and claims to be God’s Son and David’s Lord (Mark 12:35–37; 13:32;
14:61–62).
Paul’s writings are generally regarded as the earliest New Testament
writings (unless one accepts an early date for the epistle of James). Most of
his epistles are dated in the 50s, roughly fifteen to twenty-five years after
Jesus’ death. But Paul also strongly affirms that Jesus was divine. Paul’s
Jesus is the Son whom God sent into the world as a man for our redemption
(Romans 8:3; Galatians 4:4–5). He has “the name which is above every
name,” that is, the name of the Lord (Philippians 2:9–11). He is, in fact, the
Lord of the Old Testament, the One on whom everyone may call for
salvation (Romans 10:9–13, quoting Joel 2:32). And Paul makes such
statements about Jesus with no indication that he thought his Christian
readers would be surprised or puzzled by them. This means that the belief in
Jesus as the divine Son of God was already standard fare in churches from
Galatia (in modern Turkey) to Rome within two decades of Jesus’ death.
The theory that Jesus’ claims to deity were the stuff of later legend,
then, does not stand up to scrutiny. There is no reasonable way to get
around the fact that He did make such astonishing claims to be the universal
Lord, Savior, and Judge of mankind.

WAS JESUS THE LOCAL LAMA?
There is one other alternative explanation left for Jesus’ extraordinary
claims, which we feel compelled to mention because of its recent rise in
popularity. There are now some people who are prepared to admit that He
said those things (or at least some of those things) but argue that He didn’t
mean them in the exclusive, “narrow” way that Christians take them. Those
who choose this alternative typically prefer to view Jesus’ statements as
esoteric, mystical expressions. The mystical reconstruction of Jesus views
Him as a Hindu guru from Galilee, a kind of Buddhist teacher of
enlightenment for the West. Yes, these interpreters of Jesus admit that He
did claim to be God; but then, in their view, we’re all God.

The Gospels flatly contradict such conceptions of Jesus. There is no
trace in Jesus’ teachings of the ideas most fundamental to Eastern
mysticism, such as the underlying divinity in all things. He was, rather, a
Scripture-quoting Jewish man whose claims are just as scandalous to the
Eastern or New Age mindset as they were in His own Jewish culture. As we
have seen, He assumed the Jewish, Old Testament view of God as the sole
Creator of everything else and the Lord to whom all creatures are
accountable. He affirmed that salvation came to the world through the Jews
(John 4:22).

To classify Jesus as a guru is as accurate as
classifying Marx as a capitalist.
—PETER KREEFT AND RONALD TACELLI5

Jesus’ claims for himself likewise will not fit into a mystical context. He
forgave the sins of people who had never seen Him before. He pronounced
railing judgments on the most spiritually minded people of His day and
warned that on the Day of Judgment, all people would appear before His
throne. He claimed that, as the Son, only He could make the Father known.
The mystical Jesus, ironically, is a myth.

WHAT’S LEFT?
We have now run out of alternative explanations for Jesus’ extraordinary
claims. The explanation that He was the world’s biggest liar or a lunatic has
no takers. The theory that these divine claims were attributed to Jesus in
later legends is undermined by the thorough Jewishness of the Gospels and
by the fact that the earliest material in the New Testament attests to the
same view of Jesus as divine. The notion that Jesus did claim to be divine
but in a mystical sense also does not fit the Jewish context of Jesus’
teachings and the specific claims that He made.

This leaves only one explanation standing: Jesus did claim to be divine,
and He meant it literally (see below).6
Ultimately, one of these explanations will have to be chosen; and the
only one that fits the evidence is that Jesus truly is Lord.
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THE EVIDENCE OF JESUS’ DEATH
The death of Jesus holds the key to His identity and to the nature and love
of God.

T

he central claim of Christianity is that God has acted to restore us to a
sound relationship with Him through Jesus Christ. The crucial way in
which Jesus does this, according to the New Testament, is by His death on
the cross. As bizarre as it may seem, Jesus’ main claim to fame, as it were,
was not His teachings or healings but His death. The Gospels report Jesus
as stating that His very purpose in life was to die for others. “The Son of
Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom
for many” (Mark 10:45 NKJV). The most famous verse of the Bible puts it
like this: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son,
that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life”
(John 3:16 KJV).
The critical question here is whether Christianity has any basis for
viewing the death of a Jewish carpenter two thousand years ago as revealing
God’s love for human beings. But before we can consider the evidence for
the significance of Jesus’ death, we must first be sure that Jesus died.
Surprisingly, many people think He didn’t die at all—and quite a few more
have speculated that He didn’t die when the Bible says He did.
God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we
were still sinners, Christ died for us.
—PAUL (ROMANS 5:8 NKJV)

HE’S DEAD, JIM!

That Jesus really died is widely regarded as the most definitively
established fact about Jesus that we know. For example, John Dominic
Crossan, a former Roman Catholic priest who denies the resurrection of
Jesus, agrees that “Jesus’ death by execution under Pontius Pilate is as sure
as anything historical can ever be.”1 All four Gospels report Jesus’
crucifixion and state clearly that He died. The rest of the New Testament is
in full agreement that Jesus died on a Roman cross. Furthermore,
extrabiblical historical sources—such as the Roman historian Tacitus, the
Jewish historian Josephus, and the Talmud—all confirm as fact that Jesus
was crucified.2 No first-century document so much as mentions as a rumor
the idea that Jesus did not die on the cross. Moreover, given the revulsion
with which everyone in the ancient world viewed crucifixion,3 at least some
of Jesus’ followers would have jumped at the chance to claim that the
reports of His death by crucifixion were a mistake.
Nevertheless, the death of Jesus on the cross is also frequently denied
today. Two theories that deny Jesus died that day require our attention.

THEY GOT THE WRONG GUY?
By far the most widely held theory denying Jesus’ death on the cross is the
doctrine of Islam, which states that Jesus never died. According to the
Qur’an, Islam’s scripture, the Jews claimed to have slain Jesus son of Mary,
but “they slew him not nor crucified him, but it appeared so unto them,”
rather, “Allah took him up unto Himself” (Sura 4:157–158). In other words,
Jesus only appeared to have been crucified; instead, Jesus was exalted or
ascended directly to heaven without ever dying. According to Muslim
tradition, someone else—Judas Iscariot is the most often suggested—got
mistakenly crucified by the Romans. About a billion people in the world are
taught this view as part of the religion of Islam.
Serious difficulties face anyone seeking to defend the Muslim position
on historical grounds because there is no historical evidence for it.4 The
Jewish leaders had seen Jesus in the Temple and around Jerusalem for
several days prior to His death, and they would certainly have known (and
objected) if the Romans were crucifying the wrong man. We have at least
two independent accounts informing us that various friends and family
members of Jesus (including His mother) witnessed His death and burial
(Luke 23:49–56; John 19:25–27, 38–42).

To get around this evidence, Muslims sometimes claim that God
miraculously made Judas (or whoever the crucified man was) look exactly
like Jesus. Some even say that it was not a real man at all but only
something God made to appear that looked like Jesus (sort of a virtual or
holographic Jesus). At least three objections may be brought against these
explanations. First, there is no evidence for them; the explanations are sheer
speculation. Second, the explanations are ad hoc. That’s a fancy Latin
expression used in the science of logic for an answer that has nothing in its
favor except that it extricates one’s position from a difficulty. (As we will
see in the next couple of chapters, ad hoc theories are a dime a dozen when
it comes to explaining the evidence pertaining to the resurrection of Jesus.)
In this instance, the only reason for the suggestion that God miraculously
made the crucified man (or whatever it was!) look like Jesus is to save the
theory (for which, again, there is absolutely no evidence) that it wasn’t
Jesus on the cross. Third, the theory implicates God in a deception—one
that resulted, according to Islam, in the religion of Christianity being
founded on the mistaken idea that Jesus had died on the cross.

THEY DIDN’T FINISH THE JOB?
The other theory denying that Jesus died on the cross admits that He was
crucified but claims that Jesus merely passed out, or became unconscious,
on the cross. Whereas the Muslim view acknowledges the reality of
miracles and is motivated by a pious dislike of the notion that Jesus died,
this “swoon” theory is based on skepticism concerning all miracles and is
motivated by a naturalistic dislike of the notion that Jesus rose from the
dead. This hasn’t stopped some Muslim apologists from using the swoon
theory, though, as a kind of backup explanation.
The details of this theory as to what exactly happened vary from skeptic
to skeptic. Jesus may be admitted to have been very near death—perhaps
even “clinically dead.” Somehow He revived, perhaps as a result of His
body lying in the cool air of the tomb. Perhaps the heavy spices and
fragrances with which His body had been hastily anointed for burial
contributed in some way. (Talk about aromatherapy!) In some versions
Jesus survived the crucifixion only for a very short time, as in Hugh
Schonfield’s book The Passover Plot.5 In other versions, Jesus lived for
many years after His crucifixion. For example, according to the book Holy

Blood, Holy Grail, after His crucifixion Jesus married Mary Magdalene,
moved to the south of France, and had children!6 Barbara Thiering, in her
book Jesus the Man, also thinks that Jesus ran off with Mary Magdalene
after surviving His crucifixion. She claims that Judas Iscariot and Simon
Magus (the magician mentioned in Acts 8:9–24) were the other two men
crucified alongside Jesus, that all three men survived the ordeal, and that
Simon Magus administered medical treatment to Jesus in a cave where their
bodies had been left for dead.7 The essential point, according to all versions
of this theory, is that His revival was a purely natural occurrence, the
resuscitation of a body that had been barely hanging on to life, not the
resurrection of a body that had died.
At least two sets of problems attach themselves to all varieties of the
swoon theory. The first is that the theory requires us to pick and choose
only those elements of the gospel accounts of Jesus’ crucifixion and burial
that seem to help the theory and reject or modify those elements that don’t.
For example, all versions of the swoon theory make much of the fact that
Pilate was surprised that Jesus was dead after being on the cross only for
about six hours (Mark 15:25, 33–34, 44). However, the fact that a centurion
verified Jesus’ death must be discounted or explained away (verse 45), as
must the fact that the tomb was sealed with a stone (verse 46). Swoon
theorists sometimes suggest that the earthquake reported in Matthew 28:2
was responsible for the stone being moved away from the entrance to the
tomb, allowing Jesus to make good His escape. Other skeptics, though, who
admit that Jesus died, typically view the earthquake as a legendary
embellishment. Advocates of the swoon theory must also dismiss or explain
away John’s report that a soldier pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, despite
John’s insistence that he was an eyewitness to the event and that he was
telling the truth (John 19:34–35).
The other problem facing all swoon theories is that they don’t really
account for the belief that Jesus had risen from the dead. Keep in mind that
the Church did not think of Jesus as a kind of holy Houdini, narrowly
escaping the jaws of death. They believed that He had risen from the dead
with immortal, exalted life. Jesus had been beaten and crucified. Even if
somehow He had survived the ordeal, He would have been too weak and
bloodied to have convinced anyone that He was the immortal, glorified
Messiah (assuming He would have been so dishonest as to make that
claim).

It is impossible that a being who had stolen halfdead out of the sepulcher, who crept about weak and
ill, wanting medical treatment, who required
bandaging, strengthening and indulgence, and who
still at last yielded to his sufferings, could have given
to his disciples the impression that he was a
conqueror over death and the grave, the prince of
life.
—DAVID STRAUSS (A NINETEENTH-CENTURY
SKEPTIC)8

WHAT’S WRONG WITH THIS PICTURE?
We find it interesting and instructive that some skeptics, driven to deny the
miracle of the resurrection, feel compelled to deny that Jesus even died at
all. After all, people die every day. The Romans crucified many thousands
of people (and so were quite proficient at it, by the way). Why are so many
people skeptical of the seemingly mundane claim that Jesus died?
The simple answer is that Jesus’ death cannot be safely related to a
broader view of Jesus and the world if the Christian explanation of its
meaning is denied. According to the New Testament, Jesus died in order to
atone for our sins, or, to put it another way, to reconcile us to God. To admit
this answer, though, would mean recognizing Jesus as the only Savior, the
only One who can restore us to a relationship with God. Not surprisingly,
religions other than Christianity uniformly reject this claim. But if Jesus did
not die for our sins, then why did He die? Here the skeptics and the nonChristian religions join hands in saying either that Jesus did not die after all
(or at least not by crucifixion) or that, if He did die, His death had no
special significance; Jesus’ death, assuming for the sake of argument that it
happened, was a tragedy or a miscarriage of justice, but that is all.
One problem with this assessment of Jesus’ death is that there is good
evidence to show that His death did have cosmic, redemptive significance.
First of all, there is solid evidence that Jesus himself expected His death to

have this significance. All four Gospels report Jesus predicting His
suffering and death in a wide variety of settings and types of sayings. For
example, the parable of the wicked vine-growers who kill the owner’s son
(Matthew 21:33–46; Mark 12:1–12; Luke 20:9–19) clearly refers to Jesus’
impending death. The anointing of Jesus’ body for burial by Mary of
Bethany is presented emphatically as an event that would be remembered
wherever the gospel was preached (Matthew 26:6–13; Mark 14:3–9; John
12:3–8). The institution of the Lord’s Supper, which commemorates Jesus’
death as a sacrificial act, is found not only in three of the Gospels (Matthew
26:26–29; Mark 14:22–25; Luke 22:15–20) but also in letters written by
Paul, who speaks of it as a tradition that he had passed on to the Corinthians
(1 Corinthians 11:23–25). Surely the possibility must be at least entertained
that Jesus did in fact know that He was going to die, and He knew why.
Another problem with denying the redemptive significance of Jesus’
death is that such a cosmic meaning is clearly validated by His subsequent
resurrection from the dead. Indeed, the real reason why many skeptics deny
the death of Jesus is because it is a simple way to deny the resurrection of
Jesus. The presupposition of the resurrection of Jesus—the historical fact
that must first of all be true for the resurrection even to make sense—is that
Jesus had died. You can’t get up if you haven’t fallen down, and you can’t
rise from the dead if you haven’t first died. So many skeptics and others
committed to denying the resurrection of Jesus argue that He didn’t rise
because He didn’t die—or at least not when He is reported to have died.
That Jesus rose from the dead is of course an astonishing claim, and we
don’t begrudge the skeptic’s request for evidence. Surely, though, the
burden of proof rests on anyone who would deny that Jesus died on the
cross. The evidence clearly poses a problem in this regard. Moreover, there
is additional evidence that Jesus rose from the dead. We will consider that
evidence in the next two chapters.
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THE EVIDENCE OF JESUS’ EMPTY
TOMB
The empty tomb of Jesus is a cold, hard fact that even early critics couldn’t
deny.

I

f Jesus had merely claimed to be the divine Son of God and the Savior of
the world, one might be excused for dismissing or doubting His claim.
But the startling testimony of His followers—and of at least one former
enemy of His followers, the apostle Paul—is that Jesus rose bodily from the
grave. If that’s true, Jesus’ claims have just about the strongest
corroboration one could want. Imagine you meet a guy who claims to be
God’s Son and to have come from heaven so that everybody can know His
Father like He does. Naturally, you’re going to want some proof. Suppose
He tells you that He’ll prove it by dying and then rising from the dead three
days later. And then He pulls it off! Wouldn’t that convince you?
OK, you say, that would be pretty convincing. But we weren’t there.
How can we know that Jesus rose from the dead? Couldn’t there be another
explanation? In this chapter and the next, we present two lines of evidence
that together make a compelling case for the resurrection of Jesus as a
historical fact. Consider this evidence and see what you think.
I delivered to you as of first importance what I also
received, that Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised
on the third day according to the Scriptures.
—PAUL (1 CORINTHIANS 15:3–4 NASB)

THE CASE FOR THE EMPTY TOMB
According to the Gospels, Jesus was buried in the tomb of Joseph of
Arimathea, a member of the Jewish high council known as the Sanhedrin.
The burial was done quickly so as to be finished before the Sabbath. The
tomb was sealed with a large stone. From archaeological finds, we know
that this would have been a disk-shaped stone that probably took a couple
of strong men to move. Then, early on the first day of the week, Mary
Magdalene and some other women went to the tomb to apply more spices
and fragrances to the body. They found the tomb empty and encountered an
angel there, who told them that Jesus had risen. The women told Jesus’
male disciples, who also went to the tomb to verify that it was empty (Luke
24:12, 24; John 20:3–8). Later, Jesus appeared in bodily form to His
disciples, talking and eating with them on various occasions over a period
of forty days.
Such is the record of the four Gospels. The question is whether it is true.
Two key lines of evidence give strong support to the conclusion that Jesus
rose from the dead. The first line of evidence shows that Jesus was buried in
a tomb and that the tomb was later found empty. For the rest of this chapter,
we will be focusing on this line of evidence. The second line of evidence
shows that numerous individuals saw Jesus alive after His tomb was found
empty. We will develop that line of evidence in the next chapter.
Several facts, when considered together, make a formidable case for the
empty tomb.

JESUS WAS BURIED
That Jesus was given a formal burial may be regarded as virtually certain.
First of all, Paul’s statement that Christ “was buried” is part of a stylized
confession about Christ that Paul had received as part of the apostolic
teaching and had passed on to the Corinthians (see our quotation of 1
Corinthians 15:3–4 at the beginning of this chapter). If we correlate this fact
with Paul’s visits to see Peter and the other apostles, we find that he must
have picked up this confessional statement from them no more than three
years or so after Jesus’ death (Galatians 1:18–21; 2:1; compare Acts 9:30;
15:2). Even Gerd Lüdemann, a skeptical New Testament scholar who has
written extensively against belief in Jesus’ resurrection, agrees; he dates this

pre-Pauline confession to within two years of Jesus’ death.1 Of course, all
four Gospels agree that Jesus was buried.
The evidence from Paul and the Gospels convinces nearly all biblical
scholars that Jesus was in fact buried. A notorious exception is John
Dominic Crossan, who theorizes that the Roman soldiers threw Jesus’ body
into a ditch where it was eaten by dogs.2 Since only the Romans knew what
had happened to the body, Crossan says, “those who cared did not know
where it was, and those who knew did not care.”3 If Crossan were correct,
the first Christians would have had no reason to think that Jesus had ever
been buried. Nor, according to Crossan, would that have mattered to them,
since he thinks that they experienced visions of Jesus that convinced them,
not that He was physically alive but that His spiritual presence was still
with them. Yet those same Christians, within the space of a few short years,
formulated a confession that included the affirmation that Jesus had been
buried before being raised. Crossan’s theory, then, simply does not fit the
facts.

JESUS WAS BURIED IN A TOMB
According to all four Gospels, Jesus was not buried in an open cemetery or
field but in a rock tomb. They report that a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin
named Joseph of Arimathea got permission from Pilate to take Jesus’ body
down from the cross. He then laid the linen-wrapped body in the tomb and
rolled a stone in front of the entrance to the tomb. Matthew, Mark, and Luke
all report that women who knew Jesus watched while His body was buried.
There are very good reasons to view the burial of Jesus’ body in a tomb
as historical fact. First of all, it is attested in all four Gospels, and there is no
alternative account anywhere from the first century.
Second, the differences in wording among the four accounts make it
likely that we have two or three independent versions of the burial story.
For example, whereas Mark writes, “Joseph of Arimathea … went in before
Pilate, and asked for the body of Jesus” (Mark 15:43 NASB), both Matthew
and Luke write, “This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus”
(Matthew 27:58; Luke 23:52 NASB). The precise verbal agreement between
Matthew and Luke here proves that either one of them used the other or,
more likely, both used a common source.4 The differences between John

and the other three Gospels are more marked and clearly show John’s
independence from them on this matter.5
Third, there are good reasons to think that the account of Jesus’ burial
dated from considerably before Mark was written. The existence of other
parallel accounts independent of Mark makes this likely. Furthermore, the
burial narrative appears to be part of a continuous “passion narrative,” or
account of Jesus’ last supper, arrest, trials, and execution, which most
gospel scholars think existed before Mark. The four gospel versions of this
passion narrative show more continuity and exhibit greater parallels to one
another than the rest of the gospel material. Indeed, the passion narrative is
probably the oldest gospel material to receive definite form, as Paul’s
quotation from the last-supper section of that narrative confirms (1
Corinthians 11:23–25). A judicious assessment of the evidence would seem
to call for dating the passion narrative, including the burial account, to the
early 40s at the latest or no more than about ten years after Jesus’ death
(and of course it might be even older than that).
Fourth, the burial accounts are all brief, simple, and free of any apparent
theologizing or miraculous elements to which skeptics might object. Of
course, we believe that an account should not be rejected merely because it
has theological or miraculous elements. Our point here is that the lack of
any such elements places the burden of proof on those who would question
their reliability.
Fifth, Mark’s account, which is generally regarded as the earliest, is not
written in an apologetic or defensive manner. In other words, Mark’s
account of the burial does not seem to be written with the intent of
defending the claim that Jesus rose from the dead. For one thing, Mark
reports Pilate’s surprise that Jesus had already died, a bit of information that
he could have suppressed but didn’t. Mark does mention that the centurion
verified the death (Mark 15:44–45), but he does not emphasize the point or
give any elaboration.
Now, admittedly the other Gospels contain additional pieces of
information that could legitimately be described as apologetic in
significance. We can understand some skepticism about some of those later
pieces of information (though we don’t share that skepticism). But even if
we strip away all of those bits, the earliest, core account remains intact and
unimpeachable. Skeptical scholars sometimes try to discredit the empty
tomb on the grounds that the later Gospels supposedly embellish the story

of Jesus’ burial. Such a criticism is illogical, since later embellishments by
other authors cannot undermine the credibility of the original account.

In comparison with the apocryphal stories of later
centuries, the tomb stories [in the Gospels] show
little elaboration of miraculous detail. In comparison
with developments in New Testament materials, they
do not show extensive influences from Old
Testament passages. Hence, we must presume that
the story is early and that there was no clear evidence
to controvert it.
—PHEME PERKINS6

Sixth, it is unlikely that Joseph of Arimathea’s involvement was
fictitious. Given the fact that all four Gospels assign some measure of
responsibility to the Sanhedrin for Jesus’ execution, it would be surprising,
to put it mildly, for someone to invent the story of a Sanhedrin member
taking care of Jesus’ burial. One would have expected pious fiction to have
assigned this loving duty to one of the apostles, or to one of Jesus’ other
friends, such as Simon the (former) leper (Mark 14:3) or the family of
Mary, Martha, and Lazarus of Bethany or a relative of John the Baptist—
anyone but a member of the Sanhedrin! If we are right in dating the passion
and burial narrative to the 40s or earlier, it would also seem highly unlikely
that anyone would make up a story about a member of the Sanhedrin
burying Jesus’ body, since too many people would have been in a position
to dispute such a fiction.
The most common objection to the gospel reports that Jesus was buried
in a tomb is that Paul does not mention a tomb anywhere in his epistles.
This objection is an argument from silence and so by itself is rather weak.
The book of Acts does report Paul mentioning the tomb in one of his
evangelistic speeches: “When they [the Jewish rulers] had fulfilled all that
was written of him, they took him down from the tree, and laid him in a

tomb” (Acts 13:29). Of course, Luke knows that one member of the
Sanhedrin in particular, Joseph of Arimathea, was responsible for burying
Jesus, and he distances that member from the rest of the Sanhedrin (Luke
23:50–51). The fact that Luke knows this detail but reports Paul as speaking
more generally about the Sanhedrin condemning Jesus and burying Him is
best explained by concluding that Luke is reporting accurately what Paul
actually said.
For all of the above reasons, we may confidently state that Jesus was
buried in a tomb by Joseph of Arimathea.

THE TOMB IS EMPTY
Having established that Jesus was buried in a tomb, it becomes difficult to
deny the gospel reports that the tomb was found empty a few days after the
burial. Again, multiple evidences support this conclusion.
First, as with the burial story, all four Gospels report that the tomb was
found empty.
Second, the Gospels present at least two independent accounts of the
discovery of the empty tomb, since John’s account is markedly different
from those of the other three Gospels. Indeed, critics often argue that the
accounts cannot be accepted because they seem to be almost impossible to
reconcile with each other in certain details. But the apparent contradictions
in the accounts actually prove that the accounts are independent of one
another. Just as discrepancies in the accounts of a traffic accident given by
different eyewitnesses cannot disprove that the accident occurred but rather
prove that their accounts were not rehearsed together, so also the difficulties
of harmonizing the gospel accounts of the discovery of the empty tomb
confirm the core fact to which all of those accounts testify.
Third, as with Mark’s burial account, his account of the discovery of the
empty tomb is free of apologetic material and virtually free of miraculous or
theological elements. The “young man” in a white robe who tells the
women that Jesus has risen (Mark 16:5) is presumably an angel, as Matthew
makes explicit (Matthew 28:5). But Mark’s description lacks any overtly
supernatural elements and is told in a very matter-of-fact manner. Again, the
later gospel accounts do include additional material, some of which may
fairly be considered theological or apologetic in significance (which is not
to prejudge their factual nature). But the core narrative as seen in Mark has

no such elements to which a skeptic might plausibly appeal as the basis for
deeming the story to be a pious fiction.
Fourth, Matthew’s account of the guard at the tomb (Matthew 28:11–
15), even if viewed with some skepticism as an apologetic fiction, confirms
that the tomb was empty. You see, Matthew’s account reflects a dispute in
the first century between Jews and Christians in which both sides agreed not
only that the tomb was empty but that it had been guarded. (By a “guard” is
meant, not a single individual but a guard unit consisting of several soldiers,
as Matthew makes explicit in 28:4, 11.) As William Lane Craig explains,7
the dispute went something like this:
Christian: “The Lord is risen!”
Jew: “No, his disciples stole away his body.”
Christian: “The guard at the tomb would have prevented any such
theft.” Jew: “No, the guard fell asleep.”
Christian: “The chief priests bribed the guard to say this.”
Let’s be skeptical for the sake of argument and assume that the claim
that the chief priests bribed the guard to say they fell asleep is a Christian
apologetic fiction. The only reason to make up such a claim would be to
counter the Jewish claim that the guard actually had fallen asleep. (Surely
Matthew would not have invented that claim.) In turn, the Jewish opponents
of Christianity would never have suggested that the guard fell asleep (true
or not) unless they conceded that the tomb had been guarded. Thus, even if
we assume that Matthew is making up the bit about the guard being bribed,
it makes no sense to charge him with making up the whole story. Clearly
both Christians and Jews in Matthew’s community agreed that Jesus’ body
was buried in a tomb, the tomb was guarded, and the tomb was found
empty. Indeed, the Jewish claim that Jesus’ disciples stole His body is the
earliest non-Christian alternative explanation for the empty tomb on record.
It’s hard to find anyone today who will seriously contend that this
explanation is correct. In any case, the explanation concedes as fact that
Jesus’ body was buried in a tomb and that the tomb became empty.
Fifth, there is archaeological evidence that shows it is very likely that
the Jewish polemical claim that the disciples had stolen the body dated from
very soon after the Christian movement began. In Paris there is a white
marble slab from Nazareth that has a decree of Caesar written on it that

dates about AD 45–50. The decree orders that tombs “shall remain
undisturbed in perpetuity” and decrees that anyone removing bodies from
such tombs will be subject to capital punishment. Evidently Claudius, who
was Caesar from AD 41 to 54, associated tomb-robbery with the unrest in
Rome between Jews and Christians during his reign. In AD 49 he expelled
all Jews from Rome because of that unrest, which the Roman writer
Suetonius in his biography of Claudius blamed on “Chrestus,” that is,
Christ. The decree threatening capital punishment for disturbing tombs,
then, may have been prompted by the hearsay that Jesus’ disciples had
stolen the body. If this is correct, as seems likely, the rumor about the
disciples stealing the body dates from at least the 40s, when most of the
Jewish leaders who presided over Jesus’ condemnation were still alive. This
is another piece of early evidence, then, that the tomb was empty.
Sixth, the Gospels agree that the first persons to discover the empty
tomb were women followers of Jesus, not His male apostles. Specifically,
all four Gospels identify Mary Magdalene as the leading woman who made
this discovery when she went to the tomb early Sunday morning. It is
improbable in the extreme that male writers would invent such a story. The
point here is not merely that the Gospels might have been expected to give
this honor to Peter or John or one of the other apostles. One might plausibly
explain away this surprising feature as consistent with the Gospels’
emphasis on the slowness of Jesus’ apostles to believe. But still, Mark or
his source, if the empty tomb was fiction, was unlikely to have made
women be the first to discover the empty tomb. Again, Jesus’ male friends
Simon and Lazarus in Bethany or better yet Joseph of Arimathea would
have been suitable candidates, if the story was pure fiction.
Why would women not have been assigned this honor in a pious
fiction? For the simple reason that a woman’s testimony was considered of
little or no value. As Pinchas Lapide observes, “In a purely fictional
narrative one would have avoided making women the crown witnesses of
the resurrection since they were considered in rabbinic Judaism as incapable
of giving valid testimony.”8 Lapide, it should be noted, is a Jewish scholar
who admits that Jesus rose from the dead but who declines to accept the
idea of Jesus as the Messiah.

THE CASE OF THE MISSING BODY

OK, we’ve seen that Jesus’ body was buried in a tomb and that a few days
later the tomb was found to be empty. Jesus’ body was not there. The
Gospels’ own explanation is well known: God raised Jesus from the dead.
Some skeptics, though, while acknowledging the empty tomb, have tried to
explain it in some other way.
We have already mentioned the earliest explanation, which came from
some Jewish opponents of Christianity—that the disciples stole the body.
For sake of argument, we’ll forget about the guard (though those same
opponents admitted the guard was there). Even if the disciples had had the
opportunity to steal the body, they didn’t have a motive for doing so. The
execution of Jesus on a cross would have marked Him in their eyes as a
false prophet or false Messiah. Why would they steal the body? No
convincing answer to this question has ever been given.
Another explanation that has sometimes been advanced is that the
women went to the wrong tomb. Honestly, this explanation smacks of
desperation. The Gospels report that the women watched Jesus being buried
(e.g., Mark 15:47), so they knew where the correct tomb was. And even if
they didn’t, historically it has been men, not women, who have been
reluctant to ask for directions! More seriously, it is absurd to think that the
women would have gone to the wrong tomb and immediately jumped to the
conclusion that Jesus had risen. It is even more absurd to claim that none of
the women or the men would have discovered this mistake.
The best explanation for the empty tomb will be based not only on the
fact of the empty tomb in isolation but will also take into consideration
what happened after the tomb was found empty: Jesus appeared to both
women and men followers over a period of time. We will consider the
evidence of those appearances in the next chapter.
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THE EVIDENCE OF JESUS’
RESURRECTION APPEARANCES
The accounts of Jesus’ appearances cannot be reasonably explained away.

A

n empty tomb by itself would be merely a mystery. However, the
Gospels report that the day it was found empty, people started seeing
Jesus alive. Again, such appearances by themselves might be dismissed as
subjective visions or even hallucinations (though only with extreme
difficulty, as we shall explain). But the twin facts of the empty tomb and the
experiences of Jesus’ followers seeing Him alive after the tomb was found
empty, when taken together, become compelling evidences for the
conclusion that Jesus was indeed alive. But if, as we saw in chapter 15,
Jesus had indeed died on the cross, then the only logical conclusion is that
Jesus rose from the dead.
To these He also presented Himself alive after His
suffering, by many convincing proofs, appearing to them
over a period of forty days and speaking of the things
concerning the kingdom of God.
—LUKE (ACTS 1:3 NASB)

JESUS’ APPEARANCES TO WOMEN
The Gospels report that women friends were not only the first people to find
the tomb to be empty, but they were also the first to see Him alive. As we
explained in the previous chapter with respect to the empty tomb, male
disciples would surely not have made up a story about Jesus rising from the

dead and make women the first witnesses. If not Peter or John, a mythmaking man would have had the first witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection be
some other men, such as Lazarus of Bethany or Joseph of Arimathea.
Actually, in the interests of full disclosure, we should point out that the
first witness to the risen Jesus would have been viewed as unreliable for
reasons that went beyond her being female. Mary Magdalene, whom all
four Gospels name as the first person to see Jesus alive, had been delivered
by Jesus from seven demons during His Galilean ministry (Luke 8:2). We
can just hear it now—indeed, if this had happened even in our day, we
would be hearing: “You say He’s risen from the dead? And who saw Him
first? Some hysterical females—including that crazy Mary!”
Please understand us: We don’t think Mary was crazy, and we wouldn’t
condone dismissing the testimony of women as borne of hysteria. But such
a dim view was taken of women’s testimony generally in the first century
that men simply would not have taken them seriously. In such a climate, it
would have been unthinkable for one or more Christian men to have made
up the story of women being the first to see Jesus alive from the dead:
“OK, Barney, the tomb’s empty. Now, who shall we say
Jesus appears to first?”
“Uh, I dunno, Mark … how about one of the women?”
“Sure! All right—which one should we mention first?”
“Well … hey, how about Mary Magdalene?”
“You mean that nutty dame that had all those demons in
her? Great idea, Barn!”
“Ah-heh-heh-heh! OK, Mark, write it down!”
The conclusion seems almost unavoidable: The Gospels report women
as having been the first to see Jesus alive from the dead because in fact they
were the first people to have such an experience. Small wonder, then, that
almost all biblical scholars today, even those who are highly skeptical of the
resurrection, agree that the women did have such an experience and at least
thought that they saw Jesus.

JESUS’ APPEARANCES TO HIS MALE DISCIPLES

The story of Jesus’ resurrection would have gotten no traction if the
resurrection appearances had been limited to a small group of women.
According to both the Gospels and Paul’s epistles, Jesus also appeared to
His male disciples, both individually and in groups, over a period of time
following the first report of His resurrection.
Let’s go back to Paul’s treatment of the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15.
As we mentioned in the previous chapter, the traditional or confessional
material that Paul rehearsed at the beginning of 1 Corinthians 15 apparently
was derived from the Jerusalem apostles and was handed on to Paul during
his first visit with them just a few years after Jesus’ death. New Testament
scholars disagree among themselves as to whether the confession or “creed”
itself that begins in verse 3 runs only to verse 5 or continues to verse 7. For
our purposes, though, it doesn’t much matter, since we can be sure that Paul
derived the list of witnesses in verses 5–7 from that same visit. How do we
know this? Well, the two appearances of Jesus to single individuals that
Paul mentions in the passage (other than Jesus’ appearance to Paul himself)
were to “Cephas” (verse 5) and “James” (verse 7). (Cephas [pronounced
KEY-fuss] was the Aramaic name for “Peter,” and, like the Greek Petros,
means “Rock.”) Now, those happen to be the two apostles whom Paul met
in his first visit to Jerusalem after his conversion (Galatians 1:18–19).
We may conclude, then, that Paul’s list of resurrection appearances was
derived directly from Peter and James and dated from just a few years after
those appearances would have taken place. That makes his list about as
reliable as one could reasonably ask.
What about the gospel accounts of Jesus’ appearances to His male
disciples? First of all, the unimpeachable character of the same Gospels’
accounts of Jesus’ appearances to women followers lends considerable
credibility to their accounts of His appearances to the men. At some point,
we ought to recognize that the gospel writers were trying in good faith to
tell what really happened, since so much of what they say has clear marks
of candor even with regard to facts embarrassing to their cause.
Second, the discordant nature of the gospel accounts of Jesus’
resurrection appearances suggests their independence and therefore the
reliability of those facts on which they agree. In our opinion, most of the
alleged contradictions among the accounts can be resolved, though some
only with difficulty.1 But this difficulty is consistent with the context of the
events: Jesus’ disciples would still have been feeling shock and grief, and

the appearances occurred without warning and were totally surprising. As
Ian Wilson, who accepts the existence of intractable contradictions in the
accounts, observes, “In their own way the garblings and inconsistencies
have the same quality as the memories of witnesses after a road accident,
which are, after all, personal and often highly confused versions of the same
story.”2
Third, Paul’s list in 1 Corinthians 15 provides independent confirmation
of the appearances recounted in narrative detail by the writers of the
Gospels and Acts. His wording is quite different from theirs and includes
one major appearance that is not reported or implied in any gospel, showing
that neither can be regarded as based on the other (see the table below).3

We do think that Luke was dependent upon Paul for the details of his
(Paul’s) encounters with the risen Jesus. However, it is clear that Luke did
not base the resurrection narrative in his gospel on Paul’s list in 1
Corinthians 15. In other respects the resurrection narratives of the other
three Gospels appear completely independent of Paul. From these
independent sources, then, we may confidently conclude that Peter was the
first of the men to experience an appearance of Jesus and that the body of
the twelve (numbering eleven at the time) also shared such an experience.

James the Lord’s brother also had this experience as an individual. We also
have good evidence of one or more appearances to a wider group of people.
Finally, in Paul himself we have an indisputable firsthand testimony of a
man who says that he saw the risen Christ.

That the experiences did occur, even if they are
explained in purely natural terms, is a fact upon
which both believer and unbeliever can agree.
—REGINALD H. FULLER4

By the way, it’s almost impossible to find anyone who will state that
Paul was lying about having seen the risen Jesus, for two very good
reasons. First, Paul was an arch-opponent of the Christian message, actively
persecuting Christians, until his encounter with Christ. Second, for the rest
of his life, Paul suffered tremendously, experiencing numerous
imprisonments, beatings, and other forms of mistreatment in various cities
from non-Christians, as well as opposition from many Christians suspicious
of his claims to apostleship. We’re not aware of any biblical scholar or
historian who claims that Paul was making the whole thing up.

Their testimonies cannot prove them to have been
right in supposing that Jesus had risen from the dead.
However, these accounts do prove that certain people
were utterly convinced that that is what he had done.
—MICHAEL GRANT5
That Jesus’ followers (and later Paul) had
resurrection experiences is, in my judgement, a fact.

What the reality was that gave rise to the experiences
I do not know.
—E. P. SANDERS6

What were these appearances like? Only Luke and John give us any
details about what Jesus looked like and how He acted, and skeptics almost
uniformly reject these details as later legendary accretions. However, it
should be noted that Luke and John give two completely independent
accounts of Jesus’ resurrection appearances, and they agree in some
important details not found in Matthew or Mark:
1. Peter and at least one other apostle ran to the tomb after hearing the
women’s report and saw the burial wrappings lying by themselves,
after which Peter went home (Luke 24:12, 24; John 20:3–10).7
2. Jesus’ disciples on occasion did not immediately recognize Him
(Luke 24:16, 31; John 21:4–7).
3. Jesus was able to appear and disappear suddenly, even within a
locked room (Luke 24:31, 36; John 20:19, 26).
4. Jesus greeted the disciples with the words, “Peace be with you” (Luke
24:36 KJV; John 20:19, 21, 26).
5. Jesus invited His disciples to inspect His hands and even to touch
Him (Luke 24:39–40; John 20:20, 27).
6. Jesus ate fish with His disciples (Luke 24:41–43; John 21:9–15).8
Again, the usual response from skeptics is to dismiss the indications that
Jesus had a physical body (points 5 and 6 above) as later legendary
additions. However, this seems unlikely for a number of reasons.
First, as we have just seen, Luke and John present independent accounts
that testify to these same indications of Jesus’ materiality.
Second, some skeptics will seize upon the statements indicating that the
disciples did not always recognize Jesus immediately and that He was able
to appear and disappear suddenly (points 2 and 3 above) as evidence that
His body had not been reanimated. Yet these statements (which don’t really

contradict those statements indicating that Jesus’ physical body was alive9)
also are unique to Luke and John. Thus, at least some skeptics must engage
in picking and choosing from the same source material what they will
accept as authentic. Ironically, skeptics who reject the mundane, physical
characteristics reported of the risen Jesus will sometimes appeal to His
reported heavenly, supernatural characteristics!
Third, the notion that Christian belief in Jesus’ resurrection developed
from a purely spiritual concept to a more materialistic one can be fit into the
cultural settings of developing first-century Christianity only with great
difficulty, if at all. The Christian movement was exclusively Jewish for
some fifteen years (AD 33–48 or so), and its religious and theological
leadership (the apostles) remained exclusively Jewish for about twenty
years more (AD 49–68 or so). After the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, the
composition and leadership of Christianity became increasingly Gentile,
specifically Hellenistic.
Now, the claim that the resurrection was first regarded as a purely
spiritual reality and only around the fall of Jerusalem and afterward became
viewed as the reanimation of Jesus’ physical body would work much better
if the cultural shift in early Christianity had been the other way around.
Although Jews entertained various conceptions of the afterlife, the
dominant view of resurrection in first-century Jewish thought was that it
entailed the reanimation or reconstruction of the human body and its
endowment with immortality. On the other hand, the concept of the
resurrection of the human body—the flesh—was commonly regarded in
Hellenistic culture as absurd; Greeks tended to favor the view that the
person continued existing after death in a shadowy spiritual state from
which there was no return to physical life.10
The problem, then, is that skeptical scholars often attribute to the
earliest Christians, all of whom were Jewish, a view of resurrection that
actually corresponds more closely to the Gentile/Greek concept of spiritual
immortality. And they then attribute the belief in a physical resurrection,
which was at the time essentially an exclusively Jewish concept, to the
growing Gentile presence toward the end of the New Testament period.
Something’s definitely wrong with this picture!
The gospel accounts of Jesus’ appearances, then, provide independent
testimonies to the belief, rooted in the experiences of the earliest, Jewish
followers of Jesus, that Jesus had been raised from the dead.

LOOKING FOR A WAY OUT?
If you don’t want to believe that Jesus rose physically from the dead to
immortal life, you have a cafeteria of alternative explanations for the
evidence from which to choose. We’ve already considered several of these
in this and the previous two chapters.
Some theories admit the empty tomb but deny the appearances. For
example, the theory that the women went to the wrong tomb (one that
happened to be unoccupied) explains the empty tomb but does nothing to
account for the appearances. The theory that the disciples stole the body
admits the empty tomb but implies that the accounts of Jesus appearing to
both women and men are all lies—which as we have seen is essentially
impossible.

Once you allow that something remarkable
happened to the body that morning, all the other data
fall into place with ease. Once you insist that nothing
so outlandish happened, you are driven to ever more
complex and fantastic hypotheses.
—N. T. WRIGHT11

Other theories admit the appearances but deny the empty tomb. For
example, the idea that the Romans crucified the wrong man can explain the
appearances (at least to some extent) but leaves the tomb occupied (albeit
with the wrong body). The theory that the appearances were hallucinations
doesn’t explain the appearances all that well (did the disciples have group
hallucinations?) and cannot explain the empty tomb at all.
Of the naturalistic theories that attempt to account for both the empty
tomb and the appearances, by far the most popular is the view that Jesus
was not really dead when His body was laid in the tomb and that somehow
He revived (or was revived), left the tomb, and convinced His followers that
He had conquered death. As we saw in chapter 15, though, the evidence that
Jesus actually died is very strong, and the notion that a barely alive man

could have convinced His followers that He had arisen to immortal life is
extremely weak.
By far the best explanation for all of the evidence is the consistent claim
of the New Testament that God raised Jesus from the dead. The resurrection
not only makes sense of the evidence of the empty tomb and the
appearances, it also makes sense of Jesus’ claims to be the unique, eternal
Son of God. For those who are willing to believe, the resurrection of Jesus
may be one of the most compelling evidences that God exists and that He
has made Himself known in Jesus Christ.
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THE EVIDENCE OF THOSE WHO
LIVED FOR CHRIST
The reality of Jesus’ resurrection is evident in those who have lived for Him.

T

he resurrection of Jesus from the dead should not be viewed as a mere
curiosity of the past. It is the confirmation that Jesus’ death was not just
an unfortunate miscarriage of justice but the means to our reconciliation
with God. Jesus’ resurrection constitutes a promise to those who believe in
Him that they, too, will enjoy eternal, immortal life in a relationship with
God.
If this resurrection life that began in Christ and that will become ours is
a reality, may we expect there to be some evidence of it in His followers
now? Here we must not speculate as to what we ought to find, but rather we
should look for what Jesus says we will see as evidence that the message of
new life in Him is true. In other words, what did Jesus tell us to look for in
the way that His followers live that would be evidence of the reality of His
life in them? Two closely related evidences stand out in this regard.
If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to
the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are
the Lord’s. For to this end Christ died and lived again, that
he might be Lord both of the dead and of the living.
—PAUL (ROMANS 14:8–9)

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN JESUS’ FOLLOWERS

First, Christ’s followers would love one another. “By this all men will know
that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35
NASB). The love of Christ would break down barriers of hatred between
people.
Second, Christ’s followers would proclaim the message of new life in
God’s eternal kingdom to people of all nations. “Go therefore and make
disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19). This process of making disciples
was not to be one of military conquest but of persuasive proclamation.
Thus, making the effort to bring this message to other nations—some
unknown, some feared—would require as motivation the love of which
Christ spoke.
Is there significant evidence of these signs of Christ’s living presence in
his people? We confidently say yes, but we need to make note of two
crucial qualifications emphasized by Jesus Himself.
First, many people who profess to be His followers are not. Toward the
end of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said, “Not every one who says to
me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the
will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21). In one of His most
famous analogies, Jesus said that at the end of history, His good and wicked
servants would be separated like sheep from goats, with only the sheep
enjoying eternal life (Matthew 25:31–46; compare verses 14–30). Indeed,
Jesus predicted that many false prophets would arise in His name (Matthew
7:22–23; 24:11, 24) and that many people who professed to follow Him
would prove unfaithful (Matthew 24:11–12). Regrettably, Jesus, was
without a doubt, right on the money in this regard. The history of
Christianity is littered with people claiming to speak in His name and doing
all sorts of evil things, often under the guise of following Christ. While it
might be going too far to view this “dark side” of Christianity as evidence
supporting faith in Christ, surely it does not make sense to reject Christ
because of the actions of those who are unfaithful to Him.
Second, the evidences of Christ’s living presence were not expected to
be manifested fully in individuals the moment they began to follow Christ,
nor were those evidences expected to be fully realized in the Church from
the outset. Rather, these evidences were expected to grow. Jesus compared
the kingdom of God to the mustard seed, which starts off very tiny but
becomes a huge tree (Matthew 13:31–32). When Jesus told His original
followers to “make disciples of all nations,” He made it clear that this

would be a long process of education that would have to continue until His
return at the end of the age: “teaching them to observe all that I have
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age”
(Matthew 28:20). Likewise, Jesus predicted that the Church would reach all
nations with His message, but that doing so would take until the end
(Matthew 24:14). So, while we should expect these evidences of Christ’s
living presence to be significant, we should also understand that individuals
are at different stages in their development as disciples and that the Church
as a whole also has been going through a process of maturing in its
relationship with Christ.
With these qualifications in mind, is there significant evidence of
Christ’s resurrection presence in His people?

“SEE HOW THEY LOVE ONE ANOTHER”
About AD 197 or 198, the theologian Tertullian reported that nonChristians were saying of Christians, “See how they love one another”
(Apologeticum 39.7). Ironically, this was a backhanded compliment:
Tertullian was responding to the criticism that Christians were too soft, too
coddling of one another (on the notion that only the strong should survive).
The critics lost that argument, though. When Tertullian wrote those words,
the Church was in the midst of an incredible period of growth. During the
second and third centuries, Christianity grew a thousandfold, from a small
sect of about seven thousand people to about seven million adherents—all
before Constantine issued his Edict of Milan ending the persecution of
Christianity. While various factors no doubt came into play in this
astonishing growth, the love that Christians showed to one another and to
other people clearly played a major role.

Because Christians were expected to aid the less
fortunate, many of them received such aid, and all
could feel greater security against bad times. Because
they were asked to nurse the sick and dying, many of
them received such nursing. Because they were

asked to love others, they in turn were loved. And if
Christians were required to observe a far more
restrictive moral code than that observed by pagans,
Christians—especially women—enjoyed a far more
secure family life.
—RODNEY STARK, SOCIOLOGIST1

In too many times and places in church history since, such transforming,
infectious love has been sorely lacking. On the one hand, the triumph of
Christianity politically in the fourth century brought various evils of pagan
culture almost to a complete end, such as infanticide, and brought
significant advances in the treatment of women (though they did not go far
enough). Charitable hospitals, orphanages, homes for the blind, and other
such institutions proliferated as soon as Christianity had won its political
rights in the fourth century. On the other hand, there is no doubt that the
growth of powerful church institutions in European Christianity during the
Middle Ages stifled the spirit of Christian love, although it was not
completely extinguished. One can see in the monastic tradition, for all its
faults, an effort to cultivate Christian love.
During the past three centuries or so, love has become more and more a
hallmark of authentic Christianity throughout the world. Christian love and
values led to the abolition of slavery in England, the United States (far later
than it should, unfortunately), and in all nations around the globe where
Christianity was dominant. Most of the humanitarian movements and
institutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were explicitly
Christian in origin and philosophy. Some of those institutions, such as the
Red Cross and the Salvation Army, are with us to this day. Christians led
efforts to reform prisons, to enact child-labor laws, and to educate and feed
the poor.2 They built hospitals and universities; they ran orphanages and
women’s shelters.
Christian charity (the old-fashioned word for love) continues to this day.
Most acts of love never get noticed or reported and cannot be quantified.
Consider, though, just one Christian humanitarian institution, World Vision.
It was started by a Christian, Bob Pierce, in the 1950s to help Korean
children orphaned in the war. It now provides food, clothing, health care,

and education to tens of millions of people in over a hundred countries
every year. World Vision has dug more than a thousand wells in Africa to
provide millions of people there with badly needed clean water. And oh, yes
—they also tell people around the world that their motivation for doing
these things is so that they will know that God loves them and has acted in
Jesus to bring them eternal life. Of course, there are many, many other
institutions doing similar work.
If it sounds as if we are bragging, we’re not. Most Christians could do a
great deal more than they are doing to show love to one another and to the
needy of the world. But the fact remains that the love of Christ has been
very much a reality to the hundreds of millions of people who have been
helped by Christians impelled to share that love with others.

“IN HIM SHALL THE NATIONS HOPE”
As we mentioned, Jesus commanded His followers to make disciples of
people from all the nations and predicted that they would do so before His
return at the end of the age (Matthew 24:14; 28:19–20). In our day this
prediction appears to be on the cusp of fulfillment. There are significant
numbers of Christians in almost every country on the earth. Some two
billion people in the world consider themselves Christians, and while many
of these may be Christians in name only (a problem that all large religions
inevitably have), many of them are clearly genuine.
It is no doubt that serious mistakes have been made throughout the
history of Christian missions. For example, it is not surprising to learn that
sometimes missionaries from the West have imported their culture along
with the gospel (though Western culture is not all bad, mind you). Overall,
though, the spread of the gospel to every continent has benefited the
peoples of the world immeasurably and has demonstrated the power of the
risen Christ to change the lives of individuals, families, even whole
societies for the better. Consider just one example.
Dr. Rochunga Pudaite grew up in northeast India as part of the Hmar
tribe. When a Welsh missionary named Watkin Roberts brought the
message of Christ to the Hmar people in the early twentieth century,
Rochunga’s father, Chawnga, was one of the first to believe. As Chawnga
himself observed, Roberts did not try to impose European customs on the
Hmars. In fact, Roberts carried on his missionary work in defiance of the

local British government representative. (Christian missionaries from the
West, far from always being agents of Western cultural or political
imperialism, have all too often done their work under opposition from the
Western governmental or corporate powers in the region.) However, as
thousands of Hmars came to faith in Christ, their way of life did change.
“They stopped quarreling, fighting, drinking, and living in fear of evil
spirits.” Over five hundred Hmars became missionaries, taking food and
Bibles to tribes throughout the region, including tribes of former enemies
whose heads the Hmar had previously displayed as trophies over the doors
of their bamboo huts. They were, as Pudaite puts it, “transformed from
headhunters to hearthunters.”3 Pudaite is now president of Bibles For the
World, which has sent over fourteen million Bibles to individual homes
throughout the world.

The Resurrection is a divine bombshell dropped
into the heart of the world, loaded with truth, and
utterly transforming in its effects. It is a sure sign that
there is a powerful God, that he can and must be
approached through Jesus Christ, and that there is a
life beyond the grave when one day we shall meet
him.
—PETER WALKER4

The message of Christ’s death and resurrection is a powerful source of
hope and new life to millions of people every year. It is easy to miss the
evidence of changed lives in a culture where Christians are tempted to
complacency and where we are all inundated with bad news at the top of
every hour.

FOR FURTHER READING

Etuk, Emma S. What’s So Good about Christianity? Five Amazing
Ways the Gospel Has Influenced and Blessed Our Lives.
Washington, D.C. and Uyo, Nigeria: Emida International Publishers,
2000. Nigerian scholar answers the question with passion.
Schmidt, Alvin J. Under the Influence: How Christianity
Transformed Civilization. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001. The
positive impact of Christianity in sexuality, health care, labor,
education, science, politics, the abolition of slavery, the arts, and
literature.

19
THE EVIDENCE OF THOSE WHO
DIED FOR CHRIST
Only Christ has inspired so many to die so nobly as martyrs for their faith.

T

he way the followers of Jesus live demonstrates that the life of the risen
Christ is not an abstraction or a mere symbol but a reality. The same is
true for the way Christ’s followers die.
According to Jesus himself, His followers would all too often be hated,
mistreated, and even killed as a result—directly or indirectly—of their stand
for Christ. Yet even in this suffering, they would find God’s blessing:
“Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say
all kinds of evil against you because of Me” (Matthew 5:11 NASB). In
response, Christ urged His followers to love those who treat them so: “But I
say, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew
5:44 NASB).
Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his
life for his friends. You are My friends if you do what I
command you.… This I command you, that you love one
another. If the world hates you, you know that it has hated
Me before it hated you.
—JESUS (JOHN 15:13–14, 17–18 NASB)

“IF THEY PERSECUTED ME, THEY WILL ALSO
PERSECUTE YOU”

Many religions have inspired people to die—and kill—in battle. Lately, a
few cults have inspired their members to commit suicide. Mere zeal is no
proof of truth.
Throughout church history, many believers in Jesus Christ have had to
choose either to renounce their faith or face suffering and even death. Many
believers, like the five missionaries in Ecuador described later in this
chapter, have willingly put their lives at risk to take the message of Christ to
those who have never heard it. That some people would choose to accept
death rather than deny their faith is not by itself strong evidence for the
truth of their faith. But the sheer number of believers in Christ who have
accepted martyrdom, the long period of time over which Christians have
become martyrs, and the way they have faced death, all considered together
is very impressive evidence. It can only be explained by their unshakable
confidence that they, like Jesus, will be raised from the dead.

The blood of the martyrs is seed.
—TERTULLIAN

The Church has experienced three main periods of intense persecution
of its believers. The first period ran from the beginning of the Church’s
history until the time of Constantine, or roughly the first three centuries. All
of the Church’s founding apostles except John were martyred. Their
willingness to die for their faith is difficult to explain unless they were very
sure that Jesus had risen from the dead. As N. T. Wright observes, “If you
follow a messiah and he gets killed, you obviously backed the wrong
horse.”1 Yet Jesus’ disciples continued to “back” Jesus even though He had
been publicly executed and even though they were next!
As Christianity became predominantly Gentile in composition,
Christians were viewed as superstitious, because of their faith in a crucified
God, and disloyal to Rome because of their refusal to offer sacrifices to
Caesar or to acknowledge him as a god. Several emperors sponsored the
persecution of Christians. Efforts were made to destroy copies of the Bible.

Christians were tortured and killed if they refused to do homage to Caesar.
The more Christians were executed, the faster Christianity grew—partly
because the believers loved Christ to the point of death and partly, as we
pointed out earlier, because they loved each other so much in life.

Christ and Caesar had met in the arena, and
Christ had won.
—WILL DURANT2

The second period of intense persecution was the late medieval era
leading up to the Reformation, when the Inquisition put many Christians to
death for expressing their faith in ways that challenged the exclusive
authority of the Roman hierarchy. Sadly, when Christian institutions have
become powerful, those in charge have often given in to the temptation to
abuse that power. The history of such abuses is a sobering reminder that it is
useless to put our faith in a religious institution (even a Christian one). Our
faith should be in Christ alone.
The third period of intense persecution has been the last century or so,
and it continues to this day. Various estimates suggest that some one
hundred million Christians were martyred during the twentieth century,
mostly in Communist and Islamic nations. Communism is still a serious
threat to Christians’ physical well-being today in China; on the other hand,
the Church in China has thrived under persecution, growing to the tens of
millions.
By far the most widespread source of persecution against Christians
today is Islam. Hundreds of thousands (at least) of Christians have been
killed in the south of Sudan, where government-sponsored terror from the
north seeks to impose Islam on the entire nation. Some five hundred
churches in Indonesia were destroyed by Muslim extremists in the last
decade of the twentieth century. In Pakistan, Islamic blasphemy laws make
it illegal to voice criticisms of Islam in the course of evangelism. In many
Islamic nations, Christian evangelism is simply illegal, as is the distribution

or public possession of Bibles or Christian symbols. In those nations where
the Christian population is less than 1 percent, such as in Iran, Saudi Arabia,
Afghanistan, Yemen, Turkey, Somalia, and Morocco, the reason invariably
is government intimidation.

“YOU CANNOT DO US ANY REAL HARM”
Not all persecution of Christians during the past century took place under
Communist or Islamic regimes. Christians have suffered for their faith on
every continent and in almost every country. What is surprising—and
deserves to be viewed as evidence for the reality of Christ—is not merely
the number of people who have suffered for Christ but how believers have
reacted to that suffering and the life-changing results. Let’s consider just
one example.
In 1955, five young Christian men and their families went to Ecuador to
take the gospel to an Ecuadorian tribe called the Huaorani (known to
outsiders as the Aucas). Jim Elliot was a handsome, strong man who had
been a college wrestler; now he went in weakness to show the Huaorani the
power of Christ. Ed McCully was his class president and an award-winning
orator in college; now he went to speak in halting Huao about Jesus. On
January 8, 1956, a group of Huaorani, apparently afraid that these men
would attack them as many other white men had, killed Jim, Ed, and three
other missionaries. They left behind their wives and nine children, including
one not yet born.
The story ran in Life and Time magazines that year, but the story was far
from over. One of the widows, Elisabeth Elliot, stayed in the area and
within three years was living with the tribe. The Huaorani allowed Elliot to
live with them because they were impressed and confused by the fact that,
although the missionaries had brought guns with them, they did not use
them to defend themselves in the attack. They learned that the missionaries
had come to tell them “about another man, Jesus, who freely allowed His
own death to benefit all people.” As a result, many Huaorani put their faith
in Wangongi, the creator God, who had revealed His love for them in Jesus.3
As the Huaoroni people came to Christ, their lives changed dramatically for
the better. They stopped killing each other. They learned to read and write.
Their health improved. Their population, which had dwindled to about two
hundred when the missionaries arrived, increased to about a thousand. Had

it not been for their new lives in Christ, “the Aucas would have soon
followed scores of other Amazonian tribal ‘nations’ into extinction.”4
The testimonies of the martyrs (a word that means “witnesses”) bear
eloquent witness to the reality of the risen Christ in their lives (see below).

WORDS OF SOME FAMOUS CHRISTIAN MARTYRS

Eighty and six years have I now served Christ,
and he has never done me the least wrong: how then
can I blaspheme my King and my Savior?
—POLYCARP (70–156), BISHOP OF SMYRNA
You can kill us, but you cannot do us any real
harm.
—JUSTIN MARTYR (CA. 100–165), CHRISTIAN APOLOGIST
That which I have taught with my lips, I will now
seal with my blood.
—JAN HUS (1369–1415), CZECH REFORMER, MARTYRED FOR
HIS CRITICISM OF ROMAN CATHOLICISM
When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and
die.
—DIETRICH BONHOEFFER (1906–1945), GERMAN
LUTHERAN PASTOR, IMPRISONED AND THEN EXECUTED FOR HIS
RESISTANCE TO HITLER5

He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to
gain what he cannot lose.
—JIM ELLIOT (1927–1956), MISSIONARY TO THE
HUAORANI IN ECUADOR6
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THE EVIDENCE OF THE
UNIQUENESS OF CHRIST
The world’s religions have no one and nothing to compare with Jesus
Christ.

A

ll right, you may be thinking, There is a God. But aren’t there many
religions that lead to God? Won’t any of them do? Why insist on Jesus
Christ as the way to know God?
In this book we have sought to focus on some of the positive evidences
for believing that God exists and that He has acted to make His love known
to us through His Son, Jesus Christ. Although we have made some
references to other religions, our purpose here is not to focus on what is
wrong with them but on what is right and true about Christ. Still, to
understand the Christian message, it is important to understand what is
unique about Christ. We’ll try to answer this often contentious question in
this concluding chapter.
I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to
the Father, but by me.
—JESUS (JOHN 14:6)

WHAT’S RIGHT WITH THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS
Christians don’t (or at least shouldn’t) claim that all of the other religions of
the world are wrong in everything they say. Each of the major world
religions has true and valuable things to say about the human condition.
Much can be learned by studying different religions.

The multiplicity and endurance of religions throughout human history
testify to the incorrigibly religious, spiritual nature of human beings. On
whatever continent, in whatever century, people recognize their need for
God. The persistent universality of the desire to connect with some
transcendent reality, some divine power beyond the material, in which life
and love and truth and meaning can all be found, is attested in all of the
major world religions. Our inner need for God points to God’s reality as
surely as our need for water would prove that water existed even if we had
never seen it, were not sure what it would look like if we ran into it, and
could not even agree on what to call it.
Each major religion has a distinct perspective on life that has some
merit to it and is worth considering and exploring.
Hinduism recognizes that the end of our bodily life is not the end of us;
it emphasizes that what we do in this life will be carried with us when we
die; it acknowledges the transitory character of physical life and affirms that
there is something more.
Buddhism offers a penetrating diagnosis of the human condition:
suffering appears to be an incorrigible aspect of human life, and this
suffering presupposes our attachment to the belief that we are individuals
with needs and wants.
Taoism emphasizes that human beings are not in sync with nature. We
don’t “go with the flow,” so to speak. (The idiom is apropos, since Taoism
[pronounced DOW-ism] teaches that there is a force that needs to flow in us
as it does in nature. Yes, this does sound a lot like Star Wars!) We don’t get
along with a lot of the animals, we’re frustrated by the weather, and we’ve
lost our sense of connection to nature.
Islam has a lot going for it, from a Christian point of view. It recognizes
that there is only one God, that He created the world, and that human
society is a mess because it isn’t based on God’s law.

Given that we have a limited amount of time in
this life to study religions, we can dispense with
those that offer us a second chance in the afterlife, or
which will reincarnate us if we make a mistake in

this life, or which promise us that all will be well
eventually no matter how we live now. Prudence
dictates that we first ought to consider the claims of
those religions which say that everything depends
upon the decisions made and lived by in this life.
—JOHN A. BLOOM1

Judaism has even more going for it, according to Christianity. After all,
Christians and Jews both regard the Old Testament as Scripture, although
Jews don’t like that title because they don’t accept that there is a New
Testament. Evangelical Christianity values Orthodox Judaism for
preserving much of the truth of God’s revelation in the Old Testament.
So accepting Christ doesn’t mean rejecting everything the other
religions say. Of course, it does mean taking the position that where those
other religions disagree with Christ, they’re wrong. More to the point,
accepting Christ means recognizing that Christ can do something for you
that none of the world’s religions or their founders can.

YOU CAN’T GET THERE FROM HERE!
It may seem polite to say that all religions are equally valid, but that won’t
make it possible to avoid having to choose what to believe and what not to
believe. It’s true that many religions talk about God and offer paths for
reaching God. Still, you can’t choose all of them, and it isn’t wise to assume
that any old (or new) path will do. (To be blunt, some people use the idea of
all paths leading to God as an excuse not to take any path at all.)
The problem is that the different religions of the world seem to be
talking about different paths that lead to different gods. One religion says
that God is the divine force in all of us and points to the path of selfrealization. Another religion says that God is a grandfatherly being who just
wants us all to be as good as we can. Yet another religion says that there are
many gods and that we may pick whatever god we find most helpful. To
assert, as many do today, that all of these paths are equally valid is to admit
that none of them leads in reality to God; rather, they are ways of
expressing our religious needs. If we are to make a wise decision, we need

to take the truth claims of these different religions seriously and decide
which one we really believe.
In a sense, Christianity also is a religion—a human association based on
a particular way of dealing with the most fundamental issues of life, death,
and meaning. Christianity has doctrines, rituals, and other elements
associated with a religion. Yet, paradoxically, Christianity announces that
religion is not enough. Religions are human institutions that express fallible
human beliefs and values. For that very reason, Christianity points away
from religion—even away from itself—to Christ.

WHAT OTHER RELIGIOUS FOUNDERS CLAIMED
But what about the other great founders of the world religions? You may be
wondering if they made claims about themselves similar to those made by
Christ. In fact, all of them insisted that in the end they were not of
themselves very important.
The greatest religious figure of the East was a prince of the Shakya clan
in India born as Siddhãrtha Gautama, sometimes called Shakyamuni (the
Shakya sage) but more commonly known as the Buddha (which means the
Enlightened One). Our knowledge of his life and teachings is sketchy (there
is even debate about the century in which he lived2), but it is evident to
most historians, and even to most Buddhists, that the religion he started was
centered on his teaching and not on him. One of his best known sayings
was, “Follow the teaching, not the person”—that is, follow the dharma, the
truth that he taught about suffering and how to overcome it, rather than
trying to follow the person of Gautama the Buddha.3 As Richard Cohen
explains, Buddhists do not even view Gautama as the only buddha; his
“nonuniqueness” is crucial to understanding Buddhism.4 Few historians
would disagree with the following assessment of the relation of the Buddha
to Buddhism:
One could go so far as to say that as far as the truth of Buddhist
teaching is concerned, it does not even matter that much whether the
Buddha as a historical personality ever existed, whereas Christianity would
lose its meaning without the historical person of Jesus.5

Without a doubt the most influential religious leader in world history
besides Jesus was Muhammad, the founder of Islam. In the Qur’an,
Muhammad confesses, “I am only a mortal, as you are. To me it has been
revealed that your God is one God.” God tells Muhammad, “Say, ‘I am not
an innovation among the Messengers, and I know not what shall be done
with me or with you. I only follow what is revealed to me; I am only a clear
warner.’” Muhammad confesses that he cannot do miracles: “Glory be to
my Lord! Am I aught but a mortal, a Messenger?”6
Moses, the founder of Judaism, was the ultimate reluctant prophet. The
book of Exodus reports that Moses actually tried to talk the Lord into
finding someone else to be His prophet (Exodus 4:10–16)! Moses
constantly prefaced his statements to Pharaoh or to the Israelites with the
words, “Thus says the LORD.” The first time he said these words, Pharaoh
responded, “Who is the LORD that I should obey His voice to let Israel go?”
(Exodus 5:2 NASB). This captures precisely the spirit of the entire Old
Testament, where the main issue is, “Who is the LORD?”—whether or not
He really is the one true God. The focus of the Old Testament and of
Judaism throughout the millennia, is not on the prophets but on God.

JESUS IS THE ANSWER
As we saw in earlier chapters of this book, Jesus Christ was not just one of
many pretty-good religious teachers. He was God’s only eternal Son, come
as a human being to die and rise from the dead. The Buddha, Muhammad,
and even Moses are all dead; but Jesus is alive! He offered, not merely a
code of ethics or set of religious rituals, but Himself as the way for us to be
assured of God’s mercy.
In this regard Jesus has no competition among the world’s religions; He
is the only Savior on the market. The Buddha offered himself only as an
example of how a human being can rise above suffering through selfenlightenment; even if you think the Buddha was on to something, he
cannot help you be reconciled to God. Muhammad claimed only to be the
conduit of God’s laws by which people ought to order their lives; Islam
offers no help to you if you have failed miserably in living up to God’s
expectations.
By getting to know Christ and believing in Him, we not only know that
there is a God, we come to know who He is and to be assured of His eternal

love. “God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8 NKJV). This is good news you just
can’t find anywhere else.
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AFTERWORD
I believe in Christianity as I believe the sun is risen, not only because I see
it but because by it I see everything else.
—C. S. LEWIS1

I

n this book we have shared with you what we consider to be twenty
compelling evidences supporting the reasonableness of believing that
God exists and that He has made himself known in Jesus Christ. Now that
you’ve heard these evidences, what do you do next? Simply absorbing and
even accepting this information is not enough. The existence of God is not
an isolated fact to be added to our fund of knowledge trivia, like an answer
on Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? Now you need to do something with
this knowledge. What do you do?
First of all, if you’re still uncertain if the God of the Bible exists, you
need to work through whatever issues may be sticking points for you.
Throughout this book we have offered some suggestions of other books you
can read that go into more detail on the various evidences than we can here.
You might want to look up one or more of these books if you’re having
trouble deciding what to think about, say, intelligent design or the
resurrection of Jesus. You’re also welcome to contact our ministries to seek
answers to your questions. At the back of this book you’ll find contact
information for both of us.
If you’re now at the point that you believe in this God, or at least are
leaning in that direction, you should start making some concrete, practical
response to God. We would encourage you to start talking to God. In
religious language this is called “prayer,” but many people are skittish about
praying because they think they have to speak Elizabethan English or use
some formula to get God’s attention. Sadly, many people have given up on
prayer because they were erroneously taught that prayer is a way of getting
God to give you things, and when they tried it they got nothing. Can we be
frank with you? We don’t believe in God because we get things when we
pray. Sometimes God gives us what we ask for; sometimes He doesn’t. We

pray because we’re convinced that God exists and that He wants us to have
a relationship with Him. So, our suggestion would be to start talking to God
in your own individual, personal way. Tell Him what you believe now; be
open about your doubts, questions, or fears. God is real; now is the time to
start acting like it!
There are other things you should start doing to cultivate your
relationship with God. One of these is to read the Bible, especially the
Gospels, and get to know Christ better. It’s also a good idea to get together
with others who are also in the process of getting to know God through
Jesus Christ; you can help each other. The most obvious place to do that is
in a church, but it isn’t the only place. Christians can be found meeting
together in college dorms, in conference rooms at the office, and at friends’
homes for coffee.
Again, we invite you to contact us if we can be of any help as you
embark on life’s greatest adventure—getting to know God personally
through faith in Jesus Christ. As you come to a deep understanding and
appreciation for God, your life will change. Who knows—you might be
compelling evidence for someone else to believe in God!
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P

eople interested in God find themselves at many different places. Some,
perhaps, have never had much contact with Christians or Christianity,
and they are merely curious about what Christians believe. Others may be
somewhat familiar with Christian beliefs, but would like to know if there is
a reasonable basis for Christian truth-claims. Still others may have made a
decision to become a follower of Jesus Christ at one time or another in their
lives, but are now interested in a renewed commitment and would like to
learn more about what the Bible and Christianity teach about God and
Jesus. Some may even now be committed Christians, but would like to
increase their knowledge about God, Jesus, and the Bible so that they may
more effectively share their faith with others.
No matter where you are—agnostic, curious inquirer, seeker, fallen
away believer, committed Christian—this book will enable you to gain a
fuller understanding of why Christians believe what they believe about
God. What follows are questions designed to help you think about the main
points raised in each chapter. Some of the questions are more informational,
and some are more personal. Neither the purpose of the book nor the
questions is to prove the existence of God or the truth of Christianity.
Instead, the authors have written this book to provide evidence that God
exists and is a real person, and that Christianity is the authentic expression
of the truth about God. It is up to you, the reader, to decide if the evidence
presented makes a good case for God and Christianity or not. The questions
are written to assist you in making up your mind about what the authors
believe is the reality of God and the truth of Christianity. It is our hope that
they will be useful in your quest for fuller understanding.

Foreword

1. Have you ever doubted the existence of God? How do the authors regard
doubt about God’s existence—as a good thing or a bad thing? Why?
2. Do the authors think God’s existence can be proved? What would
constitute proof of the existence of God? If God’s existence can’t be
proved, how can we know if He does or doesn’t exist? Are there ways of
knowing things without being able to prove their existence? Can you
think of some examples?
3. The authors end the Foreword with a story about God. Where do you
think they got this story from? Do you think this story is reliable? Why or
why not?

Chapter 1: The Evidence of Reality
1. What is the primary reason—one might even say the only reason—to
believe in the God of Christianity? What do the authors think about the
idea that even if a religion weren’t true, it could still be good for you?
2. Why is it so important for a religion to correspond to reality? Don’t all
religions claim to be based on reality?
3. The authors say, “Christianity is one of the few religions that even
professes to be grounded on facts in the real world—factual claims that
you can read about, investigate, and that are well supported by evidence.”
Do you think this is true or not? Why?
4. What does the Bible have to say about the importance of grounding
understanding in reality? Do you think the claims of Christianity—
specifically, that God entered our world—are credible? Why or why not?
5. Can you think of any other religion, not including Christianity or
Judaism, that is grounded in reality? Which one(s)? How credible are
its/their claims?

Chapter 2: The Evidence of Knowledge
1. What do we call the idea that nothing can be known for certain? Is this a
modern belief, or did it exist in ancient times as well?
2. A new kind of skepticism, called postmodernism, emerged in the late
twentieth century. The authors describe four tenets of postmodernism.

What are these? How much do you think these concepts control the
contemporary climate of opinion?
3. How does the postmodern approach to knowledge affect the idea of
truth? Do you think there could be such a thing as “postmodern
Christianity”? Would that be desirable or undesirable? Why?
4. The authors provide four responses to postmodernism. What are these?
Do you think they adequately answer the postmodern critique? Why or
why not?
5. How do the authors respond to the postmodern view that knowledge is a
human construct? Why are their responses persuasive or not persuasive?

Chapter 3: The Evidence of Existence
1. What are the three basic answers to the question, “What is the nature of
the big something that includes us?” Why do you think people disagree
about which answer is right?
2. The authors describe several difficulties with an atheistic worldview.
What are these difficulties? Are they convincing or not? Why? Do you
think atheism is more like an objective assessment of reality or a belief
system?
3. What are the three types of pantheism? What are some of the difficulties
with pantheism? What is the difference between classic pantheism and
panentheism?
4. What is the basic idea behind theism? Are all theists Christians? Are all
Christians theists?
5. Is theism a consequence of deduction, or did it come about by some other
process? What role does revelation play in the Christian understanding of
theism?

Chapter 4: The Evidence of the Universe’s Beginning
1. Has it always been the case that people had evidence for the universe’s
coming into existence? What did people think about this question in the
Middle Ages? In the nineteenth century?

2. What factors in the twentieth century contributed to the idea that there
was a time when the universe did not exist? What two theories attempted
to account for an expanding but eternally existing universe? What
happened to these theories?
3. What has been the self-understanding about the universe of the three
major monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam? What
have the discoveries of twentieth-century astrophysics done to this
understanding—confirmed it or disproved it?
4. What do you think about the quote from Robert Jastrow near the end of
the chapter? What does the fact that theologians have apparently had a
better understanding of the nature of reality than scientists say about the
adequacy of scientific materialism as a worldview? Is it possible that
there are ways of knowing about reality other than through the scientific
method?
5. What are the good news and the bad news that close this chapter? What
hints about ultimate reality do the facts about the universe and our sun
disclose to us? Could we live in a solar system with a “young” sun or an
“old” sun? Why or why not?

Chapter 5: The Evidence of the Universe’s Fitness for Life
1. What fascinating research project have scientists been engaged in for the
last forty years or so? What have they discovered about the universe?
2. What are the four fundamental forces? What is the role of each in
sustaining the universe? What would happen if even the slightest
variation occurred in these forces?
3. What two things are “just right” about the big bang? Do you think it’s
likely that the existence of all these delicate balances is by chance? How
good of a proof for the existence of God do you think these recent
discoveries in cosmology are?
4. The number of stars and planets in the universe is so large that it is
beyond counting. That would seem to indicate endless possibilities for
life to flourish throughout the universe. How likely is life on other
planets according to the authors? What are some of the difficulties that
make it unlikely that life exists on other planets?

5. What are some of the factors about our earth that make it able to sustain
life? What conclusion are many scientists coming to when they calculate
the odds of life existing in the universe? What do the authors think about
the possibility that life in the universe came about by luck? Which seems
more likely to you—life in the universe as a result of design or luck?

Chapter 6: The Evidence of Life’s Origin
1. What are scientists discovering about the chances of life coming about as
a result of purely natural processes? How have their conclusions changed
from those of 25 or 50 years ago?
2. What three problems facing a naturalistic explanation for the origin of
life do the authors mention? Which of these do you think is most
persuasive?
3. One of the difficulties the authors raise is that the earth isn’t old enough
for the processes necessary for life to arise spontaneously. How
convincing do you this argument is? How does this difficulty affect the
way we read the Bible’s creation stories?
4. One of the ways scientists have thought of to get around the difficulties
of life arising spontaneously on earth is a theory called “panspermia.”
What do the authors think about this theory? What does the scientific
community think about it? What do you think about it?
5. What three components constitute the building blocks of life? If life were
to have arisen spontaneously, these three components would have had to
come into existence at virtually the same time. How likely to have
happened is that? With the myriad complexities associated with the
origins of life, what becomes its most likely explanation? What are
scientists themselves grudgingly concluding about the origins of life?

Chapter 7: The Evidence of Life’s Intelligent Design
1. A new approach to questions about the origins of the universe as well as
life in the universe has arisen. This approach is called Intelligent Design.
Who is generally credited with first developing this approach?
2. What are some of the analogies to Intelligent Design presented by the
authors? How apt do you think these analogies are?

3. What is the central insight of Intelligent Design? What is Dembski’s
“explanatory filter”? What are its three stages?
4. What example do the authors use to illustrate Dembski’s explanatory
filter? Do you think this is a good example or not? Why?
5. What is “irreducible complexity”? Who came up with the term? What
two examples do the authors cite to illustrate irreducible complexity?
6. What conclusion can we draw from what the authors call the
“information-rich nature of life?” How convincing do you think the
Intelligent Design approach to origins is?

Chapter 8: The Evidence of a Fallen World
1. The authors explain their purposes for this chapter at its beginning. What
is one thing they are not proposing to do in this chapter? Is the idea that
bad things happening in our world helps validate the Christian worldview
a new idea to you?
2. In what ways do the authors say humans differ from animals? How does
the human capacity for self-reflection make us different from all other
creatures?
3. As regards the capacity for humans to act in a morally responsible way,
what examples do the authors give? Do you think it is possible for
animals to act this way? What conclusions might be drawn from stories
of dogs pulling drowning children from water or dolphins assisting
swimmers in trouble?
4. What two public events do the authors give to illustrate the human
capacity for evil? What personal examples do they give? What do you
think about the quote from D. L. Moody? How would you compare the
famous British author G. K. Chesterton’s similar response to the question
from a British newspaper, “What’s wrong with the world?” Chesterton
wrote back, “I am.”
5. What do you think of the atheists’ answer to why good and bad things
happen in the world? What reasons do the authors give for the
inadequacy of atheists’ explanations of good and evil?

6. What, according to the authors, is the biblical view of good and evil? Do
you find the Bible’s explanation borne out in the world? In your own
experience?

Chapter 9: The Evidence of the Bible’s Reliability
1. According to evidence presented by the authors, the Bible has been far
more carefully preserved in terms of quality, quantity, and time span than
any other ancient documents: How do you respond? If true, what would
be the significance of this?
2. How does the Bible differ from other ancient sacred texts? Is there any
serious doubt about the general outlines of events presented in the Bible?
3. What field of science has, to the surprise of many people, tended to
confirm specific data in the Bible? What are some of this discipline’s
limitations? What kinds of things in the Bible has it validated?
4. How accurately can events during Israel’s Divided Kingdom, Exile and
Post-Exilic periods be dated? How closely can events described in the
Intertestamental books and the New Testament be dated? What does this
say about the authenticity of the Bible?
5. In general, what do the authors say about wholesale skepticism of the
Bible’s historical basis and claims?

Chapter 10: The Evidence of the Bible’s Accuracy
1. What are some of the claims that the Bible makes about Israel’s history
that are widely questioned today? What is the basis for this questioning?
2. The discovery of a particular text has shed new light on one of the central
events described in the Old Testament. What is this text, and what event
does it apparently refer to?
3. Which two New Testament authors’ writings have been extensively
corroborated by extrabiblical writings and known historical events? How
close to the events described were these books written?
4. What are some of the facts about early Christianity that Paul’s epistles
record? The chronology of Acts and Paul’s letters radically diverge: True
or false?

5. A close examination of the Bible’s description of events tells us what
about its historical accuracy? According to the authors, is there or is there
not a basis for skepticism about historical accounts in the Bible?

Chapter 11: The Evidence of the Bible’s Fulfilled Prophecy
1. What two approaches do skeptics take to discount Bible prophecy? What
do you think about the merit of skeptics’ views of prophecy? If the
skeptics are right, what does that say about the accuracy and truth of the
Bible?
2. What example do the authors use to show that the skepticism regarding
prophecy can’t always be correct? What are the consequences for
skepticism if even just one prophecy can be shown to be true?
3. How does the return of the Jews to Israel fulfill Bible prophecy?
4. What prophecy in the book of Daniel tends to validate Bible prophecy no
matter how late Daniel is dated? Why do you think skeptics continue to
discount Bible prophecy even when certain prophecies can be determined
to be virtually certain?
5. What prophecy does Jesus make recorded by Luke that took nearly 2,000
years to be fulfilled?
6. What do the authors regard as the most astonishing example of Bible
prophecy fulfilled? What do you think about this prophecy? What does
the fulfillment of these prophecies say about the credibility of the Bible
as God’s written Word?

Chapter 12: The Evidence of the Bible’s Profound Wisdom
1. The authors state that the Bible is the most quoted book in the world, that
it exalts justice, accords dignity to all human beings, provides guidance
concerning marriage and family, money and possessions, character
development and reconciliation. How likely do you think it is that an
ancient people who were relatively inconsequential on the world stage
could have thought all this up on their own?
2. Which of the two extremes—superstition or skepticism—do the authors
think more closely represents the proper approach to the Bible? Why?

3. How did the biblical account of creation contribute to the scientific
method? What four early scientists do the authors identify as Christians,
and what were their particular discoveries? How did each advance our
understanding of the natural world?
4. In what sense can the Bible be called “the original charter of human
rights?” How do despotism and totalitarianism conflict with biblical
understanding?
5. What are some of the societal ills that the Bible condemns? Sometimes
even Christians have not been faithful to the Bible’s vision of men and
women in relation to each other and have condoned things the Bible
forbids. Can you think of some instances of this? What lessons can we
learn from misuse of the Bible to promote unbiblical actions?

Chapter 13: The Evidence of Jesus’ Life
1. How many people in the world regard Jesus as at least a major prophet of
their religion? The two largest world religions give a place of prominence
to Jesus. What religions are these, and how do they differ in their
understanding of Jesus?
2. A tiny minority of skeptics maintains that Jesus never existed. What three
evidences do the authors give that Jesus was an actual historical person?
Which of them do you think is most convincing?
3. What are five indisputable facts about Jesus?
4. What are some of the ways Jesus challenged the status quo? How much
do you think these actions by Jesus contributed to his condemnation and
death? If Jesus were alive today, what are some of the things he might
denounce in our world?
5. What do you think about the idea that Jesus, who claimed to be sent from
God, was such a compelling and forceful person that he himself presents
a powerful reason to believe in God? Do you know anyone who has
become a Christian primarily because he or she became convinced that
Jesus’ life and teachings give us a glimpse of what God is like?

Chapter 14: The Evidence of Jesus’ Claims

1. According to the authors, what is the most common way to think about
Jesus? From that starting point, what conclusion do people draw about
Jesus? What’s wrong with this point of view?
2. According to C. S. Lewis, the great Christian apologist, what three
choices do we have regarding who Jesus was? Why is it impossible to
conclude that Jesus was just a great human teacher?
3. What strategy do many take who dispute Jesus’ claims as recorded in the
Gospels? What one simple fact renders their skeptical approach
extremely unlikely?
4. What other way do some people, especially today, use to get around
Jesus’ astonishing claims about himself? What are some of the problems
with this approach?
5. What is the only explanation remaining regarding Jesus’ claims about
Himself? What do you think is the truth about Jesus’ claims?

Chapter 15: The Evidence of Jesus’ Death
1. According to the authors, what is the crucial claim that Christianity
makes about Jesus’ death? Why is Jesus’ death so important to
Christians?
2. John Dominic Crossan, one of the more skeptical contemporary New
Testament scholars, says that “Jesus' death by execution under Pontius
Pilate is as sure as anything historical can ever be.” Yet many people
today, including a billion Muslims, believe the Gospels got it wrong.
How plausible do you think the idea is that Jesus didn’t die as described
in the Gospels?
3. What other theory tries to explain away Jesus’ death? How plausible do
you think this theory is? What are some of the problems with this theory?
4. What evidence do we have that Jesus’ death had the kind of significance
Christians attach to it? How does the institution of the Lord’s Supper
speak to the question of the significance of Jesus’ death?
5. Have you ever wondered how Jesus’ death “works” to save sinners? Can
you express in your own words how this might be?

Chapter 16: The Evidence of Jesus’ Empty Tomb
1. According to the gospel accounts, who buried Jesus? Where? What kind
of seal was put on the tomb?
2. What are the two lines of evidence the authors pursue for Jesus’
resurrection? Do you see each as separate, or somehow working
together?
3. What is the scholarly consensus about Jesus’ burial? John Dominic
Crossan, a well-known modern skeptical New Testament scholar, doesn’t
think Jesus was buried. What do you think about his views?
4. What are some of the reasons to accept Jesus’ burial in a tomb as
historical? Why is the idea illogical that later so-called embellishments in
the gospel accounts about Jesus’ burial undermine the gospel’s
credibility?
5. What are some of the evidences presented by Christianity that Jesus’
tomb was found empty? Do you think these evidences are convincing?
Why?
6. What are some of the skeptics’ explanations for the empty tomb? How
convincing do you think these are?

Chapter 17: The Evidence of Jesus’ Resurrection Appearances
1. The authors make the case that the twin evidences of the empty tomb and
the post-burial appearances of Jesus reinforce each other. How do they do
this? Do you think the case for Christianity would be as strong if one or
the other of these evidences were lacking? Why or why not?
2. What do you think about the idea that it would be unlikely for the early
Christians to have women be the first ones to see the risen Jesus if the
story were made up? Why would Jesus first appearing to women seem
unlikely to first-century people? What significance do you see in Jesus’
appearing first to Mary Magdalene?
3. Where did Paul apparently get the creedal confession that appears in 1
Cor. 15:3–5? How close to the actual event can this confession be dated?
How reliable is it?

4. What are some of the reasons to accept the gospel accounts of the
resurrection appearances of Jesus to the disciples and some of his other
male followers? How convincing do you think these are?
5. How does Paul’s life prior to his encounter on the Damascus Road, as
compared to his life following this event, argue for the authenticity of the
encounter as a genuine meeting with the risen Jesus? According to the
authors, how many biblical scholars think Paul made up his Damascus
Road experience?
6. What are some of the reasons to dismiss skepticism about the biblical
view that Jesus’ resurrected body was a physical one?

Chapter 18: The Evidence of Those Who Lived for Christ
1. What two things does Jesus’ resurrection tell us about his death? What
two things should we look for in Jesus’ followers? If these two things are
lacking, what messages does it give to the world? How faithful do you
think followers of Jesus have been in living out these commands?
2. What two crucial qualifications, mentioned by Jesus himself, should be
kept in mind when evaluating how effectively the church has carried out
Jesus’ commands to his followers? Have you ever met anyone who
claimed to be a follower of Jesus but actually wasn’t? What should we
think about persons who claim to be followers of Jesus but deny most of
the core understandings about him, such as his resurrection or his
divinity? Can you name any people like this?
3. What was one of the main factors in the explosion of Christianity in the
first two centuries? In the past three centuries, what are some of the
evidences of Christian love and compassion operating in the world? How
effective a witness to the reality of the Christian self-understanding do
you think these evidences are?
4. What two examples of Christian love in operation do the authors give
from today’s world? Do you think these are good examples of Christian
love in action? Why or why not? Can you think of other examples?
5. How well do you think the Great Commission has been fulfilled? What
have Christians traditionally thought will happen with the fulfillment of

the Great Commission? Do you think we’re living in the End Times?
Why or why not?

Chapter 19: The Evidence of Those Who Died for Christ
1. Is Christianity unique in that some of its followers have been martyred
for their faith? What distinguishes Christian martyrs from martyrs of
other faiths?
2. What famous saying did Tertullian proclaim around the end of the second
century? How many of the disciples were martyred? What made them
willing to die for their faith? Can you think of any modern martyrs?
3. According to some estimates, how many Christians were martyred during
the twentieth century? How many have been martyred by Islam alone?
4. What was the upshot of the five men martyred in Ecuador in 1956? How
does this story line up with the picture of Christian missionaries often
conveyed by “politically correct” commentators in the West?
5. What do you think about the statements at the end of the chapter
attributed to Christian martyrs? Do they seem fanatical? Reasonable? Do
you think these martyrs were specially gifted people? Is there such a
thing as “a gift of martyrdom”?

Chapter 20: The Evidence of the Uniqueness of Christ
1. Nothing in other world religions is of any value: True or false? What
things can we learn about the human condition from the study of other
religions? Which two religions are closest to Christianity?
2. What’s wrong with saying that all religions are equally valid because all
lead to God? Do you think all religions worship the same God?
3. Is Christianity a religion? In what sense? Is it also “more than a
religion”? How so?
4. Do any other religions make the claims for their founder that Christianity
makes for Jesus? What are the claims that Christianity makes about Jesus
that set it apart from other religions?
5. Do you think the authors have presented a good case for the claims that
Christianity makes for God and Jesus? If what the authors say about

Jesus and God is true, what should be our response? Can you put in your
own words what it means to be a Christian?

Afterword
1. What do you think about the quote from C. S. Lewis that opens the
Afterword? Is it just a clever saying, or does it tell us something true
about God? C. S. Lewis converted to Christianity from atheistic
materialism, first becoming something like a pagan, then a theist, and
finally accepting Jesus as Lord, the entire process taking a number of
years. Several Christian friends proved crucial in his conversion process.
How important do you think it is for the unchurched to have Christian
friends? For Christians to have unchurched friends?
2. How do the authors describe prayer? What role does it have in helping
people draw near to God?
3. What other things besides praying can one do if one is interested in
looking into becoming a Christian?
4. After finishing this book, what do you think about Christianity? Do you
believe it’s true? Do you have doubts? What’s next for you?
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